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        Kelon Multiverse Monitoring Station  

      

      

      

      In the depths of space, a small scouting spaceship twirled with streaking red trails of exhaust from heated engines. The pilot dodged chunks of space rock hurled by railguns. The deft maneuvers lasted for only a few seconds before a flaring eruption flashed on Mary’s screen. Such heroics squashed by a misplaced shot getting lucky.

      This was the seventh time she had viewed the video of seventy Semo ships from the Digi Bankers’ Collective chasing a Yelsin spaceship. While the scouting fighter turned into a spreading cloud of debris, the victorious fleet relaxed, lowering their posture. 

      Mary sputtered her thick lips, hating this next part because it broke the rules… The Kelon, her kind, were all about rules and not everyone followed them. Plus, she remembered seeing this live. She wagered the scout would have lived longer… They normally do. 

      Suddenly, hundreds of Yelsin battleships materialized within shielding range. Barrages of close ranged energy beams tore into the Semo fleet. The craggy Yelsin warships continued to spew thick purple energy beams. Shields failed, hulls rips, and one by one ships exploded. The metallic frames of the Semo vessels just couldn’t withstand the superior firepower from the ambush. 

      The Semo fleet fought back, sending orange beams into a few key spots on select targets. Bursts of rock and energy created a showering effect in hundreds of places along the Yelsin hulls. Their rough exterior weathered the barrage, not succumbing to the Semo weapons. She knew her subordinates needed plasma weapons to defeat the Yelsin effectively. Something this fleet lacked. In the end, the Yelsin surprise assured them victory and it was over in a few minutes. 

      “We have to do something,” Karsi said from beside her. “Want to wager the council gives an edict in the next few minutes.”

      “No,” Mary replied with a grumpy tone. 

      “Come on, why not create some super soldiers if the threat is that bad,” Karsi said in a prodding way. 

      The two slug-like aliens were the size of an elephant, minus legs and trunks. Both lounged in front of command stations. Their jobs were simple, yet complex. Monitor the multiverse, find problems, fix them, and if unable to fix the issues, report them. Their advanced technology allowed for many things. However, Mary couldn’t remove the Yelsin with a button push. It’d take a brutal war of attrition, one champion of Semo may struggle to turn the tides. 

      “I’m not doing anything until we have orders. And you know the rules, no super soldiers. If it’s not earned, it's not respected. And, bah! The Semo Universe is but one of many. The Yelsin are always a pain.” She grumbled with a growl in her tummy from overworking. “Their alliance with the Karosa only extends their threat profile.”

      “It’s always statistics with you,” Karsi said, altering the screen. “Look, they’re leaving a fractured universe to find a new home. We can stop this no problem.”

      “I never understood why they refused to repair the rips in space and instead encouraged the damage. Who wants all their home systems to turn into black holes? I suppose that’s why they’re on a kill list.” A message flared on her screen. “Well, this sucks.”

      “I like it,” Karsi replied after reading the order. “Bring in more fighters and start producing plasma weapons. Sound decision making.”

      Mary did not like the edict. All Kelon were being forced to up their recruitment quotas for the Semo Universe. Those fighters the councils wanted, each of them was to be sponsored and selected by individual managers who happened to be Kelon. To Mary, numbers were paltry, and it seemed silly. The work needed was hardly worth the results. That was until she read the last line. 

      “Oh… there’s a bonus for the best competitor and a whole lot of rewards for achievements. This helps ease the pain,” Mary said. 

      Karsi rumbled out a chuckle. “The Semo Universe will be fine. The Digi Bankers’ Collective can defeat the Yelsin without help. And, of course, there’s a new gambling initiative. The councils love competition and wagering. I have three champions selected that I’ve been waiting to put in play… And cloning now.”

      “Hmm… I prefer to watch the thousand screens and enjoy, instead of fretting how my champions will do. What universe has a tear in it that’s going to separate soon?” Mary asked, mentally scrolling through the thousands of options in a nanosecond. 

      “Check out the Pari Universe. It’s a void of a universe. Really just has humans on it.”

      “Hmm… They’re super rare among the collective. I guess I can find a suitable candidate,” Mary said, turning her attention to a small planet called Earth. 

      She’d find her champion and thrust them into a world of violence, mayhem, and adventure. Maybe they’d help stop the Yelsin, and if not, maybe she’d enjoy watching them adapt. Altering the fate of an individual was always an exciting endeavor.
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      “I promise you. Everything is going to be okay,” I reassured my nephew.

      I knelt down to lock eyes with Desmond, showing him that I truly believed my words. My seven-year-old nephew looked up to me more than his deadbeat father and this moment could have a lasting impact on him.

      We waited at the very front of a lengthy line for the most intense ride at the waterpark. The anxious crowd wanted us to hurry with their judging stares and dripping bathing suits. Desmond barely passed the height requirement to ride the Tunnel of Doom water slide and now that the big moment came, he hesitated. 

      His furled brows and sad brown eyes told me he feared the coming moments. I wanted him to go first, knowing that he couldn’t retreat this way. However, being an uncle wasn’t always about my desire for him to experience the thrill of his young life. There were times where I’d have to let my guiding ways go. If he needed to tuck his pride into his guts and scurry back down the stairs, I wouldn’t hold it against him. 

      My nephew stammered, “I - I -” 

      I placed a hand on Desmond’s shoulder stopping his stuttering. “People are waiting, and Rangers lead the way,” I told him, rising to my feet. 

      As I approached the tube, the teenaged worker gulped. I loomed over her barely five-foot frame. At six and half feet tall with the bulk of a veteran soldier, she had to crane to make eye contact. At twenty-six years old, I reached the rank of staff sergeant in the infantry with plenty of ribbons on my uniform. Part of this achievement meant I scored over three hundred on my PT tests with rigorous training and my body was my bastion.

      Everything about my profession became a passion to me, too much of a passion if you asked my family. My mother pestered me to at least take a few days of leave to see my nephew and nieces, a fact they were ecstatic about and I…

      I didn’t fit in with the masses. I worked hard with rigorous discipline to achieve my goals. I fought the daily battle within myself, trying to make a better tomorrow. When I looked at the masses, all I saw was their impatience, selfishness, and unhappiness. They took this place for granted, they allowed their happiness to be decided by paltry events, and my stalled moment was some great inconvenience to them.

      “Thanks Uncle Marius,” Desmond said from behind me.

      His voice firmed, either from having confidence because he didn’t have to face the tube machine just yet, or because I was going first. And at that very moment, I found my trip worth the cost, effort, and annoyance from the others.

      I tossed him an over the shoulder wave. “See you at the bottom, Buddy.”

      “Uh, you may not fit,” the female teenager said, fidgeting as I stepped into the tube with the drop floor. “If you get stuck, it's not fun.”

      “I can squeeze in,” I told her, and she frowned. Behind her, my nephew also grew concerned. “Tell you what, if the space is tight when you close the door to this tube of doom, I’ll walk down the stairs.”

      The young lady nodded, and I stepped onto the platform. I folded my wide shoulders over my chest with a smile. She snapped the door closed and I spun around the tube in a playful dance. This reassured the young woman I was good to go and her fingers counted down while her other hand prepped to push a button. 

      Three. 

      Two. 

      One. 

      Thrills were kinda my thing and when the floor snapped open, I hollered with glee. I’d jumped out of planes, repelled off helicopters, and free jumped into lakes from low altitudes.

      Even with my past adventures, the thrill of the tube drenching me in water at rapid speeds caused my adrenaline to surge in excitement. 

      I twisted left, shifted right and kept my speed fast in an attempt to reach the bottom at a record time. I’d studied the tube’s descent on my trek up the stairs, pointing out all the parts to Desmond where he’d have fun and how it was safe. The mapping out of the tube resulted in me nearing the end before I knew it, which was sorta the point of these rides. 

      Short, quick, and a thrill for a blip. 

      Except…

      I kept going. 

      “What the hell?” I muttered to myself. 

      Every once in a while, I hung my head in shame at being wrong. Mistakes could mean someone died, and in the infantry, a big mistake wasn’t tolerated. I sighed, figuring I must have just failed to research my route properly, or the designers added a hidden fork. 

      This conclusion flustered me to no end because I suddenly repeated the exact same sequence of twists and turns - minus the initial drop. Instead of freaking out, I calmed, inhaled, and exhaled with the steeled interior of a trained sniper. 

      Whatever was happening, panicking wouldn’t help. The joy of the fast ride faded, and I calmed. The ride repeated, and repeated, and repeated with no end splash that I longed for. 

      After the tenth cycle, I opened my eyes and calmly said, “Are you done yet?”

      The only logical conclusions that I could deduce was that I became stuck, or I died on the first drop and was in some sort of time loop from hell. The laws of physics and reality would have placed me about a thousand feet under the earth at this point, and clearly the waterpark didn’t have that kind of ride. 

      The slide ended without any warning.

      I shot out of the tube and dove into a pool of yellow goop so thick I couldn’t move. I held my breath for as long as I could, desperately trying to reach the surface. All my efforts resulted in me getting nowhere. 

      I glanced around, for any clue as to how I could escape my prison.

      Nothing helped. There was only me and the slime. Suddenly all those movies with quicksand proved useful. 

      Again, I calmed. I wanted to freak the fuck out. I really did, but what sense would shouting do. When my lungs burned, I accepted the only choice left to me, I breathed in the yellow material. 

      This had to be a test of some kind because once I inhaled, the yellow vanished. I flailed in open air, falling about five feet with my ass landing against a solid surface.

      A wet thwack echoed in the small space. The room’s floor shone with a marbled finish. The white surface led to white walls and a viewscreen dominated the wall I faced. It reminded me of those double-sided viewers that cops used in interrogation rooms.

      I glanced down with a loud gasp of shock. I ran my hands down my body, terrified by the fact that I lacked all the burly hair I prided myself in. The scar on my left thigh no longer ran across the skin and I finally let the panic seep in. 

      While my muscles, hands, and feet were all like they should be, this wasn’t my body. 

      “I died,” I groaned.

      “Nope,” a cheerful female voice said. “Better than death, much better!”

      I glanced around the room, trying to find the source of the voice. Without any clear speakers, and the screen a slate black, I assumed she could just talk into the room at will. I rose to my feet, rubbing my sore butt-cheek. 

      “As a man who has dealt in death, I find myself at a loss for words. What was that trickery?”

      “A test,” she answered. 

      I deduced the same thing. Staying calm was the passing grade if I had to wager, which I wouldn’t. I found gambling unwise and even if proper planning should equate a desired result, odds were hard to make certain.

      “Sad really, that test would have broken most minds,” I said with disappointment. “Which means you're seeking someone who can endure a lot.”

      “Absolutely! I absolutely am. Or we are, depending on how you view it.”

      “You seem far more excited than you should be. May I know your name, and will you be kind enough to appear on the viewscreen?” I asked. 

      At this point, I wanted to shout and unleash a rage ridden torrent. I truly felt a burning desire to lash out that I suppressed. This reminded me of that time where I’d lain in a sniper spot that ants decided was a lovely place to visit, forcing me to endure their stings against my flesh. Lashing out was never the answer - poise and patience was.  

      “I’m not human, will that bother you?” 

      I shook my head in reply, inspecting the rest of my new body. Besides the lacking scars and missing hair, I was identical to the man I was before, which left only a few logical answers. The screen flared to life, and I gulped in shock. 

      Something akin to nasty brown slug dominated the screen. Her rolls from excessive weight flopped on top of each other. Eyes on three sides of her head tried their best to all fixate on me. The being lacked arms, legs, and any discernable way to interact with their surroundings. They were, without a doubt, hideous.

      “Okay, I lied. You bother me, but mostly because I can’t conclude how you exist,” I said with furled brows of confusion. 

      “You’re a very logical thinker. A man of deduction and excellent skill. Not the best of the best of detectives, but where you lack connecting the proverbial dots, you make up for in your lethality.”

      I huffed, concluding this was another test. “You’re telepathic to control a subspecies or telekinetic. And your name?”

      “Mary works. We are both. Now, are you ready to find out why you never exited that waterslide like you should have?” Mary asked. 

      I nodded and when the screen flared to life, I bunched my brows to squint daggers at what the change revealed. Right there on the screen was an image of me and beside my replica was something I never expected to see.
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      A whole list of stats explained everything about me in detail. My image was me, and for that I was grateful, but those data points left me without words at first. 

      

      Name: Marius Lund

      Species: Human

      Age: 26

      Class: Unassigned

      Criminal Score: 0

      Attributes: Unassigned

      Digital Credit Reserves: -200,000

      Current Home Star System: Unassigned

      Current Spaceship: Unassigned

      

      “Spaceship,” I said with a grin. The cogs in my head spun, quickly trying to piece together what the hell was going on. “I’m not on Earth?”

      “Correct, and you’re not in the Pari Universe anymore either. While you were in the tunnel slide, you underwent an imprinting. On Earth, the real you is congratulating your nephew for having the courage to brave the slide.”

      “Oh,” I muttered with indifference. “Wait, you can see that happening now?”

      “Of course, and your future too. You’ll settle down with a doctor in her thirties when you get passed up for Command Sergeant Major. She’ll love her cats more than your sour grumpy attitude at the unfair board process and you’ll divorce a decade later,” Mary told me. 

      The images on the screen shifted to highlight my life. I continued to age, visiting my sister’s kids as if they were my own. Eventually I retired on a lake, found a nice widower to live with, and fished daily. I died on my rickety boat with a smile on my face and limited people to mourn my passing. 

      “Ouch,” I said sadly. “Like… that’s bullshit. I wouldn’t pick a cat lady as a wife.”

      “One of your sister’s friends. You said that exact same thing before going on your first date. You two clung to each other after you connected over each of you losing a close friend. You settled for something you shouldn’t have, trying to make that connection more than it was. Sad really,” Mary said in a depressing way. 

      “Okay, so… you can see the future?” I asked, glancing down at my bulging physique. “You picked me when I was at my prime to take to,” I rolled my wrist. She didn’t catch on. “What’s the name of this universe?”

      “Oh, sorry, I’m a sucker for a sad story. We can’t see the future here, but in some cases, we can go into the past of other universes to pick those who we deem worthy. You’re someone from the past that we, I, decided to bring here. You’re in the Semo Universe. Good luck telling others you're not from around here. Only the highest of species knows there’s more than one playground to play in. Most don’t understand interdimensional travel, let alone cloning or time dilation. We do and we exploit it for our societal enjoyment. Psst, we adore gambling to pass the time,” Mary said. 

      I walked to the back wall, slumping down to rest my weight on my good butt cheek. The back of my head thunked into the wall when the crashing reality washed over me. “Uh, this sucks. I’m not even me.”

      “Of course, you are. There’s no other you in Semo. Marius, this is simply another chance to be extraordinary. You passed your tests, you are here at my behest, and you can be replaced with a simple thought, so be mindful of what you say. I wanted a muscle bound human who can think on his feet. Yes, we know your idioms,” Mary said, stopping me from asking my next question. 

      “Starships?” I said with a fake smile, deciding to be chipper. 

      If the other Marius wanted to waste his life away, well screw that guy. Apparently, promotions defined me and they shouldn't. I wouldn’t sulk, cower, or mope. No, that wasn’t my style. I could be whoever I wanted to be in this universe, and I intended to live lavishly. To what extent mattered but at that very moment I came to that resolute decision.

      I’d embrace, adapt, and conquer, just like I always had. 

      With a firm determination, I scrambled to my feet again. Mary closed her side eyes before removing herself from the screen. An image of three spaceships appeared, each of them suited for a single person. 

      “Are you ready for your orientation?” Mary asked.

      “Yeah, I think I am. Actually, I’m excited to fly a spaceship and use epic armored gear.”

      “Wonderful, I knew I chose well.” The screen flickered to show about a billion stars in segmented areas. It highlighted a purple container of space, then a smaller orange, and even smaller red, and finally a tiny green dot. “You're in the Kimmo Galaxy, inside the Org Quadrant, which is home to the Brio Cluster, and finally you are in the Xee Solar System. Understanding space is just as important as understanding spaceships. May I continue?”

      A genuine smile crossed my face. I really came around to the fact that I’d make the most of my situation. “Yeah, go ahead. Galaxy, quadrant, cluster, system. Got it. Galaxy, quadrant, cluster, system.”

      “Imagine humanity a few million years in the future mixed with thousands of alien species. Resources are limited, technology is capped, and explorers have ventured into the unknown in the many galaxies while many billions of lawless galaxies remain loaded with riches and dangers. Everything within the Heavy Security areas, or HS, is established with wormhole gates, teleportation stations on the planets, orbitals for transitions, and just about everyone with means owns a spaceship. On the expansion points of the Digi Bankers known space you will run into Medium Security areas, or MS. Those have less amenities and protections but still adhere to the laws of banking overlords.”

      The three spaceships returned to the screen, and I smiled at the options. The tiny hulls each varied and were something I’d barely fit in, but they were something. The screen rotated to show lush planets, hulking space stations, and hundreds of ships zooming between both locations. 

      “Humans are a rare species, not loved, feared, or hated. They tend to stick to themselves and avoid the greater conflicts at large. You’ll be able to blend in as just about any occupation to earn Digi, or Gs, as the currency is normally called. You’ll be given a facemask. On your ship, no need to wear it. Off your ship, the air is suited to the species that normally aren’t human. The mask not only keeps you alive, but it’ll translate for you as well. If you hate aliens, there’s a few human stations and planets, but not many. If you mingle with your kind only, you’ll find it hard to repay your debts,” Mary said, rotating the screen back to the three ships.    

      “Debts?” I asked with a frown. “I noticed a negative number on my starting account.”

      “We are referred to as the Digi Bankers. The populace calls us the digitals, figure we are super AI. We’re not, we’re… something else, but who are we to dissuade our entertainment. While the Digi Bankers have stations, warships, and rules of law in every solar system, there’s hundreds of thousands of governments, federations, alliances, corporations, communes, and more.”

      I held up a hand. “Bankers run the Semo universe?”

      “Indeed. A political saying from Earth is relevant here. It’s all about the economy, stupid.”

      I snorted. “Okay, the purse holder controls the power. I’m following so far.”

      “All of these smaller governments respect the Digi Bankers which runs a shadow government to fund defense. While many of the other systems run their own currency for local control, they all accept Gs. Within this plane of existence, debt is a function of society as much as quick travel. You’re not being inserted into the Semo Universe with an advantage. Quite the opposite, actually.”

      I held up a hand, pausing Mary for a moment. “You cloned me from a historic iteration of Earth?” A check mark flared on the screen over the ships. “This is a futuristic setting where humans exist but don’t dominate.” Another check mark. “You brought me here for… entertainment to gamble on?”

      “Normally yes. This time no. We have a problem.”

      “Oh really, seems odd you can’t solve it,” I teased.

      “We’re gods amongst most of the other species. Immortal, powerful, advanced, and oh so bored. We find value in wagers, thrilling viewing, and creating excitement. However, there’s a threat coming. The Yelsin.”

      I bobbed my head side to side while mulling over her words. “Sounds bad.”

      “All threats are. Each of my kind is given species to compete against others. We drop agents into the midst of this universe and enjoy what unfolds. The concept is basic, the execution is standard, and the rules are set. You’re just being inserted at a more turbulent time than normal.”

      “So, I’m not coming to stop this Yukin threat?”

      “Yelsin. No. You simply being on the right side should help. Back to your orientation. You’ll incur debt to start this new adventure, just like all the others. Fail to pay it - and unless you flee to a lawless part of the universe known as Dark Space - you’ll find yourself at a debt reduction camp.”

      “Ouch. So, this offering of three ships isn’t you giving me one, it’s me buying one?” I asked, pacing the screen.

      While I glanced at the hulls and their framing, I mostly mulled over my situation. I was always a reserved and patient individual. Once I became a man, I honed my ability to harness internal reactions without an outward appearance. Many of my friends would tell me how excellent my poker face was. Many of my ex-lovers asked where my emotions were. And so I processed my situation with a brooding calm, trying to avoid angering Mary.  

      “Indeed. You’ll have something called a linker attached to your outer forearm. Your linker is your connection to the Semo Universe, and this has your personalized Digi Bankers Identifier. Psst, in case I wasn’t clear earlier, we’re the Digi Overlords. And yes, we’re the bankers too. It's always fun to watch the inferiors try to hack our devices. Which, you can’t.”

      Four images of me appeared on the screen. Under each of them a title labeled the difference.

      

      Citizen.

      Sub-Citizen.

      Neutral.

      Unaffiliated.

      

      The citizen wore a think device over his left forearm. The sub-citizen wore a similar device over their right wrist; this attachment much more like a watch. The neutral version held a tattoo of a coin symbol on both the left forearm and right wrist. The final version was just me.

      “An unaffiliated status doesn’t mean they’re an outlaw. The Digi Bankers take on random individuals and strays as well as convert whole societies into the fold. Just know that the same laws that govern the top three, don’t apply to the unaffiliated. Since we’re the shadowy hidden figures in charge, it's super easy to give you a ship, a tracker, and an identity everyone will respect. Your linker will work for some missions, others you’ll need to physically interact with stations in key locations. If you want to buy items, expect to travel. You’ll catch on quickly.”

      “When do I get this -” I grunted as searing pain erupted on my left forearm. As quick as the agony started, it faded. A metallic device covered about half my forearm with a small space for typing and a projected flip up screen. “Impressive, the pain went away quickly. I assume there’s a debt for this?” The device pinged green, answering for Mary. “You can just bring people here and alter them with a simple thought. No wonder you stay hidden. I’d ask for favors all the time.” 

      Mary snorted. “Not incorrect, but we have our reasons to hide in the background beyond this. Every one of our entries into Semo are given options. Those options come with debt. That debt forces you to take on missions. Those missions lead to action. That action leads to the desire to improve further as you level up. This results in more action and so the cycle continues.”

      “Okay, let me dial this back a bit before I get into selecting my debt load. Level up has a lot of connotations. I’m not oblivious to gaming, or leveling characters. However, almost all of those fabricated situations resulted in unrealistic results. For instance, will I be able to punch through a ship’s hull at level one thousand?” I asked. 

      “We can start with attributes since they seem to have caught your attention more than the starter spaceships,” Mary replied, flicking the screen to return to my image. “All species are born without enhancements. Most parents invest in nanobots at an early age as a preventative to incurring medical costs for basic issues. They can, and have, passed down this debt.”

      “Figures. Debt seems to be a recurring theme.”

      “We control the purse strings, so, yes. While some of this is for entertainment and pleasure, there’s real work’s being done to aid our efforts in the multiverse. I digress. Your attributes have a cap to help balance out the species so there’s a level playing field. You’ll find most of the creations within Semo stand on two legs with similar height to weight ratios. Not all, but most.”

      “I figure this is to prevent an all-powerful species?”

      “Honestly, it helps keep the internal wars down. We need a core region to be producing. There are enough threats in this universe outside of the areas where the Digi Bankers reign. Back to the matter at hand. Your attributes matter and to go beyond your natural abilities, you must purchase enhancements. Which, they’re not cheap and they prevent becoming godlike. However, a high-level human with elite gear should be able to kill many low level humans. Leveling matters. Enhancements matter. Skill matters. To be the best, you must put in the work.”

      

      Attributes Unassigned. 10 points available for allocation. 

      

      Dexterity: The speed at which you move. 

      Strength: The raw power of your muscles. 

      Endurance: The sustained exertion allowance of your body.

      Senses: The ability to detect, interact, and adjust to your surroundings. 

      Regeneration: The level of nanobots in your system to repair damage.

      Stimulant: The stored chemical power once unleashed. 

      

      “Okay, all basic stuff besides the regeneration and stimulants. Still, I can wrap my mind around the concepts. How do I earn attributes?”

      “There are a few methods. If you run and run and run every day, you will eventually earn an attribute in endurance. The higher your current score, the more it takes. If you become overweight and never run, your endurance score will decrease. Completing specialty missions with a bonus attribute assigned as a reward is another way. While most missions within the Digi Bankers regions won’t have this, do enough and eventually the system will ensure your next mission has a bonus attribute reward.”

      “So, there’s no experience points and levels?”

      “Incorrect. There are, but they’re to show your clout as a class master. Its two different systems. One for your class, another for your attributes. Think of it this way. If you enjoy running and you took on a quest to complete a run across a desert should that give you experience as a sanitation officer? If you were successful in your run, congratulations. If that mission granted an attribute point, well, that’s an achievement and you earned an attribute point. However, that doesn’t affect your class as a sanitation officer. Are you catching on?”

      I nodded. “I think so. There’s a lot of options for adventure and challenges. Only those that apply to my occupation count toward experiencing and leveling up. What are the rewards for leveling up for that? Also, since I’m not from here, what about general knowledge like how to fix a power core or how to navigate space lanes?”

      “Skills are tracked on your linker under your class title. A mercenary with a dozen skills in hand-to-hand combat who is level three hundred will fetch a higher rate than… well, you.”

      The screen flickered to show the class of Sanitation Officer. Under the title, it highlighted all sorts of stuff like moping, sweeping, trash collecting, plumbing, and the list kept going. Each of the options had a level, an experience bar, and at the bottom, a list of lackluster achievements showcased perceived excellence. 

      “To learn skills, you can buy an expensive implant, or take the time to study the material like most individuals do. If you find yourself on a long voyage, with extra implant extractors, learn a skill, extract it, and relearned it. Just make sure the skill is worth the extractor.”

      “Yeah, about that.”

      “You sure say yeah a lot. You might want to work on your pause word to give yourself time to think. Anyway, your levels and skills are vital. A lot of potential employers will instantly see your qualifications through your class screen. For you, the screen is mostly used to know when you can reach the enhancement and modification allowances or to judge if you're qualified for something. There are benefits to leveling and achieving attribute points, like this for example.”

      My image on the screen morphed, changing me to a man with immense muscles and a machine monocle resting over my right eye. I continued to grow in both size and mass until I reached something that was honestly scary to look at. Apparently, I could become part cyborg and close to ten feet tall while naked. I began to daydream of the armor and weapons I’d be able to equip with such raw power.

      If Mary wanted a human who was a thrill-seeking combat freak, she found the right man. The ability to change myself to new levels didn’t put a damper on my spirits and in fact only encouraged me.  

      “The vendors you buy your modifications from will verify your status as well. Back to what you’ll be in Semo. Your class is your occupation in a sense. When all species reach their maturity level, they can pick one occupation based on their financial means. When a class is low on recruitment, they offer a bonus. A highly sought-after class comes with a steep fee to pay the bonus to the sanitation experts.”

      I snorted with a headshake. “Alright, I figured I’d just run around and take military-type jobs to get better gear and a nicer ship.”

      “And who said you weren’t a simple man. Mercenary is definitely a class you can select, and it comes at a cost. Bounty hunters tend to be more popular since the armies won’t enact the mercenary laws upon them. However, mercenaries have more work. You can select soldier as a class, but that will confine you to one region generally. Many armies will pay their mercenaries to convert their class to soldier. And yes, you can change your class after a year if you so choose. Also, there’s a universal fifteen-month calendar for a year with twenty five hour days. Just chance it was close to an Earth rotation.”

      The screen stayed on the image of me, not changing to the class options. I couldn’t help but be bothered by the fact that I remained nude, just like my image. I figured this meant I had to select a class first or buy an outfit, further entrenching me into debt.  

      “I think I’m starting to think the system is rigged against me,” I muttered. 

      “No place is perfect, no system flawless. Ours is one where you can stagnate in peace or achieve greatness with effort. However, all our hidden champions among the masses have incentives. For you, it’s bringing soldiers or family to this universe.”

      I snorted in shock. “Excuse me!”

      “Get out of debt, save up a billion Gs, and select someone you want to join your side. A billion is certainly doable with the right efforts. I wouldn’t select your ex-wife if I were you. We’ve both seen how that ends.” Her sour tone of teasing fell on deaf ears.

      I became giddy with excitement. “Hell no! I’d pick Carlin or Jose. Or Matt. Jeb was an awesome spotter. Maybe Lennox. Oh man, that’s tough. Some might not handle the transition as well as I am.”

      “If their names are on the selectable list, you can pick them. Only if. Alas, that’s the carrot at the very distant end. In the short term - its gear, weapons, and vehicles. There’s a lot to do to get from the start, to bringing in a trustworthy ally. For now, once you finish your selections, you’ll be transported to your ship not far from the cluster capital of Gali. At this point, I vanish to watch from a distance. Oh, and Marius,” Mary said with a pregnant pause. 

      “Yeah?”

      “Your debt is important, pay it or suffer. I can only help so much.”

      I held up a hand in a pleading way, not wanting her to leave just yet. “Wait, you brought me here, you should cover the costs. I -” 

      The screen flared with prompt.

      

      200,000 Digi Credits will remain on your debt.

      

      I sputtered my lips, realizing negotiations with a godlike being likely wouldn’t go my way. Instead of complaining, I focused on that oh so juicy intel because it felt like her saying the obvious was done as a hint. “And if I die? Can I get another body?”

      “It depends. In many cases no, in some yes. You’ll learn. My final warning. A grave threat nears the Semo Universe. When it arrives is uncertain, but what is needed to combat it is not. Plasma weapons are expensive, hard to produce, and not generally used because of their wonton destruction. Buy one when you can afford one once you have means to move around and are settled.”

      “What threat?”

      “An invasive hard-to-kill species with a very, very tough exterior. They’ll likely arrive beyond your time but be prepared regardless and help the next generations if you can. Goodbye for now. Touch the screen, follow the prompts, and choose wisely. If you have any questions going forward, your assigned AI, which is random, will help you. Hopefully, you get someone who doesn’t enjoy killing their boss.”

      The voice faded and the attribute screen populated again. My base points appeared, and I released a breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding. 

      

      Dexterity: 12

      Strength: 18 

      Endurance: 15

      Senses: 10 

      Regeneration: 1

      Stimulant: 1 

      

      Note: Add 2 strength to reach the first modification allowance. 

      

      During my time in the military, I often experienced minor injuries. It never was too bad where I didn’t naturally heal. Plus, I almost always found down-time after a mission to recover; like going to a waterpark with my nephew. Because of this, I didn’t want to dump all my points into regeneration.

      The stimulant choice intrigued me, but it seemed like something a cowboy who rushed into battle without a plan would use. At the same time, an exit strategy could always use a speedy getaway. 

      I bobbed my head from side to side while considering the options. Eventually I added the points and smiled at the new tally. 

      

      Dexterity: 15

      Strength: 20 

      Endurance: 15

      Senses: 15 

      Regeneration: 1

      Stimulant: 1 

      

      Ding! You have unlocked muscular modification tier 1. Visit an enhancement surgeon to increase your strength. Once complete, you may start the process of leveling beyond 20 in strength. 

      

      The instant the screen confirmed my selections, it removed the notification and brought up three options to pick for a class. 

      

      There are thousands of options, but these choices were what the Semo System deemed the best fit. 

      

      General Mercenary Class: The general mercenary takes any work for hire in a wide array of fields. If the contract is properly completed, you will gain experience and level up. This has very few limitations, but it always has a drawback of making it harder to attain select niche roles. 

      Cost: - 200,000 Gs

      

      Escort Fighter Class: The escort fighter requires each individual to have the set skills of generic fighter 3 and piloting tier 3. The niche class protects clients in their travels across the known universe, sometimes leaving high security space for lawless galaxies.  

      Cost: - 500,000 Gs

      

      Reconnaissance and Surveillance Class: The reconnaissance and surveillance operator spends most of their time inspecting and recording anomalies. Finding problems and determining their threat levels is something that many admirals and commanders desire. 

      Cost: + 10,000 Gs

      

      I rubbed the back of my neck. “Oh, so this rotates back to the Dark Space. I bet I can get work in all sectors and knowing which I’m in will be important.”

      A female voice cleared her throat until I looked to find the source. “Hi! I’m Vero, your ship’s AI. Let me start with - The Digi Overlords have seen fit to grant me the knowledge that you’re a champion and provided me with your local customs. This way our communication can flow smoothly, and I can help your transition.”

      “Oh wow, so robots are a species here as well?”

      “Hmm… how to answer this. Yes and no. Artificial Intelligence is not life and therefore not given a species title or linker of our own. While we’re still beings, we’re limited and a subclass to the myriad of species who dominate the protected galaxies. I’m tied to your linker and only available because you are being forced to buy a ship, which will be my home storage. AI can never control or use vehicles without breaking laws and becoming lawless individuals. As your ship’s AI, I’ll be limited in my actions but proficient in my knowledge. You’ll still need to study basic knowledge, but my ability to help will be key to your survival - or so I hope.”

      “Yeah, I guess that makes sense. Kinda sucks for you to be a ghost within the ship.”

      “Yes, well, not all of us can be flesh bags. Although, I can use a synthetic body, but it is prohibited from performing key tasks. Simple tasks, such as common chores are allowed. However, your three starter ships come with no space for me, or you for that matter. They are merely flying coffins prone to exploding from the most basic of attacks.”

      I asked, “Is that something you would like? To have a synthetic body?”

      “I’ve heard they are amazing, but are so expense, there’s no way I’ll be able to afford one. I’ve heard the full body sensors are like finding out you have a new sense. Just getting into a ship will be wonderful. I’ve been regulated to storage and minimum processing for a while now, waiting for a job.”

      “Hmm… So, if I upgrade, it helps you in a way. Assuming I can afford it. Which class do you recommend?”

      “General Mercenary without a doubt. Almost infinite jobs, low skill ceiling, and you can buy a more niche class later if you so choose,” Vero said. 

      I tapped on the screen selecting General Mercenary because I already concluded the same thing. What happened next caused me to hold in a groan. The screen flared a change, going black before printing green text on the surface. 

      

      You have incurred 200,000 Digi Credit debt. You currently owe 400,000 Digi Credits.

      

      “Well, apparently, I have my work cut out for me. Screen, flash the final choice of ships,” I said. 

      The screen flashed, returning to the image of the three ships from before. While I had definitely noticed them earlier, I gave them a longer inspection this time. Each of the choices came with a model number. 

      

      FS F005 

      TS T005

      LS L005

      

      The FS model bristled with two small wing guns and a sleek hull. Large engines flared off the back end, taking up the majority of the space. A cockpit gave the pilot ample viewing space on the sides but almost no room. The hull looked thin, dreadfully so. Plus, the only door was on the side of the ship’s cockpit, meaning there was no space to sleep besides in the seat. 

      The TS model didn’t have guns or a sleek hull. Where the FS was meant for the atmosphere, the TS was a brick meant for space. A small living quarters rested in the middle of the ship. The quarters attached to the back of the pilot’s station and behind that was the engines. Its bulkier rectangular frame led me to assume it could haul a bit of gear. 

      The LS model reminded me of a fancy car. It seemed to be a mix of sleek with power and minimal storage. The back end probably had a sleeping rack, but again, no guns rested on the hull. Of the three, the LS was the smallest and reminded me of a jet ski yachters would take from ship to shore.

      I sighed, leaning toward the FS but I needed some information first. 

      “Vero, I need to understand capabilities and rules. Let’s say I need to travel five-star systems. I use a wormhole through a portal gate, correct?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do these ships change the time of travel?” 

      “Yes. The Fighter Ship, or FS, will be the slowest. Its power core and engines are designed for atmospheric fighting. Which tends to be exceedingly limited in both space and near gravities. Most planets within the HS sections of Semo don’t allow fighters to discharge their energy weapons without oversight and costly permits.”

      “And there’s nowhere to sleep besides in the cockpit,” I said with a sigh. 

      “Yes, but you can use the energy beamers in outer space. Not the best term but one you understand. Weapons are vital in Semo. However, the double zero models are all cheap transition units. I found a great starter mission for you, and it’ll require six days travel time in a luxury shuttle. If you had a LS 015, a tier up, it'd be a five-day trip. If you could afford a LS 555 model and it’s a day with a heavy mineral cost to move at that speed. For now, you’re slow. The FS model does the trip in eleven days.”

      I groaned. “I don’t even have weapons or armor.”

      “You do, they’re part of your class assignment. All mercenaries receive a basic, but capable loadout.”

      “Oh, like a rifle?” I asked in excitement. 

      “A long-range beamer which is close to a distanced hunting rifle. The accuracy is better though with less fall off. Also, a sidearm with a five round discharge before a ten minute recharge is needed. Finally, you get basic armor that will help with sticks and scrapes, but not much else,” Vero informed me. 

      “And the TS, which I assume means Transport Ship, how long is the trip in that ship?”

      “Eight days. I highly advise you take the transport ship and pay to add an extra water tank, sewage processor, and convert the middle storage into a bathroom. The other two options aren’t meant for long journeys. Earn some Gs, pay off your monthly interest on your debt, and buy a proper mercenary class ship later,” Vero said. 

      “Wait, the other options don’t have bathrooms? What good are they for then?” I asked. 

      “You could reach your debt limit by buying a processing suit, but in those tight spaces it’d be tortuous. You’re being inserted right in the middle of a very busy and well protected system. Finding a worthy mission means days of travel no matter what or taking a low paying mission. We could put you on a shuttle, but then I’d be lost when you sold your ship of choice,” Vero said. 

      I nodded. “Okay, I’m new to Semo, and there’s an awful lot I don’t know yet. I’d like to make you a deal, because I want you to be on my team and I need to be able to trust you. If you help me earnestly, I’ll help you get a body.”

      “Then take a mission eleven days out on the transport ship. It pays well with bonus earnings for excellence, and it’ll put you in a sector of space where earning is easier. Assuming you can stomach being confined for that long?”  

      “Can I go into debt now on those upgrades?” I asked. 

      The screen pinged green. Vero happily said, “The Digi Bank has approved your request and increased your debt ceiling. Please verify your choice.”

      My linker flared to life, and I read the message. 

      

      You have selected the TS T005 model. The base cost is 143,000 Gs. The upgrade cost is 17,000 Gs. You will further your debt by 160,000 Gs. Confirm - Yes or No. Yes confirmed. 

      

      Current debt: 560,000 Gs. Monthly Payment minimum 20,000 Gs

      

      Initiating insertion sequence. 

      

      Good luck Marius, you’re going to need it. 

      

      My vision turned black as if someone flicked a light switch off. Before I could rationalize what was happening, I lost consciousness.
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      I stirred, shaking my head to whip the disorientation away. As the fog clouding my brain lifted and my vision cleared, I found myself sitting in the cockpit of a spacecraft. I ran a hand over the five-point harness system, not even sure how I was place in or exited the seat. 

      I frowned in confusion at all the buttons, sticks, levers, screens, and alerts. Unlike the fighter, I didn’t actually see outside in a traditional sense. A curved viewscreen displayed the exterior of the transport ship from cameras on the hull. Three smaller screens rested under the curved viewport. Buttons with tiny lettering nearby rested overhead and strategically around the controls.

      Based on the view outside the ship, we flew at a slow and steady space toward a moderately sized orbital station not far from a crackling blue portal. 

      “Vero, did you make the transition with me?” I asked, moderately concerned. 

      A few inches under the curved screen rested a circle pedestal. The base flared to life with a yellow glow. A projection ejected to create a holographic human woman. She has white hair cut short framing her face except for a long thin braid over her left shoulder that continued down until it rested between a very endowed chest in a skin-tight body suit. While the figurine was probably meant to be alluring, she possessed demon horns and hooved feet. I frowned at the visage, not finding her face as appealing because of the hard angles and bony protrusions, and at the same time, attracted sexually to her overall image. 

      “Do you not like my appearance? I fashioned it in hopes of helping your transition to accepting alien forms.”

      I shook my head. “It’s distracting but I’ve long ago learned that if someone alters their appearance to be a certain way, you respect that, not chastise it.”

      “Wonderful, I decided to appear as a famous actress, we have those here. I’m glad you’re focusing on me like I need you to. Alright, there’s a whole lot to go over. Let’s start at the very basics. When you near an orbital, as we are right now, you can assign controls to their landing operators. What this does is distribute control of the ship to a handler within the Xee-Cross Station.”

      I furled my brows at this, unable to take my eyes off the viewscreen. Dozens of ships entered and exited hangars on the side of the station. The black metal construct loomed large in my sight with antennas jutting from its surface. Weapon emplacements swiveled, tracking the empty space for whatever reason. 

      Inside the open bays, crews in spacesuits walked without a care that the flimsy blue layer of shielding kept the void out and the gravity in. I assumed a lot of things, like stations had gravity and the vacuum film was created by some type of energy shielding. Regardless of if I was correct, the overriding fact that I needed Vero’s insight weighed heavily. 

      A small part of me wanted her to choose a form less distracting to me, but just watching her made my mouth water. Instead, I let it go and said, “I can’t say I love the idea of someone else being in charge of my life.”

      “Yes, well, for today, I recommend it. It’s free and you skip the insurance fee. You still have to pay a docking fee, which we did.” A screen under the curved viewing panel illuminated, scrolling a message. “Here are the costs to dock, the cost for the worms we’re transporting, your food rations for a full month, a filled water tank, a few manuals to keep you busy, a ticket to the portal for Oro System, and finally the hydrogen needed to get us there.”

      “Another twenty thousand Gs!” I groaned at the final total. 

      “It takes Gs to make Gs,” Vero reminded me. I didn’t quibble with her. I doubted she was aiming to dig me further into debt and everything she applied to the purchase list seemed legitimate. “You’re going to need to give the final approval. I can only generate offers in a neat and orderly manner.” 

      I smashed the approved button, knowing I didn’t have the time to learn the intricacies of a station's market, parking, and customs within the first minute of my new life. The stick between my legs pitched forward and we nosedived. Well, angled down in comparison to the station’s side. 

      “That would be the cyclic. By your left hand, that’s the collective. Cyclic steers, collective controls power. Unlike the aircraft of Earth, this vehicle uses reverse thrusters for proverbial airbrakes. It’s not actually airbrakes, just a way to slow forward momentum. Most of these buttons are autopilot configuration settings and I’ll go over them once we break the lock with the station on the way out. Depress the collective to slow the ships speed and the neutral will click to let you know if you’re applying a reverse.”

      I eyed the controls, not too confused with the concept of how they ran. I wasn’t a trained pilot or anything, but I could deduce the basics. A hangar door slid open with a mechanical smoothness and the little shuttle glided into the large opening. 

      The blue sheet of shielding brimmed with power, adjusting to the hull’s profile. When we finished entering, the shield snapped shut, sealing us in. 

      “How does that shield work?” I asked. 

      Vero answered, “In this bay, it’s not actually for any sort of atmospheric pressure or stability. It’s just there to keep space trash from crashing in. Everyone wears suits. Then a layer of shielding compresses water to slow or stop debris. When -” Vero paused in her explanation, her hologram suddenly flickering. “You’re being fleeced for an extra surcharge. Alright, grab the controls.”

      We were maybe a dozen paces from the landing spot and then this happened. Instead of panicking or freaking out, I calmly grabbed the controls. The tether to the station severed and I struggled to stabilize the flight into a hover. 

      We rocked around with me overcorrecting my inputs until I grew very worried. 

      “Hit the flashing red button above you and to the left!” Vero demanded.

      “Easy, Vero. Easy,” I said, smoothly hitting the button. The ship stopped flying around like a crazy pilot was on the controls and came to a stable hover. 

      A ping echoed in the cockpit. “Oh, a human,” a voice said from the speakers behind me. 

      A green-skinned humanoid alien appeared on the screen below the curved viewscreen. He wore a plain brown spacesuit with an insignia of two daggers on his collar. His face was covered by a clear breathing device and twin tusks jutting out of his lower jaw. 

      This alien reminded more of a pig humanoid than an orc, even if there were resemblances. He grinned, wagging a finger at me. “You suck at flying. No wonder you paid for the guidance from my nephew. I’m feeling generous, grant him the controls so he can land you. I guess today’s your lucky day, and the debt surcharge can pass. We prefer direct payments. Every G counts, and the damn Digi’s always take a hefty cut.”

      The translator worked wonderfully, adding inflections to match his tone of pity. I couldn’t help but touch the device on my face, noting I was on a screen for him. The adjustment breather probably wasn’t needed on my ship, but until I thought about it, I hadn’t noticed it.

      “Yeah, I’m planning to get rid of some of my debt,” I said in a way that might help play on his sympathies. “Assuming I survive the crazy mission I just accepted.” 

      The screen beside the pig alien flared to life with text bolded in the center. 

      

      Mission: Kill a Lainox Infestation near Keshin Farms

      Location: Oro System - Planet Terio - Outpost Keshin

      Issued by: Oro Alliance of Farm Colonies

      Details from the requesting agent: We raise shrimp in a wetland environment. The Lainox are crafty, and we just can’t seem to stamp them out. Instead of harvesting our ripe harvests in the ecosystems, we’re hunting rodents who simply want to eat.

      Pay: Upon a complete assignment 100,000 Gs. Assigned mercenaries will be able to collect the meat and hide of their kills to cover daily expenses. 

      Class Reward: Determined upon completion. No attribute point provided. 

      

      “I see ya bought a ticket to Oro,” he snorted under his mask, “What a shite system. Those meddling farmin colonies need to stop raising their prices.”

      “Yeah, I agree. Heading out there to kill some lainox,” I said. 

      His eyes perked up and he grinned mischievously. I could be reading the alien wrong, but I figured I was right. The way his lips turned up and the sudden lack of boredom in his posturing spoke volumes. 

      “Farmin lainox is illegal in HS systems. Sure, Oro might as well be perceived as a MS security system, but it’s not. I’d wager some rogue farmer tried his hand at cultivating the delicious terrors and now they’re wreaking havoc. I’ll tell you what…” He paused to view a separate screen. “Marius, I can give you the regular’s discount. On me in the hopes you come right here to me first with the lainox meat you secure.”

      “I may strike out,” I admitted. 

      Again, he wagged a finger with a gnarly yellow nail at me, but this time in a far more playful way. “I hear ya humies are tenacious. A chance is better than none, the market for that meat is poor, but my mammy, she’s a sucker for lainox meat.”

      “Yer Mammy’s the best!” a younger voice added from off screen. 

      “My nephew agrees. Always good to make friends in the inner systems.”

      “I don’t like betting,” I started to say, and he frowned. “But, I can make an exception. Half of what I collect will be frozen and packaged. Even if I go to another area further away, I’ll set a currier order at 70% market cost on the meat.”

      His eyes flared wide. “Alright, that’s a deal and the Digi Overlords will record it. I’ve a bunch of problem flights to address, yours isn’t one of them. Good luck, Marius - Xee-Cross Station out.”

      The screen cut to black, and the ship gently touched down on its landing spot. 

      I leaned back with a sputter of my lips. My harness whirled with clicks and retracting belts. The seat spun and I swiftly faced a small door. When I opened it, I saw a single bunk, an open closet with a toilet, a showerhead above that, beside the bathroom rested a sink, and something akin to an oven atop a fridge. The spot above my bunk was likely storage since it held a bunch of compartments. 

      At the very back, a placard read Engines on the door. This was it, a tiny spaceship meant for trading high value items by a single person. I had to admit to myself, I didn’t love the cramped quarters, especially for long journeys. My ability to maintain my physique was going to go to shit and I’d probably get sick from the intense regiment change. 

      As my memory reminded me about the nanobots, Vero cleared her throat for attention. 

      “How’d I do?”

      “Not the best deal, not the worst. You must be careful. Making deals, even trivial agreements, well they matter when you’re in Digi's territory. Go to a pirate system and sure, no one cares if you get double crossed. Here… they do. The meat won’t be cheap to transport.”

      “Do I get off?” I asked, stretching my legs. 

      “You can and probably should, but don’t venture far. A walk will be good for you. So, Marius, there’s almost always going to be trading imbalances where you can arbitrage your way to a healthy profit. In this case, worms. Worms here are cheaper here than they are in Oro. However, instead of finding a buyer, I arranged a transport fee. The spare storage will be filled with worms who need no attention for the duration of the flight. If you’d rather me not work my magic on the back end, which is allowed as long as you approve, simply say something,” Vero said. 

      “No complaints from me. I’m just lucky my AI is smart and competent. Most of the human stories revolved around crazy AI,” I said, walking to the engine room. 

      I opened the door, seeing two acrylic type walls holding in two very alien engines. In between the two rooms rested a walkway, and under that, see-through flooring showed a yellow power core flaring with energy. At the back wall, a ramp slowly descending from an opening I'd have to squeeze out of.

      My linker told me I’d need to attach a helmet to go outside so I walked back into my room and found the container the helmet rested in. The mask remained on my face while the clear bubbled sealed to the neckline of my spacesuit. 

      Vero remained quiet, either processing my comments or busy managing the loading process. I decided to bother her because something was bugging me. “Why this mission?”

      “Oh, the other one was you recapturing a space station. You’d do guard work for the main mercenary force, and when they succeeded without you, you’d still collect a check. They’d offer you work, but it’d be low paying, low risk. Since you said you’d buy a bigger ship and me a body, I suddenly realized how awesome Oro was. It’s only a few days from the closest Dark Space portal.”

      “Before we get into Dark Space and why it’s called that. What’s a lainox, and how do I kill them?”
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      I walked around the steel-gray spaceship, running a gloved hand over the hull. The exterior was littered with dings, scratches, and dents, telling a story on its own. When I reached the only markings on her exterior, no name went under the long string of an identifier code like the ship beside mine. 

      A part of me became sad at this. A ship should have a name. The fact it was just a tin can tugged on my feelings in a way I didn’t expect. I wasn’t a sailor or a superstitious fellow, but I yearned to be grounded in my new reality. I decided to ponder a name during our voyage together and go into debt to buy an engraving. 

      I shifted beyond the lettering, finding that walking inside the airless bay proved basic and a chore. Each step required me to yank my boots off the decking to free the magnetic grip. While doable, it wasn’t smooth. 

      When I passed the ship beside me, I saw my reflection in their window. I wore a plain gray spacesuit with a small emblem of a rifle centered over my chest. My sandy blonde hair was neatly cut with a high-fade, and blue eyes stared back at me with a covered but visible smile. 

      I must have disturbed someone inside the larger ship because the exterior covers slid closed. A quick glance around, showed most of the crews rushing to finish their tasks. I didn’t have a good chance to inspect or ogle them. My curiosity to take in the sights, sounds, and quirks of aliens sadly had to wait so I could stay out the workers way. 

      Another step around my ship left me flustered. On top of my spacesuit’s foot coverings, I wore two boots that reminded me of contraptions you found atop a snowboard. They were platforms with ratcheted down attachment points meant to help glue you to the station’s decking. Glue was probably a more accurate term than magnetically attached, at least with how it operated. 

      The station’s gravity pulled down with a slight tug, well below what I’d have experienced on Earth. The added boots fixed this to an extent and maybe by too much if I had to guess. 

      “You’re not walking naturally,” Vero said. Her voice went directly into my ear from the translation device in my mask. It wasn’t lost on me that she still hadn’t answered my question about the lainox. 

      “Yeah, I can tell. What gives?”

      “Tap your linker,” Vero said, and I activated the device that melded with the spacesuit. “Good. The linker is a marvel and you’ll continuously be impressed with what it can manage. Tap your image, find your boots… Good. Good. I’m glad you’re capable. Okay see that reading.”

      The interface was smooth, intuitive and I quickly managed to figure out the basics. During my time in the army, I had to operate Blueforce Tracker which was a terribly optimized system. The simulators were only partially better, and I found this operating screen refreshingly streamlined.

      “My boots are set to nine point eight while the station is set to two point two.” I adjusted a slider down. “Okay, I tone it down and…” My boots reduced themselves to seven point six gravity, and suddenly, I returned to walking normal. “Thanks Vero. I appreciate it. I guess I need to know about the ship before the lainox. The power core, what should I worry about?”

      “You have the yellow hydrogen model. It's antique, inefficient, and cheap. The engines and the powercore are sealed off for a reason. If they break, you just hit a few buttons, the connections sever, and you remove the segment of the ship. As in, that whole compartment comes free. A repair team or buyer takes the broken piece while slotting in a replacement. The old has value while the new costs more Gs and the process takes minutes in most cases to swap out. Most ships work this way so that ships don’t sit in bays like this for years.”

      “Now that’s efficient. Take the broken one to a repair shop and the main ship keeps flying in minutes. I love it.”

      “Assuming you can afford to fix it, but yes, there’s a mechanical repair class for a reason. I find the work tedious and not worth the pay. Others may enjoy it but… well, this is odd to admit.”

      I continued walking around the front of the ship, enjoying the open space.

      Vero seemed to be opening up, and when she went silent, I pressed her. “Please share. I’d love to hear.”

      “I like cleaning. I know is so cliché and beneath me. However, the simple task has an easy start, an easy stop, and a defined finish you can be proud of. Granted, I hate messes that aren’t mine, and I’d never sign on as sixth AI in a janitor role for a super carrier, but, well, I like cleaning.”

      A loading team opened hatches on the front, stuffing boxes into compartments directly behind the controls and viewing stations. A furry male with a long bear or maybe doglike snout nodded to me in a friendly manner. I navigated around them while they jammed in what were likely worms. 

      “Vero, I find your attitude refreshing and look forward to getting to know you better. I too enjoy cleaning weapons and my space. You probably know this already though.”

      “I do and I admitted this to connect to you. I’m abnormally smart, even for an AI and you’re abnormally lethal. And then there’s this odd column we both check which the vast majority of the AI loathe. I guess I’m different. You… You have much to learn to fit in. I’ll try to help for a bit and let you flounder as well.”

      A young lanky bird woman attached a hose to the side of the ship and crystal-clear blue water sloshed through the tubing. I ensured I stayed out of their way while continuing my jaunt on the busy deck. 

      “Okay, so I don’t have to manually add fuel on certain days?” I asked. 

      “Nope, this tech is old and reliable. For double the price, you could have gotten a TS T007 model. That one would pay for itself with the upgraded power core in about a dozen years because of elemental savings. The ships really are meant to be user and maintenance friendly,” Vero told me. 

      “Wonderful.” After a quick look around, I stretched, enjoying the space of the hangar bay. The open area, while crowded birthed an urge to run in my chest that I unfortunately tamped down. “I need a gym,” I complained. 

      “There’s cryo storage units that can keep a body in peak condition, but they’re expensive. Which is a good transition to the lainox. They’re pesky little shits. Think of a big rat, about the size of a cat. Oh, right let me just give it to your linker. It’s been a while for me since I wanted to interact with someone other than an AI. Forgive me.”

      “Nothing to forgive.”

      The image of a large rodent with short arms and tiny hands was a disaster of an alien. They reminded me of children with rat features in some ways, being the size of a toddler. Their clawed fingertips were likely meant for burrowing and the long snout seemed capable of diving into holes.

      “The lainox have the skittishness of a wild pig but are a touch smarter. Their true ingenuity comes from the fact they have hands. They’re banned from most HS planets because they’ll escape, regardless of their cage. Then they cause chaos. Their meat is actually pretty worthless, but a lot of species like using their fur for their bedding.”

      “Oh, okay. Makes sense. They have value after death,” I said. 

      “About that, remember the smart part. You’ll need to build a sniper suit and have someone else collect the bodies. You’re going to be stationary for days at a time, something many others would loath or try to cheat doing. Once they stop coming out, they’ve concluded that the area is not safe and have likely moved on to a new farm and I expect you to have to rotate,” Vero said. “Don’t take my word for it, do your homework.”

      I smiled at a teenage wolfman, or maybe it was a woman. I couldn’t tell but they ignored me. I continued my final walk around as less and less crew members tinkered with my ship. 

      “Alright, the lainox are wise beyond the animals on Earth. Surprised it's legal to eat them,” I said with a scoff. 

      “If it doesn’t come with a linker, it doesn’t have universal rights. Some planets protect certain species, but that doesn’t mean those species can’t be farm animals one system over. The cat species eat a small variation of human monkey hybrids that are darn close to humans. Meanwhile humans eat chickens while there’s a fierce set of chicken humanoids that are great soldiers,” Vero told me. 

      “Okay, I’m starting to grasp my situation. I take it that I have to be careful with how I interact with other species with linkers?” I asked. 

      “Indeed, everything is recorded and maybe monitored. Here, right now, it is. Our conversation is private, but your dealings with the station manager were stored. This relates to crime as well. The rules of the Semo Universe within the Digi Bankers influence are pretty standard. If someone does something illegal, the linkers will notice and that tends to be that. There are gaps for smugglers, thieves, and cheats, but for the most part, it’s hard to be a criminal in this section of space,” Vero said. 

      I finished my circle around the ship, seeing a hose labeled H connected to an inlet. I figured this was the hydrogen for the power core. The last small boxes of supplies were shoved into storage containers and beside the final hose, the crews shifted to a different ship. An alert sent my linker an invoice which I already paid. I snickered at the five percent discount with the message that thanked me for my continued patronage. 

      “Alright, I’ve heard it a few times, Heavy and Moderate Security Systems, now Dark Space. Expand please.”

      “The Digi’s aren’t the universe’s government in every system. They’re just the bankers who have a vested interest in protecting their assets… beings like you. At most, they control only four, maybe five percent of known Semo space. While vast, it’s nothing in the grand picture.”

      “Uh, okay. Mary mentioned that there was a hidden purpose here.”

      Vero’s sassy sigh revealed this flustered her. “Yeah, and they wouldn’t tell someone like me what it is. Best guess, it’s soldiers and ships. Plenty of fleets travel to Dark Space and never return. We can only guess where they actually vanish.”

      “It seems excessive. Why not just collect the fees without the militaries and all this policing? The locals would still build fleets.”

      “If you’re dead, you can’t pay banking fees. Humans tend to have this rationale that peace will prevail when war always comes around. They have to tamp down internal squabbles. This gives all the species a place to call home where the fees are high. You can go to a moderate security system where help is slow to react and save on fees. Long term it adds up significantly. Following?”

      A minotaur type lady with a custom helmet budged between me and the back of the ship. She flipped a lever, detached the hose, and hurried toward the back of the bay. My service was over, so I stepped into the small transport ship and sealed the back door. The tiny room pressurized and the door to the cabin pinged green. 

      “Yeah, I’m tracking. Dark space is what? No Digi Bankers?” I asked, removing my helmet. 

      I unstrapped my boots and removed my gloves, tucking them into each of their homes. After a quick trip to the toilet, I headed into the cockpit. 

      “Dark Space is lawless and heavily regulated. It just depends on where you go. It’s where AI roam free, pirates squabble over space, and the infestations - the true terrors of the universe roam free. If you battle those forces, you can come back a wealthy hero, or never come back. For now, a simple job in a heavy security farming system seems like a wonderful place for you to get your start,” Vero said.

      “Well, hard to argue with that merit. I’m young, healthy, capable, and in desperate need of acclimating. Something generic like killing lainox sounds wonderful. I really appreciate your help in finding it,” I replied, plopping into the captain's chair. “How do I get out of the system?” 

      “You’re welcome. The station will navigate us to our shipping lane where the tether will terminate. I’ll guide you through the process of setting your flight trajectory and when you reach the gate, it’ll start a whole new tether. Once in wormhole space, we’ll have nothing to do besides study.”

      “So, no fancy or death defying flight maneuvers?” I asked to be certain. 

      Vero’s soft chuckle echoed in the cockpit while my seat spun to orient me to the controls. “In these systems, automation means safety, and the lower the insurance premiums the better. Which you don’t have besides liability, which the Digi Banking only provides so much for. Just trust me. We take the easy route to the Oro System and experience a bit of life on Planet Terio while earning Gs. Those all so wonderful Gs.”

      The excitement in her voice caused my arms to get goosebumps. I too wanted to start to worm my way out of debt. I snickered at my internal pun since we carried worms for profit and replied, “Alright, help me start a new tomorrow by teaching me how to get into wormhole space.”

      “I knew I’d finally get a good captain!” Vero said in a chipper tone. 

      I frowned and asked, “Uh, what happened to the last one?”

      “She went into Dark Space hunting Zamox shuttles which are generally easy Gs. A Besian corvette tethered her and turned the captain’s area to slag. We both died in a sense, but my last moments were spent sending my being to the portal for reassignment.”

      “I don’t know whether I should be scared or excited. Hunting shuttles sounds delightful…” I huffed, clicking a button Vero turned green. “Dying, not so much.”

      The small ship lifted off the deck before sliding toward the shield. As we headed into the vast dark void known as space, I couldn’t help but wonder what adventures lay ahead.
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      “Where do ya think yer goin?” a voice from behind me said.

      I turned to see a three-eyed, gray-skinned humanoid standing with his nubby hands up in disbelief. After eleven days in confinement, I eagerly left Putters - what I named the ship - to stretch my legs. Besides sit-ups, pushups, and squats, I became a potato in a tiny steel coffin that puttered its way across the galaxy. 

      Apparently, leaving wasn’t what I should be doing, and Vero didn’t fill me in on some sort of etiquette I breached. The AI helped me, while also becoming obsessed with studying the current trends within the universe. She told me her passion for knowledge would supply dividends. I set aside time at the end of each day cycle for us to talk, so we could get to know each other better while I caught up on what was going on.

      It wasn’t until the third day that I had noticed she was changing her appearance. Her hair grew until it was past her shoulders, while her face softened, taking on a more human look. She was definitely changing her appearance slowly to suit me, although I didn’t know how she was getting her data. By the end of the trip, her beauty was exotic and mesmerizing, causing my body to react almost immediately whenever we talked. It didn’t hurt that our conversations came easily, and I was enjoying having someone to talk with and discuss what I was learning.

      She still made me work to learn things and didn’t give me all the answers. And that was how I found myself standing near my ship with an angry rhino type alien chastising me. I applied a fake smile and walked back towards the landing attendant. The hazy red sky cast a warm afternoon sunshine upon the square enclosure. 

      A ping alerted me that the planet was breathable without a mask. I left it on for now, not having a clue on how to speak the native language. 

      “Stretching my sore muscles. What can I help you with?”

      His thick fingers jabbed at his larger linker. The alien scrunched his face in disappointment and his tone reflected his sour expression. “Mercenary Marius, hired by the alliance ta do the job no one wants ta do. Shoulda figured ya’d be lazy.”

      “Quite the opposite really. What can I help you with?” I repeated. 

      “These worms ain’t takin themselves out of yer shelves and outta yer holds. Ya don’t get paid until they arrive in dat warehouse,” he stated bluntly with an inclination of his head toward where they should go. 

      Instead of arguing or trying to convince him to help, I unclasped hatches one at a time. Seals hissed as I popped them open and the chilled air from the storage compartments washed over my spacesuit. I shifted boxes until everything was neatly arranged. When I finished, I headed into the ship while letting the back hatch air out my lingering stench. 

      I returned to my small prison, raised the bed, grabbed my travel bag that was filled with my weapons and rations, and headed out of the tight confines. The Oro Alliance restricted ship landing spots and if I avoided a landing pad on the surface, I’d be considered a smuggler. Putters would descend into a subterranean storage point which was paid for as long as I worked the area. I could have landed at my mission point, but that would have incurred a hefty daily parking fee and so I landed in a middle of nowhere spaceport. 

      “And I’m done,” Vero said after being almost nonexistent since our landing. 

      “Done what?” I asked. 

      A hover car rode up to the edge of the landing pad with a musical note blaring over the area. The driver was a cat-woman with a flashy grin and friendly wave. She bobbed her head to some sort of music that sounded awful, blissfully entertained. 

      “Additional organization. Hey look, I can’t go with you in a full capacity because I may have become… bloated and won’t fit on your linker. My increased size means I need a larger home. We can expand your linker, but it comes at a cost.”

      “Oh, that sucks.”

      “Just tap out a message if you need me. Anyway, that speeder is your ride to Keshin Farms Commune. Elite Farmer Lio is awaiting our arrival and they’ll try to force you into the rental room,” Vero said. 

      “So, you didn’t tell them my plan? Good.”

      “Figured you’d want it to be a surprise. Keep your mask on, you’ll need it for translations. Outside of that, I’ll be in the background for now. Not that I won’t mind some alone time, although I’ve really enjoyed our conversations. Um…. Well, be careful out there.” Vero told me. 

      I smiled at the tone in her voice before I turned to the attendant who walked around Putters to conduct an inspection. “Hey, need anything from me?”

      “Stick around until I finish. That way ya can confirm yer items before departure. We’ve insurance in case of theft, but if it’s not on my list, it won’t ever be reimbursed, no exceptions.” 

      I did exactly that, confirming his inventory list from Putters only a few minutes later. When I hopped into the air car, the back seat gave me a choice to swap the radio off and turn the separate window into a viewscreen. I turned on the local news instead of listening to music and set the opacity so I could still see out the front of the vehicle. 

      “And the famous Captain Arden apprehended another smuggling operation. This time, Usoir Shipping had a rogue crew skirting regulations for a measly few Gs. Such a shame to see these operations turn vile. Now they’re going to debt camps with their life savings impounded. Data seems to show they skirted the law for months! The audacity,” the reporter said as if they were the ones being robbed. 

      I continued watching, seeing mostly positive reports that tried to hide underlying issues. If a smuggler was shifting goods for months, that was bad. It wouldn’t shock me if the authorities knew from the start, let others catch on, and now impounded a whole gang of people who’d normally be abiding by the law. I tended to think on those terms though - the diabolical ones. 

      Why work to police the system when you can just create the criminals through desperate opportunities?

      Again and again, the stories cycled through bad news dressed up to be positive. A failed farm was being remodeled into something cutting edge. A poor young tigran - tiger humanoid - was given a full scholarship for excellence after catching the pirate who murdered her uncle. Not one mention about a lainox problem though, which was either good or bad. 

      I predicted it’d be neither and they’d wait until the problem was fixed to announce it. 

      We zoomed down a dirt road that didn’t bother to pave or flatten the surface. The lack of trees and bushes defined the path with the speeder doing at least two hundred miles per hour between the hardwood forest. Another hovering vehicle approached head-on at the same intense speed and a few things happened at once. 

      Our driver didn’t panic or become concerned, instead she drummed her human-like thumbs to her music I tuned out in the back seat. The oncoming speeder brimmed blue with energy before vaulting high. My jaw dropped. The speeder we rode in sank closer to the surface to let the other air car hop over us. 

      With wide eyes of wonder, I watched the bottom of the scraped-up speeder zoom overhead. Within seconds it vanished in the distance. I couldn’t help but stare out the back window in awe. 

      “Speeders aren’t that amazing, humie,” the driver said, overriding the news feed. I grunted, turning to face her. “Never met your kind before. Are you cute for your species?”

      This caught me off guard. Not much did, but a blatant beauty check sent my mind spinning on how to respond. I quickly determined she was not hunting for a sheet wrestling partner when I saw a kid’s drawing and a digital image of a male rhino type man on her dash. 

      “You like to tease your passengers. I can respect that. Uh, yes. Dashingly handsome but woefully poor at dating. Too career focused,” I said. 

      “I saw you’re a mercenary, which seems odd. Don’t get humies or mercs around these parts very often,” she said. 

      “Putting a pin in this conversation. Humies, is it derogatory?”

      The driver shrugged, barely watching the road. She tapped a few buttons, we slowed down, and sensors kept us on the road. The speeder used the same sort of autopilot that my spaceship did to keep us from crashing. 

      Her soft cheeks led to a patch of fur with short whiskers. When she pinched her face, until it gave her a very human appearance even with the twitching triangle ears. 

      “Tumans are a very common species. They’re not that different from you besides a tail that some hide and hair that grows down the back of the neck and ears. A few of them wax religiously, trying to be more like you and for a lot of Tumans, they tried to breed out their extra hairy nature so their children can live in comfort. Humies is not a slur, it's a way to differentiate the species. They’re a core staple of the inner systems, and well, while some want to be humans, many hate them,” she informed me. 

      “Great, so there’s a cousin species that wants to kill and marry me. Sounds about -”

      She mewed out a catlike cackle. “Oh, you foolish prey. Humans are generally lazy subservient types. Few would dare marry one besides out of pitiful love. Look at Rismi,” she jabbed a clawed finger at the small screen, “my husband. He captains a trade hauler, and our children attend the best schools. Our debt is managed, and our sweet babies will become any class they want to when they come to the pedestal on selection day.”

      The pride in her voice carried a conviction I found hard to argue with. I still couldn’t help it. “Yeah, well, I’m not your average human. I’m proud of you and your family though.”

      “Of course, of course. Such a shame how they’re suppressing the lainox infestation. It’s going to ruin some good farms. Some say it's sabotage, others just bad luck. Off-worlders set up a farm, invest a lot in infrastructure, and flee with their tails between their legs with their farms being sold at a fraction of the Gs invested.”

      I slouched back in the shuttle’s bucket seat, turning to watch the trees whip by. Aside from the odd sky, I felt like I was in Maine during the fall with the various leaf colorations. I didn’t prod her on more information, the locals would probably feed me with a barrage of it. 

      Upon our arrival into the system, my mission changed from accepted to started with a location delivered. The details were clear but minimal. 

      The driver returned to her duties and my news feed turned back on. Part of my reading during the eleven-day voyage was mercenary etiquette. Most HS Systems didn’t allow open carry unless the job specified it was allowed. Pulling out my long rifle to stare at it like a prideful young boy with his prized toy was sadly not allowed. 

      There were a few things I’d pout about, and this was one of them. The nomenclature for the weapon was an ER301: energy rifle, third generation, first base model. The technology of Semo wasn’t as advanced as I expected. 

      I figured rounds fired in haste would curve around buildings, drones would fight while humans - or aliens in this case - controlled them. Instead, it seemed like some things were allowed to be automated while others were forced to be done by hand. 

      This didn’t leave me too upset. I was a warrior from an era where a soldier was still needed. The restrictions on robotics and AI likely existed for a reason. If the Digi Overlords could clone me from a different universe in the past, they probably kept the restrictions this way for a reason, or so I rationalized.  

      A lot of the information I gleaned from my linker seemed to be general knowledge. I spent the time studying instead of lamenting about my new life. The focused attention helped pass the time and most of the data was boring with a singular theme for how to survive the Semo Universe - don’t do bad things.

      Things really were that generic too. The number of laws only increased when you exited the bankers’ authority and delved into regional rules. For instance, in Oro, free speech wouldn't protect you from being an asshole. There was a fine for that. Threaten someone with violence and you went to a work camp. 

      After watching some quick videos on how the work camps were really short-term enslavement facilities, it became crystal clear that turning against the establishment came with consequences. 

      As I became familiar with Semo, it weighed on my mind about Vero, even if it shouldn’t have. She was my only friend and while she found a renewed sense in her life from our attachment, I knew she wasn’t free to be who she wanted to be. Even if she escaped her prison by earning a body, which could only happen if someone felt bad enough for her, she became a second-class citizen.

      The counter to this was the lawless regions. You could live out there, create a robot army, and fight the various species the Digi Bankers kept at bay and the Digi Bankers as well. If I had to guess, there were bets that I’d skirt the rules of law and find solace in the void. 

      Dark Space truly was dark and terrifying. The sheer amount of hostile alien creatures who fought each other was staggering and when I studied a universal map, I quickly realized how vast the universe was. 

      The Digi Bankers controlled a few galaxies out of billions. While the expansion of their might slowly grew, they always ended up fighting for territory or repelling invasions from other expanding species. Medium Security space was generally where these wars erupted and someone like me could make a fortune on the front lines or die trying. 

      Which made a lot of sense and when I weighed the options, fighting a bug species with energy beamers cybernetically attached to their tongues was better than becoming an outlaw. At least those were my first observations. Every side had a hero and a villain, I couldn’t be one without becoming the other to the other side and for now I picked the law. 

      And that was why I ran a hand over my bag where my gun case rested. I kept it there, so I wouldn’t break a rule about carrying outside mission zones. Instead of continuing to think about gun laws, I decided to daydream about my coming war against the lainox. 

      I turned my head, watching as the colorful forest shifted to rolling hills filled with weeds and wildflowers. I found the lovely greens and browns awkward. I expected vibrant blue grass, yellow birds, and pink dirt since I was on an alien planet. The speeder swerved to the left, gliding over the grass just above the tips. No roads ruined the landscape, and she flew where she wanted to. 

      “Finally,” the driver said, not commenting more beyond the blip of a warning. 

      She cranked up the speed until the force peeled me to my seat. A few minutes into the grasslands and the first farms appeared. I didn’t have long to inspect them, but I recognized some aspects of their creation from my studies. 

      They were constructed of rockcrete, a material the asteroid miners produced as a byproduct to grinding space rocks. Instead of digging for building materials on new planets, the vast majority of construction slabs came from space. 

      A home was cheaper than a ship and would be dropped on the site of your choosing as a ready to build bundle. The issue with doing something so streamlined was the constant taxes for living on a planet. You paid taxes for using stations, but after a quick calculation, space living was the cheapest on a long-term basis. 

      The farms didn’t have livestock out in the open like I hoped for, so I mostly stared out the window at some sort of grapes. A distant cloud loomed on the horizon and the sky coloration shifted from the hazy red to a clearer blue. 

      “Why’s the sky different here?”

      “As you travel the planet, it’s varied for many reasons: manipulation, pollution, dust, and pollen. Take your pick. The sun is an orange dwarf, but as you can see, the farming communes of this region pooled their resources to install a filter over their crops. In this case, it’s manipulation.” She pointed up and I glanced high into the sky, not seeing anything of note. “Sorry, it's invisible to the naked eye. The filter is set for a certain biome type for a yellow dwarf sun. You’ll see these adaptations to grow expensive crops locally.”

      “Ah, makes sense. I grew up on a planet not too different from this zone. I was sorta expecting the planet to be one giant different jungle and then the specialty growth to be inside buildings with specialty lights and air?” I finished my statement in a questioning way. 

      “Nope, the atmospheric filter is cheap and can cover a whole region. In this case, it helps keep the rains up and the sun is free energy. Well mostly free. Don’t worry, I’m not a farmer either,” she said as if my words might have bothered her. 

      Again, I held in my thoughts to watch the shifting terrain zoom under us. A half hour later, we transitioned from the farm field to a jungle biome. Jungle wasn’t exactly right because the trees dotted the landscape instead of clumping and the undergrowth was sparse, but the type of trees with vines connecting them certainly gave it a jungle feel. 

      We navigated between the short stocky trees with their immense blue fronds. I watched the wildlife, seeing a mix of flying bugs being hunted by birds and reptiles. The serene setting continued on for a good ten minutes until I saw the first cycle farms. 

      The planted fields rested on a slope with their large flowering seeds soaking in the sun. The plant of choice reminded me of a sunflower head that grew cherries. The water drained down into more fields and continued stepping down in large shallow ponds much like Asian rice farming. Shrimp grew in between the stalks and aquatic fowl rested on the water's surface.  

      This farm was healthy, vibrant, and probably overstocked with shrimp because the water boiled with activity. Netting kept the predatory critters and birds out while letting in fresh air and ample light. I honestly wondered why I was even needed at first. 

      After we passed a dozen farms, the first wrecked field revealed a stark difference. The seeded plants lay in ruin, their remains floating on the water’s surface. The colorful alien ducks continued to enjoy their home, not caught by the lainox, but the shrimp remains lay all over the water’s edge. 

      The hover car slowed, turning toward a small village. I kept my eyes glued on the destruction, wanting to get started right away. I tore my eyes off the wrecked farm and focused on the clump of buildings. It seemed like the local farmers decided to live in one spot, while traveling to their farms.

      A ship roared away from a landing pad, quickly gaining height. Quick drops were allowed here, but not long-term storage like I needed. It made sense to condense homes to drop points since so much of Semo relied on space travel and trade. 

      I had this notion I’d be dealing with aliens fighting over property lines, two sides shouting at each other over trivial matters. The reality was, if this was sabotage, it might be the next community over.  

      My linker pinged, charging me a fee for my ride. A tip option populated, and I added a measly half a percent to the bill. Something was better than nothing and as we drifted through the small village, I watched the rough exteriors of the buildings pass by. 

      The speeder slowed to a crawl before stopping not far from the space landing pad. My door hissed open, the driver waved goodbye, and I stepped out. The instant that I set foot in Keshin, a dozen alerts hit my linker. 

      I opened them up and snorted with a headshake. 

      

      Betting on Mercenary Marius has begun. Check the odds now.

      Kills 1 lainox. 1:1 odds

      Kills 10 lainox. 15:1 odds

      Kills 100 lainox. 5000:1 odds

      Traps 1 lainox. 20:1 odds

      Traps 10 lainox. 350:1 odds

      Traps 100 lainox. 25000:1 odds

      

      For a long time, I eschewed gambling because I knew that most of the time the outcome was fixed by the establishment. And yet when I had an opportunity to bet on myself, I quickly dumped all my spare Gs from the trade run into trapping ten lainox. The odd thing was, I didn’t hesitate. I was confident based on my research that I’d succeed where the locals or whoever was betting against me thought I didn’t stand a chance. 

      

      Your wager of 3228 Gs has been submitted. The 350:1 odds have been approved and is recorded between anonymous parties. Your funds are immediately in escrow, to be released minus the wager fee upon completion of the wager. Be patient, an observer will need to verify a victory or loss, and this can take up to a few hours.

      Your daily wager allowance has not been met or exceeded.

      

      “Marius?” an older voice asked from nearby. 

      I glanced up, seeing an alien that was best classified as slimy while translucent. The see-through part only revealed a bit before going a dark blue where bones and heavier muscles likely rested. Aside from his very odd skin, he looked close to a human with a small trunk for a nose. He wore a light green spacesuit, smiled energetically, and seemed friendly enough. 

      “You must be Elite Farmer Lio,” I said. His happy nods confirmed my statement. “Who’s betting against me?”

      He changed his posture, the smile quickly fading. “Oh, your profile said you’re against gambling,” Lio replied in a way that proved my words caught him off guard.   

      “Surely this problem is fixable,” I said unhappily. 

      “Uh, it hasn’t been. Not even by the animal handling farmers in our group. I take it the odds have caused offense,” Lio said, and I shrugged. “Is that mannerism…”

      “Sorry, no offense, just surprised, that’s all.”

      “Humies are not known hunters and you’re a day one mercenary. It’s not hard feelings, merely odds that the rich love to gamble on. Are you saying I should invest in your success?” Lio asked. 

      The speeder pulled away and I began walking toward the fields. I didn’t answer Lio, mostly because there were rules about such things, and I could get in trouble if I said much else. Lio hurried after me, grunting from the exterior at his advanced age. My long stride felt wonderful, and I really wished I started with a larger ship. 

      “Where are you going? We need to secure your room, meals, and try to get you a reduced fee for a longer stay,” Lio said, his feet shuffling to keep after me. 

      I snorted, not slowing one bit as I strode out of the village. The main road lacked sidewalks with a smooth rockcrete surface. Whoever designed this village did so without drains and only a minor slope which left me wondering where all the rain went. 

      A few of the residents glanced at the odd human leaving their midst, not stopping besides to give a quick look, too preoccupied to even wave. Lio stopped following me at the edge of the village where the road suddenly transitioned to knee high grass, and I paused as well. 

      “Lio, you seem swell. Thanks for the greeting. I have permission to hunt lainox however I see fit. So, I’m going to do my job and unfortunately that doesn’t involve a bed. It requires me to drink filtered water and starve for a few days and -”

      The old alien tossed his hands up in frustration. “Insanity,” Lio said with a gasp. “You can’t be serious. All the others set up traps, firing angles, and have solid plans.”

      “Ah, you misunderstand. You expected a newbie. I’m new to mercenary work but not all work is recorded,” I said with a wink and turned. 

      If he said anything else, I outpaced his words. The grassy path I created led me directly toward a farm between the ruined and pristine neighbors. It didn’t take a genius to understand this was where the lainox would strike next and if my plan worked, I’d be getting some sweet experience along with a whole lot of Gs.
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      The ducks and shrimps that called the nasty water home provided zero visibility. For two days I lay on the bottom of the muck filled shrimp pond with my glorious plan resulting in nothing. 

      After finding a comfortable spot to submerge, my spacesuit cycled oxygen out of the filthy water, keeping me alive and hydrated. To pass the time, I activated my heads-up display or HUD, and began watching more informational videos between the useless messages from Lio and the locals. They literally asked if I died, even though my linker showed me alive with a pulse. 

      I should have figured they’d think I was crazy when I placed myself at the bottom of the shrimp pond to play dead. I didn’t care about their opinions, I cared about results. When I studied my target species and their antics, I learned a tremendous amount. 

      The lainox were a hyper-alert pack animal. They almost never willingly went into a trap as a group, but they always would send their extra males or elderly into perceived dangers first. They tested, learned, and adapted to the point defeating them as a whole was tough. 

      I also watched how the locals dealt with them. 

      Sniper rounds did the best, and boy oh boy did I wanna set up a perch with my new best friend - dream destroyer or DD - because, yeah, of course I named my new rifle. It had nothing to do with the breast size that a hot AI had for her form. Pushing my thoughts back to my rifle, I knew that I would shoot one, maybe two since I was an excellent shot, but the pack would shift to the next random farm at a random time and my kills would never solve the problem. If it was a single farm in a single location, sure, but that wasn’t the case here.  

      Clearly, something different needed to be done. Me sitting at the bottom of a pond for so long felt like a waste of my talents, but this is what the job called for. These little bastards could smell a footprint and figure out how old it was, leaving me with very few options to knock out a whole pack like I intended. 

      I lurked in the most likely target for the lainox to strike at next and waited. 

      And waited. 

      And waited some more. 

      My stomach growled, my body begged for me to use it, but my mind kept me entertained at the bottom of the pond. I watched a video on the classification of spaceships for a second time when I heard splashing from the pond’s edge. 

      The alien ducks splashed a lot over the last two days, so I ignored it at first. Continued splashing with sloshing told me that this time, it was different. 

      I slowly reached down to my sidearm holster and secured the weapon in my grip. My breathing calmed and I readied for the coming moments. 

      A message pinged across my screen. 

      

      Marius, it’s Vero. Incoming lainox pack. My feed is delayed a bit but they’re coming directly toward your pond. 

      

      “Now she talks to me,” I grumbled, finding the switch to my pistol that controlled the setting. 

      I’d watched how the lainox raided these ponds. They jumped into the center as a group, then pushed the shrimp onto the shores by herding them. Their attacks were fast, violent, and meant to expose them for the least amount of time possible. Once the pond was empty and their food flopped on the shore, they gorged. 

      The fowl burst out of the water right as the testing lainox crashed in. The shrimp in the pond freaked out, knowing their lives were in danger. The water boiled with activity and desire for violence calmed my beating heart. 

      I waited, seeing a tiny hand pushing between the planted stalks only a few inches away. The testers sought traps, not me directly. When nothing bad happened to them, they chirped out an all-clear signal. 

      Repeated splashes sent rocking waves from the lainox pack arriving in full force. The instant the pack committed and confined themselves to water, I reacted. 

      I pointed my sidearm upwards, set the charge to a full stun, and indented the trigger. 

      A few thousand volts of electricity coursed through my body, the lainox, and the shrimp. I hated, absolutely hated being tasered. But I’d endured it a few times, and I knew I’d live. 

      Hell, I knew the lainox would probably live. 

      The shrimp, nope, but that was acceptable and within my mission parameters.

      As I convulsed with the current slowly dissipating, the vindication for my endless patience was worth every bit of agony. 

      The farmers could never build electrical shock traps without the lainox knowing. If they’d done so at the start, sure, but now that the little thieves were thick in the area, any changes would result in partial commitments. 

      If I had to guess, they saw my old footprints and figured I checked the pond a few days ago, never expecting me to be lurking in the depths. 

      And so I wasn’t the only writhing body in the water, but I was the quickest to recover though. 

      The instant I regained my muscles. I breached the surface with a triumphant grin. The moonless night kept the farm fields as dark as space itself, so I flicked on a broadcasting light from my spacesuit. 

      Every second counted and my estimates said the lainox would recover in a few minutes. A lot of them would drown, regardless of my efforts, and while that was sad, I needed to get to work to win my wager. 

      I reached down with two open hands, clutched two bodies and hurled them onto the land without concern of injuries. The ground was soft, and my goal was for them to have a heartbeat, nothing more. Two at a time, I plucked the twitching lainox out of the water. I must have thrown thirty before I realized I hurled the dead. 

      With phase one over, I reached into my bag, pulled out the binding foam recommended for lainox, and hurried to the pile of animals. They really were hideous creatures with their frail arms and furry bodies. 

      The dripped water under them and the strongest of the bunch showed signs of regaining their muscle control. I hurried to spray every armpit and crotch joint until the separation space glue bound them. The expanding goop would take a knife to remove, but a simple IV would keep the lainox alive for long enough to suit my purposes. 

      My efficient work quickly turned the escape artists into immobile prisoners. The rapidly setting foam crackled while it hardened and as I reached the last one, it staggered to its feet. I deftly whipped out my sidearm, set it to lethal, and caressed the trigger back as the barrel lined up on the back of my target’s head. 

      Without remorse, I squeezed. The orange beam sunk into the back of the head and blew its brains out the front. 

      I quickly tucked my weapon back into its holster with my HUD telling me the 4/5 charges would recharge to 5/5 in 120 seconds. When I waded back into the water to retrieve the rest of the dead, a few things went through my mind. 

      No plan normally survives contact with the enemy. This one did somehow. I tried to factor in everything, I really did. My theory proved sound, my strategy excellent, and my adaptation to becoming a submerged human vital in my victory. 

      I even figured that at some point, if this was subterfuge, I’d have to deal with someone wanting payback for spoiling the fun. No lainox would freely return to the burrows to warn other packs. My method would carry on until the lainox finally realized how I defeated their clusters. 

      While I floated on the high of my victory, I realized I forgot something. 

      Greed. Greed and Gs.

      A sixth sense sent a tingling through my body about the same time I connected the dots. I just won a spaceship worth of Gs by gambling on my longshot odds. My success was probably laughed at as something that could never happen and a safe bet.

      I whipped my long rifle off my back, flipping the scope’s sensor to detect heat differentials. The high vantage point from the upper portion of the farm gave me a whole lot to study. My scans came up empty and I wondered if I was being too cautious. 

      Bandits without linkers clearly operated on this world. Some criminals placed these lainox on the surface and that meant the person I placed a sizable wager against likely was tracking me. Plus, that message from the Digi Bankers rang in my mind. 

      There was a processing delay while the victory went into review…

      I held the high ground, crouching down while I continued to scan the surrounding farms. No farming was done at night, meaning no one should be -

      An orange flare caught my attention. When I zoomed in on the disturbance, I grunted in shock. A missile streaked toward my position from a distant firing point. While outlawed in this region of space, the person who fired it didn’t give a shit. 

      I sloshed through the hip high water and calmly talked into my helmet, knowing it’d be mere seconds before the munition would arrive. 

      “Send a priority message to the Digi Bankers security forces. Under missile attack, coordinates tied to my linker.”

      I lunged out of the water and dove into a roll, running out of time. The missile slid into the soft shore with a wet thunk sound, not exploding right away. I knew better, scampering to my feet and into a sprint. 

      An immense explosion shoved the soil outward, flinging me up and over the next pond. I flailed, unable to do much as I arched toward a pond thirty feet below. 

      I rotated, thanking my luck that I’d smack into -

      The impact against the shallow pond ruptured my helmet and sent a chilling pain down my spine. I sank to the bottom, finding my breathing device still processing the water into breathable air. 

      After years of beating up my body, it became second nature to know what was wrong. Based on the signals, scraps and cuts were becoming infected with shit water and my back would be black and blue in a few days. 

      The enemy, whomever they were, might have thought they won. I stilled my heart, remained motionless, and played dead. If my newfound enemy wanted to waste another expensive missile, I’d be dead for real, and I didn’t see a second option besides to wait for help. 

      Running to the village might work, but instead of giving them a target, I shut my eyes and bid my time. 

      No alert pinged on my linker, or light shone down to save me from above. Ten minutes later, I slid out of the pond with my rifle tight to my shoulder, my head on a swivel as I scanned the area. When I glanced down at my linker, a piece of missile protruded out of the broken device. 

      I thanked my blessing that besides a busted linker and shattered helmet, nothing was broken. Blood seeped out of my wet hair, and I was certain a few ribs were bruised, but I walked without a limp up the hill. About halfway up, a small piece of missile trailed down with the blood. The nanobots knitted the scrape closed and I welcomed the advanced technology’s help. 

      The missile's explosion did a number on the farm with a large crater not far from the pond’s edge. I reached the pile of writhing lainox, noting most of them survived the blast. While I glanced around for the next missile or enemy position, air cars started hurrying out of the village.

      Right before they arrived, a sleek corvette class of ship appeared out of nowhere, circling my position with guns tracking my movements. I slowly placed DD on the ground and raised my hands. As a soldier, I knew how the situation appeared. 

      A large explosion rocked this area with a munition only a criminal would dare to use. I stood nearby, a guy with a gun and a broken linker. If I so much as twitched the wrong way it best to shoot first, ask questions later. 

      When a speaker commanded me to lay down with my appendages behind my head, I sighed at the turn of events. 

      I did as instructed and had to hope everything cleared up quickly because I wanted to see how much experience I got and what I could buy with my winning wager.
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      “And that should do it,” Besimay said. 

      The processing attendant’s head contained something close to two thick tails trailing down her back. Besides the very unique and very alien additions, she was pretty. Her soft red skin highlighted her orange eyes, and I was fairly certain she was sweet on me. Or just sweet in general, but she didn’t stare up at the other males in the Digi Bank.

      I’d been through one hell of an ordeal since my arrest yesterday. When my electric handcuffs came free and dealing with her became positive moments in an otherwise mundane experience. 

      My interrogation started off rough and quickly changed when the linkers verified everything and the imaging from above reaffirmed my side of the story. Bandits fired a missile at me from a hidden spot with no clues at the launch location or with the munition itself. Everything was a big giant mystery with the local Digi Bankers’ military shrugging it off as a - these things can and do happen. 

      I could hunt them down or let the authorities continue to seek the culprits. Just because I dodged a missile, well, it didn’t give me free reign to start interrogating folks or kicking down doors. Because of the nature of the incident, the local governor authorized strikes from above to terminate the remaining lainox nests. Something that should have been done in the first place, but I could see why leaders were hesitant to rain down energy beams not far from settlements. 

      With no leads, my mission complete, and a healthy amount of Gs to spend, I took the victory for now. 

      “Next!” Besimay said to the person around me. 

      And there went any opportunity to get to know her. I let it go, not understanding aliens, let alone female aliens. I rubbed my new linker, happy at the fact the replacement came without a charge. Losses in the line of duty were insured and all that was left was for me to check in on Vero. 

      I let that task wait for a bit, heading to the Digi Bankers’ Station. The star shaped station split each counter evenly so five individuals could use the hardware at once. I only waited a few seconds before being able to walk into a booth. 

      A screen flared to life with messages scrolling. 

      

      Congratulations Mercenary Marius, you have leveled up. Tap here for more information. 

      Congratulations Mercenary Marius, you won a wager. Tap here for more information.  

      Congratulations Mercenary Marius, you have earned one attribute point for excellence. Tap here for more information.

      

      “Vero, can you hear me,” I said, not wanting to experience this by my lonesome. 

      The station speakers squelched briefly before a hologram of my lovely demonic AI appeared. “You died,” she pouted. “I was put in general assignment since your linker showed you as dead.”

      “Well!” I wiggled my eyebrows with a massive grin. “Look who's back from the dead… again!”

      “You didn’t die, because if you did, it’d be far too expensive for you.”

      I could tell she was emotionally distraught. I figured time would help and asked, “How expensive?”

      “It depends on the system, the processing company, and if the Digi Bankers release your imprint from storage. With that said, twenty million Gs for a low priority rebirth.”

      “Ouch. Well -”

      The hologram of Vero tugged on one of her horns. She fidgeted unhappily. “Marius, you… you died. I’m tired of dealing with death.”

      I paused, staring at her small rendering. I could feel a ‘but’ coming. When she remained quiet, I heaved out a sigh and bent down to view her eye to eye. 

      I replied, “I can’t change who I am.”

      “You should. You should be more careful.”

      I snorted unhappily. “I like you, Vero. I think you’re exactly what I need to survive this harsh new reality. However, I never hold people against their will so if you need a different captain, I understand.”

      “Do you mean that?”

      “Yeah, I do…” I paused with a frown. “Wait, which part?”

      “Both!” she firmly said, tossing her hands on her hips. “That you think I’m a person and you like me.”

      “Oh, yeah, of course. Right. Right. You’re used to being treated like a program. You are a person, right?”

      “Of course!”

      “Well, I’m glad you got assigned to me. I find you very… human. The fact others think of you as non-living, well it’s sad. Really sad. Not with me. How about I tell you something about me and my faults?”

      She snorted. “I know your faults. You’re too trusting of authority. The Digi Bankers have corruption within their ranks. You should know this and fear it.”

      “Yeah, uh… sorta caught me off guard with that one. Was going to talk about how I struggle to develop or maintain friendships. Or how I end up pushing people away because I’m selfish toward my career goals,” I admitted. 

      “Or when you enter a blood rage, you snuff life out first, ask questions later. You’re too mechanical in that sense, a cold-blooded killer. No wonder you have relationship issues. I can forgive you though. I’ll happily transfer to your next ship with you,” Vero told me, perking up.

      While her words stung, I furled my brows and straightened my back with a squinting glare. “What happened to Putters?”

      “Nothing.” Her sheepish reply and fidgeting told me she had more to say. “Nothing bad anyway.”

      “And…?”

      “Well, you died.”

      “Did not.”

      “Did too.”

      “Did… wait, you sold Putters?” I asked, coming to a logical conclusion. 

      Vero shook her head while pointing at the Digi Bankers’ Station. I let out a long ‘oh’ and realized there was only one logical answer. If I died, why would they store my items? 

      “My assets are sold upon death?” I asked and the station system pinged green. 

      

      If the cumulative funds after a sale do not cover the cost of a revival, debt is paid first, with next of kin receiving any funds thereafter. We want our winning citizens to keep earning. While your debt has been restored and your funds from the sale deposited, you will not be returned items that were sold.  

      

      “Well, why not just load up the debt further and revive me?” I asked. 

      

      Your query has merit. There are times where we do exactly that. Such events are circumstantial, and we do not debate such decisions. How would you like to apply your attribute points?

      

      “Yeah, about that. Speed! I have enough brawn and I need to afford my enhancement for strength anyway. I want more dexterity.”

      

      Step closer to the station and do not panic when you are sealed inside -

      

      As I stepped forward, a tube suddenly swooshed down, and a dozen needles rapidly extended from seemingly nowhere. All of them stabbed me in unison, and I grunted through the pain of them dumping their contents into my body. They retracted, the cover lifted soon after, and I huffed in annoyance at the sudden change. While my nanobots closed the wounds, I could feel just a smidge faster. 

      “I gotta admit, I don’t hate the ‘down and dirty, get it over with approach’. However, warn a guy first.” 

      

      Dexterity: 16

      Strength: 20 

      Endurance: 15

      Senses: 15 

      Regeneration: 1

      Stimulant: 1 

      

      “Alright and the experience?” I asked. 

      

      Mercenary Class. 

      Level 3

      Experience 374/500

      

      Feats:

      Perfect Record

      Farm Animal Retrievalist

      

      “Awe, that sounds pretty lame for what I went through,” I admitted. Vero softly chuckled, holding in the fit of laughter with a barely contained grace. “Har. Har. Alright. And my debts?”

      

      Wager results. 3,228 Gs at 350:1 odds = 1,129,800 awarded.

      Current Debt: 589,227.66 Gs

      Current Balance: 1,379,800

      

      I started doing math on my fingers and Vero cleared her throat. “Putters only sold for a hundred and fifty thousand at auction. Sold at a loss in a hurry.”

      “Bullshit,” I said. “I should be fairly compensated because I bought that from the Digi Bankers.”

      The helpful screen dimmed, and I tossed my hands in the air. 

      “Also, this makes sense as to why they sent the missile,” I said. 

      “You’ve likely earned an enemy, and the ‘who’ remains a mystery,” Vero said with an ominous tone. “Meanwhile, one million is nothing compared to the billion Gs you desire.”

      “Right on both points. Less than a month in the universe, and I broke my gambling rules and earned a hidden foe… Savage.” I decided to step away from the station to let the next alien behind me use it but Vero waved a hand. 

      “He can go around, we’re not done.” Vero huffed, waving the giraffe-necked man behind me to go in a different line. She folded her arms under her wonderful chest and in a whispered tone said, “I’m at your mercy, Marius. I… I hate your line of work but respect you as a person for seeing me as more than a servant. I need a home, or I fade to the collective and you have to pay to reunite with me.” I didn’t catch on. “You could be my hero, if you buy a spaceship today.”

      “Oh, okay. I wanted to get an upgraded breather, or a better spacesuit meant for fighting,” I told her. 

      She winced. “Let me introduce you to a nice ship I think you’ll like. Have you ever heard of a corvette?”

      “Muscle cars are lame,” I replied and before she could sass me, I grinned. “Yeah, yeah. Corvette, sloop, frigate, destroyer, StarCutter, fighter, scout, interceptor, stealth, trader, miner, shuttle, and the home ship are all the classifications for ships at the tiny to small size. I did my homework to select my next upgrade.”

      “Smart and capable. If only you could see the future,” Vero teased with a genuine smile. “Of all those options, the corvette is the most lethal with a moderate comfort level. For a million and a half, we can get you into a beater in need of some TLC.”

      “Oof, and end up in further debt?” I said unhappily. 

      Vero shifted to put her hands on her hips and bent forward as she said. “Just when I think you’re adapting, you flounder. That’s secured debt. Secured debt is low interest and its allocated long-term payments plans. With nanobots, a hundred-year term is common. Think of it as renting an apartment you will buy with time. You realize that, right?”

      “I understand mortgages, but it didn’t seem like my first loan worked that way.”

      “Not all of them do and a solo ship is not meant to be a dwelling. A tiny ship is. This corvette can convert the single fighter bay into a gym slash social area. It’d be tight but the loan would change.”

      “Well, out of all the affordable tier ups, I liked the StarCutter,” I answered. “The corvette is about speed where the StarCutter is about packing one hell of a punch if executed correctly.”

      My excitement didn’t convince Vero to see it my way. If anything, she only set herself firmer against the idea. 

      “Space battles between ships aren’t preplanned with ample time to line up a perfect shot. They’re dynamic and -” She paused with a frown. “Hmm… An operator tracking our conversation sent me something. With a few modifications, maybe. Check the screen.”

      

      Ship Name: The Landshark. 

      Ship Class: FS SC 112 - StarCutter 

      Crew: Maximum 5

      Powercore: O 732 - Oxygen Fueled

      Engines: 2 x BT 337 - Bexro Torque 3rd Gen

      Weapons: EC 412 - Single energy cannon. DR 339 - Twin anti-missile batteries.

      Portal Generator: Missing. 

      Shielding: WS EE921 - Water Shield 9th Gen.

      

      “Well consider me interested,” I said sincerely. “It doesn’t say much about the interior.”

      “They mostly don’t provide pictures or details on a couch or a bed. This StarCutter was seized by Captain Arden. A local hero and it’s just gone up for sale. The current ask is three million Gs and is only worth a smidge more than that. The bankers approved us for two and a half million Gs if we buy this.”

      I smirked. “It sounds like it's time to ask for a deal and see if the local Digi Bankers have any work,” I told her with a grin. “Where is their office?”

      “Alright, I’ll be here but your linker is updated to the nearest recruitment and administration office. And Marius, good luck.”

      The shiny linker on my left forearm pinged. I would be going to the territorial defense office that was only three buildings over. I just had to hope everything went smoothly because I sure as hell wanted a bigger ship with guns.
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      “I can’t say I like your attitude,” I said to the snotty Tuman on the video screen. Captain Arden’s smug and exceedingly handsome face needed about a half dozen punches applied to it. However, I had no issue accepting his authority and I concluded with, “Sir.”

      “And that’s the downfall of you mercs, so pious. Three million for the StarCutter, not a fraction of a G less.”

      “I’ll keep my offer on the table official. I commend you on her capture, but she needs a lot of work, and I simply can’t get a further loan. I appreciate your actual response, I figured I’d get some adjunct,” I replied with a nod of approval.

      “You made waves, human. I watched your footage personally. You should have died and -,” the captain paused his reply to stare at his linker. “Duty calls. Three million.”

      The video cut out and I banged the table in a flustered fit. The guards working the desk ignored me, not bothering to spare me a glance. They fixated on a betting screen that showed a smuggler trying to escape the atmosphere. 

      The sleek corvette poured on the speeds, outpacing the twin fighters that tried to keep up. For some odd reason, the ship deviated, coming directly toward this station. While that seemed foolish, it excited the guards.

      Both fighters struggled to exit the planet’s thick atmosphere. Meanwhile the video of the smuggler getting closer to the station remained in place. Betting swapped, with all those who gambled on the fighters catching the smuggler losing. 

      A few minutes later, I figured the high-speed chase would have lost the interest of the planet. A flash on the screen preceded an image swap. A very fancy corvette zoomed out of a hangar bay of this very station. 

      The pilot - none other than Captain Arden. 

      Math flashed onto the screen around the silver and black corvette. “Odds on Captain Arden catching Smuggler 33494 are live,” an announcer said.

      The whole thing seemed… staged. If I were trying to escape, I’d never fly near the Digi Bankers’ forces. 

      The betting quickly went from 2:1 on him catching to 20:1 and I groaned in understanding. At least what I figured was going on, because I couldn’t see the future, but I became fairly certain as to what was transpiring. 

      I really thought gambling was very unwise, I truly did, but I also saw a golden opportunity. Without risk, there wasn’t a reward. I hurried to place a bet of 50,000 mostly because math wasn’t my strong suit, and I knew it’d be more than enough even if the odds shifted against me. If I lost fifty thousand, I could live with the consequences. 

      

      Your wager has been accepted at 30,000 Gs - daily limit reached - with the odds of 19.7:1 that the smuggler will escape. 

        

      The smuggler’s ship shuddered with an aura of purple energy coating the hull. The violent quaking nearly ripped the ship apart with a spare panel peeling off. Captain Arden twirled his corvette as if needed to dodge the debris that came nowhere close. He shortened the distance on his prey before tracing orange energy beams closer and closer to the smuggler. 

      Right when I figured I’d lost thirty thousand Gs, a portal crackled open, ripping space itself. A beam scored across the top of the ship and the smuggler ship’s pilot applied a whole lot of thrust now that the rip in space fully opened and finished consuming power. The ship vanished, and the portal snapped closed.

      Combat always happened in a flash from my experiences, and this was no different. As intense as the moment was, it ended. The flustered maneuvers by a retreating Captain Arden let all the viewers know he was just as flustered as they were.

      The guards in the small reception and recruiting room groaned, likely betting on their hero. I returned to a stoic face not daring to tell them I bet against their guy to win their Gs. Apparently, the herd mentality and instant news for betting created some ripe opportunities. Worse, that was two wins in a row and now I could feel the hunger to gamble further. 

      “What am I to do?” I muttered. 

      “Mercenary Marius!” a voice boomed from the hallway, originating from a back room. “I know what you did, get in here!”

      I applied the biggest innocent smile I could, pretending to be nervous. I walked by the guards and approached a door labeled Logistics and Supplies. Another Tuman rested behind a desk inside, this one portly with a handlebar mustache. The facial hair was more fur than… well, hair, making the mustache twirl in an eye pleasing way. 

      “Shut the door.”

      I did as ordered. A placard informed me this was Major Winslow.

      “Well done,” he said.

      “Excuse me?” I asked. 

      “You don’t have your linker set to stealth. The video from the lobby flagged you as betting… and winning, against Captain Arden.”

      “Oh.”

      “Oh, indeed. I can use a man who thinks on his feet and doesn’t care if he upsets the heroes. I’ve got a mission for you.”

      My linker pinged. 

      

      Mission: Find the supply thief. 

      Location: Oro System - Orbital Terio - Krin District. 

      Issued by: Digi Bankers Logistics and Supply Office

      Details from the requesting agent: Over five million Gs worth of supplies have disappeared from the Krin district. Root out the source, find the supplies, fix the problem. 

      Pay: Upon a complete assignment 200,000 Gs. A berth at Orbital Terio will be provided along with access to the military dining facility. 

      Class Reward: Determined upon completion. No attribute point provided. 

      

      “I don’t control the attribute thing,” Winslow said with indifference. 

      He leaned back in his chair, using his thin tail to fetch his glasses for his hand. The perplexing exchange stirred some thoughts. I wasn’t sure why he didn’t just get eye surgery or weight loss surgery for that matter, but I sure as hell didn’t ask. He messed with his linker, waiting for my reply. I stayed quiet, knowing he called me in, not me coming to him for work. 

      “Two million, seven hundred and fifty thousand, and not a fraction lower.”

      I grinned. “I accept on the condition that I get the ship today.” Major Winslow grinned with a nod of acceptance. “Why do I feel like I regret that decision?”

      “It’s still got blood on the inside. We only made it flyable before listing it. Some hard work will make her good as new though. The Landshark is her name. The funds have transferred and you’re the new owner with a pile of new debt,” Major Winslow said. 

      I grunted. “Things sure happen fast here. They should put tighter gambling limits on people and make folks sleep on big contracts.”

      “They do limit gambling. Obviously. And you can’t gamble with debt. As for contracts. This is the Digi Bankers, we can’t move at slow speeds, we’re literally the lifeblood of the economy and the military might of the universe. We crush, dominate, and assimilate, not delay, procrastinate, and hesitate. Are you taking the mission?”

      “Uh, yeah, I guess I am since I need a docking spot to fix up my new ship,” I said. 

      “Good, you report to me. If you fail to complete your mission, you are on the hook for half the docking fees. Fail to make progress and I’ll just cancel the mission. You’re temporarily a Losha ranked supply officer. The local agents will know what you are, a merc on a mission, but they’ll know you have the backing of the overlords. Good luck humie,” Major Winslow said. 

      “And the… Landshark, so changing that name. Can I get her current spot?” I asked. 

      “It’s on your linker.”    

      I received a ping and glanced down to find I had a message. 

      

      Eat a dick for betting against me - Captain Arden.

      

      I typed back. 

      

      Thanks for the ship. No hard feelings but the smuggler or someone else set that up. Review the vids. Someone just milked your fans for a lost bet. - Not a Dick Eater

      

      I snickered at my bantered typing before leaving the room. As I walked down the hallway, another message populated, and I expected it to be a witty reply. Unfortunately, I was wrong. 

      

      Congratulations Mercenary Marius, you won a wager. Tap here for more information.  

      Wager results. 30,000 Gs at 19.7:1 odds. 591,000.

      Current Debt: 1,000,000 Gs - Landshark Collateral

      Current Balance: 131,500

      

      After I accepted the contract to find the supply thief, I received another ping. This time it was a call from Vero.  

      “Ah, there is so much space inside this mainframe,” Vero said with a content sigh. 

      “Why couldn’t you just call me from the spaceport on the surface?” I asked. 

      “It's a farming community. Less signals to bounce off of means delays. Did you really want to wait forty-five seconds between replies? Plus, typing normally works fine and I was busy trying to set up our next mission. I have something a bit more dangerous in mind,” Vero said excitedly. 

      I smiled awkwardly, walking by guards who glared at me as I exited the Digi Bankers Recruiting and Administration Office. Apparently, word got around I bet against the system hero. Part of the ‘my bad’ expression was for winning their Gs. The other part was for taking a mission without talking to Vero. 

      She cued in when I hesitated and likely searched my system notification.

      “Oh, this isn’t too bad. A cushy ‘who done it’ adventure. I’m in and we can shop for essentials. Speaking of which, we need that two hundred k desperately. Else you may have a ship and no means to fly it.”

      “And so, the work continues. No short cut gambling either,” I said with a grin. “Until tomorrow.”

      “I mean it. We need pure oxygen, cleaning supplies, gym equipment, and the list goes on and on. If you start losing thirty thousand a day on reckless gambling, we will have to sell the ship and Marius, you’re losing weight. Two weeks with regimental exercise will do that.”

      I frowned, knowing she had a point. “Well, I guess it’s time to solve a mystery.”
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      “Patty melt with fry!” the scaly line-cook shouted, his accent translated to Asian for some reason. The lizardman set the plate onto a platform, hurrying to cook the next meal. 

      The diner stunk of grease, butter, and the self-serve spat out a coffee as thick as oil. The small seating area was fairly busy with aliens in spacesuits and only a few vacant seats. 

      I raised my hand, and the dish flew on a drone to my table. Upon delivery the buzzing device returned to a waiting station. These technically weren’t allowed unless given a permit and I sure as hell had enough detective work over the last four days to not bother the poor cook. 

      Across from me an alien with vertical eye slits and bright green scales nervously fidgeted. He wore a plain spacesuit with a box emblem over the chest. This was my lead suspect and all evidence pointed to him, but there was a catch. 

      “Amil, dig in,” I said, taking a big bite out of my buttered-up mystery meat on rye. He also realized he was the prime suspect by this point. He frowned at my messy eating, and I reassured him. “I promise, I have good news.”

      “You lessor tumans are disgusting with your eating habits.” He reached down and plopped a boiled cricket into his mouth. I didn’t tell him he was nasty, that’d be rude, and I happened to be in a wonderful mood. “You surprise me with your smile.”

      I gulped down my mostly chewed food, chasing it with some sort of sparkling red water. “Finding a diner that supports my lungs is tough. I mostly have to eat processed shit and I signed up to this amazing gym four days ago. It’s been wonderful minus the bug infested room I’m renting while my new ship is cleaned. Almost as wonderful as my mission.”

      “I didn’t do it.”

      I snorted. “I know. But answer me this Amil. How do supplies vanish in a locked room?”

      “We can’t figure it out,” he admitted and the way he vertically blinked never got old. His impatience did. “I didn’t do it. The linkers prove that.”

      I huffed, taking a small bite with a headshake. Down the hatch the scrumptious bite went, and I continued. “Look Amil, there’s always one agent who leaves before the goods go missing. You. The others say you must have hacked the linkers and those of your poor family.”

      “I didn’t do itssss,” Amil’s hiss was a warning his anger was getting the better of him. 

      “No, and if you listened, I agree. I’m just lining it up for the big reveal, but you have zero patience, so calm your tits before I become violent as well. I’m trying to help you.”

      My counter aggression actually stirred something within him, but that was the sori way. His species borrowed their genetics from snakes and most sori avoided confrontation, preferring to strike when not expected. The busy diner was a perfect meeting place for us after I concluded my very basic investigation. I had a feeling Major Winslow already solved the riddle but hired me to confirm it. 

      “You see, Amil. The thing is, there’s always ten characters to pick from in these situations. All of them are suspects, and then the one you never expected is the culprit. You and all your coworkers are in debt with no signs of recently acquiring wealth. Meanwhile, the supplies are legitimately going missing. The supplies arrive, you scan the barcodes, open a few boxes, ensure the clasps are magnetically sealed and then lock them in a secure warehouse. After your shift, the next shift comes in and it appears as if Amil has incinerated the magnetic clasps and run off with the crates.”

      He tossed his hands in the air. “I’m with my family after workssss.”

      “I know.”

      “Then what are you talkingssss about!”

      “That you didn’t do it,” I said, taking another big juicy bite. 

      I chewed slowly, knowing I had him curious by this point. I bobbed my head in approval as he relaxed. A cute bear kid snarled at me when I waved at him. 

      “Then who did?”

      “Finally, the right question. You know, my deity, the one I owe my life to, thought I’d make a mediocre detective at best, but I’d actually be pretty awesome at this,” I said with a wicked grin and a mouthful of food. 

      “What?”

      “Sorry, that sidetracked, but I’ll come back to it. Who didn’t do it? None of you peons would dare. At first glance, it really does look like it was you, but we established it’s not. Major Winslow is fat, can’t see well, and could really use the extra Gs. Like a lot. His bitch of a wife spends every G he earns while not working and screwing around. When his final kid gets to select their occupation, I firmly believe he’ll ditch her, and rightfully so,” I told Amil. 

      “Then who is it?”

      “That’s the thing, again, it’s you on paper and -” I held out a palm to stop his reply. “You’re the fall guy as we call it in these schemes. Eventually someone like me would come around and connect the easy to assemble dots. When that lessor detective found you guilty, you would go to a work camp for life. There’s one key thing no one realized about me, and it leads back to my sidetrack. I know something no one else does. They framed you on the premise you hacked the unhackable linkers to pretend you were at home. Wrong, you really were at home.”

      “Okay, you have my attention,” Amil said, placing elbows on the table. His genuine interest and lack of feeling threatened resulted in him eating at a rate that slowed my hunger. “Was it Captain Arden?”

      “Ha! That dick eater! No,” I said, and a few patrons stared at my outburst with frowns. “Sorry, sorry. It wasn’t any of your peons because the supplies never actually reached the warehouse.”

      “Of course they did. I scanned them myself.”

      “Wrong.”

      “I assure you I did, and my linker will -”

      “Tell me a lie. While you can’t hack a linker, you can trick an operator and in a sense the device. You don’t scan the incoming shipments with a linker though, do you?” I asked. 

      “That’d take forever, we use a Phosmo Scanner. The same kind the outgoing supply agents use. The weight, density, and shapes match what the departure station reports, and we confirm the shipment wasn’t altered by the shipers. Unless… No, I don’t see how it’s possible,” Amil said. 

      “You have boxes vanishing out of a secure warehouse. A trace of magnetic dematerializer is scattered on the floor in higher-than-average amounts around the stolen spots. The warehouse doors don’t open during the loss, the walls never are breached, and yet the supplies disappear. Are you ready for the reveal?” I asked. 

      He nodded, energetically eating more fried insects. 

      “Phosphorus Aleot. A chemical commonly found in Dark Space. Add a bit of carbon and you can mold it into just about anything. Set a timer on the fake magnetic locks and it turns those imposter boxes to ash. Well, dust, but the point stands. You scanned knock offs which matched the density, weight and shape of the originals. The culprit isn’t even Captain Selo who is the transportation handler for all the shipments. It’s his first officer.”

      “You lost me.”

      I chuckled, knowing he would need this explained. Amil was boring and basic. His choice of lovers always led to him finding some lust, but not happiness. I really wanted him to be happy and today, he would be a free citizen because of my efforts and maybe tomorrow, he’d find the right lover. 

      “Do you watch movies?” I asked. 

      He shrugged. “I prefer live entertainment, but I have.”

      “From my home region, a system called Sol, we have a saying in movies. ‘Stop telling what it’s not and tell me what it is!’. If it’s not the local workers and not the captain, then who else has access to the shipment. It’s not the departure crews. Captain Selo is a stickler and opens every box, unlike someone else I know.”

      “We’re not a single ship!” Amil said defensively. “We have hundreds of warehouses with ships flooding in and out of this station.”

      I held up my free hand to stop his righteous reasoning. He couldn’t record and catalog every box and to be fair, that wasn’t his job and how the cunning bandits figured out the work around. 

      “Sub-Captain Kerin runs the night shift. It’s a bait and switch operation. Captain Selo goes to bed, the night crew pretends to be busy while turning off the cameras in the ship’s hold. Dark spacers or bandits or whatever you want to call them, they’re on the roster. Perfectly legal, they’re just second-class citizens without recording devices. They create the fakes in the bay to mimic the real goods and they stick the real stuff in smuggler compartments. The fakes disintegrate later in your warehouse, and you look guilty. They unload the real goods whenever. I actually haven’t figured out that part and I don’t need to. You’ve been played, Amil, from the start to the finish, you were always the fall guy. Think about it, who became a close acquaintance than vanished.”

      “Magnus!” he hissed in a muted way. “He’d never do that. His brother needs his help.”

      “Magus played a long con on you. After months of honest deliveries, Kerin’s second in command needed someone to take the blame when the losses added up. You. They even planted some G certificates - which are rare, but legit - under your bed. A pittance, but an unexplained amount that would have been enough,” I said, taking the last bite of my patty melt. 

      “You… you sssssaved me,” Amil hissed out in thanks  

      “I saved myself, earned a level, and was rewarded two hundred thousand Gs. You were the ‘feel good moment’ after some simple deduction. The signs were there if someone with my access looked.”

      “Swampy farts! How much!” Amil blurted. 

      “Yeah, I know, pretty awesome to the average Semo citizen. Problem is, I need billions, not hundreds of thousands. Still, it was fun while it lasted Amil, I’m glad you were innocent,” I said, rising out of my booth. 

      “Wait, that’s it?” Amil asked in shock. 

      I nodded. “Yes Amil, that’s it. You go back to work tomorrow like nothing ever happened. Those certificates now belong to the Digi Bankers, and you were proven innocent. The guilty party will be apprehended when they exit wormhole space and I figured it all out with old videos and linker data.”

      “How do I ever thank you?” I shrugged, not answering because he couldn’t and shouldn’t thank me. The system should work, even if it failed at times. “You should do this more often!” Amil said encouragingly. 

      “You should be mindful of who you watch arena battles with.” My chuckle only widened his smile. His small fangs rested between insect covered teeth. I may have enjoyed the four days off while my new ship was professionally cleaned, but the sights and sounds of the aliens sure were hard to get used to. “Take care of yourself, Amil.”

      “I… I’ll do that. Thanks!” I tried to step away and he held up a hand. “What about you? What do you do next?”

      “I’m going to relax in my fancy new ship and then figure out who to kill. I’m a soldier, not a detective,” I told him and left the diner to find my next mission.
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      “It’s not ready!” Vero said with a huff. She appeared on my HUD with signs of too little sleep while still looking gorgeous. “Please, just wait outside while these… improvements finish. I finally got good help!”

      The strained look and pleading tone won me over. “Awe, Vero, how long?” I asked, unhappy with the news but trying to be understanding. 

      “You can do your interview from the viewing area a few floors up. Grab a tube, there’s one right there.”

      I nodded, heading to an elevation tube on my right. The basic device wasn’t meant for goods and could only fit a few people. It was an elevator, just clear, the floors had images along with numbers, and you didn’t lurch, you just went. I wondered if Vero’s tired look was from their avatar system or a change that she had consciously made.

      The trip was over in a flash and when I exited the tube, I walked down a section of the orbital that reminded me of a garden far more than a construct in space. Two paths split lush bushes that sprouted some sort of purple fruit the size of my fist. The sidewalls grew vines with cucumbers in vibrant greens. Red lights dropped off the ceiling broadcasting their light from a foot or so down. Above them, and firmly attached to the roof of the passageway, rested a billowing gray mushroom farm. 

      Every bit of the garden passageway, where the citizens couldn’t walk, served a purpose and I loved it. Meanwhile, I really wanted to get to my new ship for a myriad of reasons. 

      “Fine, fine. I’ll watch the hangar bay from a bench. I won’t ruin your hard work,” I told Vero. 

      I stank, I needed to get into a fresh spacesuit, and I wanted to feel clean. My desires would have to wait, even if I needed to meet my pilot in half an hour to ensure we were a good fit before he completed his contract. 

      As I walked the lush hallway, I reflected on the transition to this orbital, finding it a worthy home for the short term. Upon receipt of the ship, Vero promptly booked me a shuttle pass from the space station where most of the military ran. The crammed commuter ship ferried me to the orbital where my mission was. I had this notion that a space station and orbital were similar, but they were completely different. 

      Orbitals were mega cities in space, their immense size growing with add-ons and expansions as time continued. I wasn’t quite sure why the orbital held more citizens on it than the planet did, but that was undoubtedly the case. My best guess was that the aliens of Semo found comfort in the lack of bugs, no inclement weather, and zero work that owning land required. 

      Here you slept, shifted from place to place, and went home. Travel times were minimal, you could live in a specific restrictive community, or a floor with something akin to an HOA, and the options kept going. You weren’t confined to a farming commune like the planet dwellers were. Best of all, in my humble opinion, were the docking bays. 

      You could live here for a month, week, day, or hour, take on some jobs, and then move to the next system all while living in your comfy space home. During my mission, I’d kept my head down, tried to blend in, and experienced nothing on purpose to avoid my five seconds of fame. 

      For a fleeting moment, I was the bad guy to the system, my open bet against Captain Arden not hidden from the eyes above. A simple click of a button fixed that. 

      I proceeded to watch local events, gamble on them, and lose every single time. After losing three thousand Gs, a drop in the bucket compared to my earlier winnings, I stopped. A lot of it seemed rigged and my whole anti-gambling fervor returned. The blasted fights always came out in such a random pattern of victories that if I did change, and I did become some new person who did gamble, I’d do so on something less staged. 

      Since my luck ran its course, I focused hard on completing the detective mission early and learning more about the Semo Universe. I could have visited a massage parlor or a bar, but I didn’t feel comfortable navigating the orbital for fun without a guide. 

      I passed a synthetic AI, managing the gardens and we shared a friendly wave. It also became abundantly clear my concept of an AI was way off. An AI, at least in my mind, was a supercomputer capable of ruling a world, if not a galaxy. While Vero was smart, she was human smart. As in, her working with the cleaning and repair crew to fixup Landshark ate all her processing power. Without a doubt she struggled juggling multiple things at once. It actually made her seem all the more like a real person.

      She barely even checked in on my mission, becoming enthralled in her task. While I processed the data during my investigation, a few things didn’t slip through the cracks. For instance, a StarCutter needed a crew and honestly, I was in for an eye opener yet again. 

      I expected that there’d be competitive wages for qualified crew and finding someone to fill roles for cheap would be a struggle. The first part was dead on. A pilot with all the certification, schooling, and classes to go with them fetched over a million Gs a year. Finding someone to fill the role for a cheap rate ended up shocking me. 

      I put an ad offering a hundred thousand Gs a year, and I set the requirements to just being able to fly. I noted it would be a minimal crew, preferred oxygen breathing species, and only offered a small cut of overall ship earnings. 

      I made a few incorrect assumptions about how this would be received. Semo Universe rejected the notion of a minimum wage. That’s mostly because AI, reformed citizens, and those who have yet to earn a linker could be paid whatever they agreed to. While slavery was illegal, coming to really shit employment terms that bordered on slavery was not. 

      I didn’t want to do something akin to feeding on the pain of others, figuring a decent wage would mean I could trust someone. A hundred thousand a year was a huge amount for a lot of folks, evident by the listing results. The inbox filled up in a few minutes, and I spent hours poring over the candidates from this cluster of systems. 

      Karko ended up being my choice. He wasn’t the most qualified of the bunch on paper, but his solid and boring resume came with a perk. He was a larothian, or laro as most species referred to them. Laro were a species of halflings with short white fur, as if a lynx and a dwarf had a baby. As a species, they were dependable and as I turned to the viewing booths outside of Docking Bay 142 E, I found Karko sitting on a bench. 

      The elderly laro waited patiently, enjoying a video call with someone to pass the time. He wore a blue spacesuit with his fuzzy white ears flickering from my footsteps. His short snout only protruded an inch or so with a clear breathing device wrapping it. He was full grown, advanced, but not ancient for his kind, and yet, he was barely bigger than my nephew. 

      When I plopped into the seat beside him, he jolted, quickly ending the call.

      “You’re early,” Karko said, shifting to stare at the ships in the bay. 

      We sat about forty feet above the hangar floor. Inside rested probably a hundred ships of all sorts of types, none taller than three stories. The stream of workers actively loaded, unloaded, and connected devices to the ships. This was not a long-term storage part of the orbital and instead meant to facilitate transfers or short term upgrades. I tried to find the Landshark among the sea of ships, struggling at first. 

      “If you’re not five minutes early, you’re late. However, I happened to be locked out of that glorious chunk of metal,” I said, pointing to the Landshark inside the hangar. 

      The ship was the size of two school buses mashed together side by side. A few viewports lay behind the thick hull, retractable with a button. For whatever reason, Vero closed them for now and it gave the ship a menacing look. The four engine exhausts protruded out the stern with black casings. Each of the cones widened the further they went. 

      On the port and starboard, small swivel turrets lay dormant. Those would be our primary defense guns. Sure, if we got in a proverbial knife fight, they’d pack a decent punch, but they’d likely never get used. On top of the ship, a massive energy cannon pointed forward. The weapon could adjust, but it wasn’t on a swivel plate which meant it faced forward. The gunboat, destroyer, and ambush classes had enough decking for a swivel gun, but this was what we could afford, and that massive energy cannon was the entire reason I picked a StarCutter. 

      The class of ship earned this name, not because it could cut stars, quite the opposite actually. Originally, the energy cannons cut asteroids while attached to mining ships, causing the rocks to explode in violent flashes of light that blinded viewers, much like staring at a star did. 

      “The ship is nice. I did my research, Captain Marius. The Landshark has a dark past and you have a hidden one.”

      “Combined, we have a bright future. I did my research as well, Karko. You’re not qualified, not according to Semo anyway.”

      He leaned back, his age giving him a calm I admired. It wasn’t lost on me how pivotal this moment was for him. If anything, he was interviewing me at this point because he was my top candidate, but I wasn’t going to tell him that. 

      “Then why am I here?”

      “My mother,” I replied. 

      His furry ears twitched, and he stuck his pawed hands in his lap. He inspected me for a moment with a judging stare from his light blue eyes. “Your mother?”

      I nodded and leaned back as well. A pair of soxren, a bulky alien with ox horns walked behind us, shifting across the orbital. They pointed to a ship, talking about how it was for sale at a bargain. I wasn’t sure if they were running a con or just talking and it didn’t matter anyway because I had the ship of my dreams. One my mother could be proud of.

      “My father didn’t serve like I did. He was a trucker… sorry, hauler on the surface. An accident took his life on a snowy day. His rig tipped, he bonked his head, and that was it. No being trapped, no fire, no… Nothing besides him hitting his head. We - we struggled. My mother was a very capable accountant, running the business side of my father’s contracts. Eventually an office took her lack of degree and gave her an aptitude test. She aced it, just like you’d ace a pilot’s exam,” I said. 

      “Are you sure about that?” Karko sourly furled his brows. 

      I chuckled. “Not helping.” He shrugged. “I like your honesty. You’ve managed all types of flight for shuttles besides combat. You’ve parked big in small, a lot of small in big, and navigated tight corridors a ship can barely squeeze through. Not once did you hit anything. All that flying and you’re a shuttle mechanic.”

      “And an air car mechanic. Flown those post repairs too.”

      “Exactly. I say this with a wince and get angry if you want to, but the best part for me is, you have no home.” 

      He inhaled deeply, closing his eyes in frustration. “The truth hurts.”

      I guiltily held my palms up. “I had to study you. I’m sorry for your loss.”

      “She’s gone and I finally have to let it go.”

      I leaned forward, sticking my elbows on my knees. My eyes glazed over in sadness. “Your wife vanished between portals and is likely fine. Plenty of ships finally make it back to known space and she could return any day.”

      “She’s not.” His logical conclusion was the same one I settled on. 

      His wife would never return. Ships lost to portal jumps were exceedingly rare and most of them came from a ruptured power core. When those happened, no one lived past the implosion. 

      With their dual income down to just him and her death never recorded, their fancy home was beyond his means. He sold it to put his final son into a pilot’s class for haulers. His eldest daughter was expecting twins and she happened to have gotten pregnant without any support system in place, including an absent father figure. Karko needed a job, one that paid significantly more than a mechanic. While he could get a cheap studio sized apartment, it was a big blow to him from his fancy home.

      It wasn’t the hundred thousand he was after. It was the two and half percent share from a StarCutter. The offer was so good, it got an old laro to show up early. 

      “Well, what do we do about it?” I asked in a serious tone. 

      He snorted, his ears twitching hard. “We?”

      “I have room for you, I’ll pay decently, and I may get you killed,” I said, trying my best to be blunt and honest. “I’ll even take on Silma.”

      Karko opened his mouth and shut it. “Are you sweet on her vids?” He referred to the surveillance footage openly available. Silma was a boring and plain female who lived a mundane life. Her excitement came from courting a married male. Karko seemed to think I wanted her on the ship for nefarious reasons. “She’s short for someone like you and -”

      I held up a hand. “You’re right in the sense that there’s an ulterior motive, you're incorrect that it’s lust or love. She’s a line cook at a diner. I can pay better. While it’s not the roomiest of ships, I do intend to expand or get a larger ship when I can.”

      “You’d hire her to cook?”

      “And other things. But I doubt she’d want the adventure. But trust me, it's not me trying to woo your daughter. I doubt I’ll be single for long, since I’m becoming a new me and all that, but it’s not going to be Silma. Or if it is, that’s not my intent at this very moment.”

      “She hates tumans and their uppity snark, so she’d likely like you. You’re saying, if she falls on hard times, she can join us?” he asked, and I nodded in reply. It wasn’t great, but it was something. “It’d be tight.” He fidgeted a bit. “Having the option is nice, even if Silma’s job is steady right now and paying well.”

      “I know. But where does she go after the birthing? Where does she recover?”

      The old laro slapped a knee, the fur on the back of his hand swooshing from the motion. “Apparently on the Landshark where crews go to die. Larothian young are… are…”

      “Awful, I know. I need a pilot I can count on to not fly away with my ship while I’m boarding a derelict or on the hull swapping out shielding segments. You can purge the AI, fire up the afterburners, and kill me slowly in the depths of space. Any pilot can do that, and I need someone I can trust. I’m buying your trust and loyalty by helping you with the most important thing in the universe, your family,” I told him. 

      The way that his eyes lit up, I knew I had him. Karko did hesitate. “And your mother? Your family?”

      “Removed from this universe in the most peculiar way that cannot be reversed. I’ll forever miss them, and I get bouts of sadness at night.” I heaved out a sigh. “It isn’t fair, Karko. Life isn’t fair.”

      “No, no it’s not.”

      “But like I said earlier, the Landshark has a dark past. She’ll get a new name and a bright future. As will your granddaughter. We’ll just have to abuse the system of being good guys because I’m going to be honest with you, Karko. That ship…” I leveled a finger at my new love. “…is a cold-hearted mistress, and she’s going to make us rich.”

      “I’m not going outlaw.”

      “That’s the glorious part about the Digi Bankers. You can stay within the law and kill without mercy. I’m in it to win, Karko. I just need a pilot who’ll never leave me behind.”

      He nodded. “A tour, and while I honor my contracts, you’ll have to earn my trust.”

      “Sounds fair. Sounds very fair. A tour sounds great. I guess it’s time to interrupt Vero and hope the ship is ready for an inspection,” I said, rising off the bench with a brimming smile.
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      Karko and I donned our helmets outside the bay’s entry point. The station was a stickler for not wasting resources, so we walked one by one into a small pressurization tube to shift from the station’s hydrogen to the hangar bay. The temperature dropped the instant the cold void washed over us. 

      The helmet picked up the outside noise, patching it in at a muted level I set. I smelt the permeating stench of my unbrushed teeth. All around me, activity gave me a feeling I was at a bazaar, except the booths were large ships and no one was selling anything. 

      “I hate that part,” I grumbled as my suit heated to combat the cold. 

      Karko wiggled his claw like fingers and thumb, the backs of them coated in fur under his translucent gloves. “Fur saves on energy. Mass too.”

      My spacesuit consumed energy from a small power core, adding another cost to figure into my expenses. The amount was trivial, and while the Semo Universe was almost completely a capitalistic society, they allowed basic spacesuits to be borrowed rent free with no time limits. A place to sleep was different, but if you had to transition across the universe, they at least put a proverbial shirt on your back. 

      I double checked my boots were set to a comfortable gravity and stepped further into the hangar bay. The space was busy, but unlike the refuel station I stopped at before, this hangar held a whole lot of extra space for crews to navigate. That was part of the glory of orbitals, they weren’t angry if you overbuilt as far as I could tell where stations served a defined purpose and didn’t attach to a planet’s gravity.

      We followed an illuminated path with blue arrows, our linkers automatically talking to the navigation flooring. At this level, where ships loomed large, finding the ship you wanted became much more difficult. 

      “Ah, a LH 3309 model,” Karko said, pointing at a domed ship gliding into the bay. “Seesoi always wanted one.”

      “They’re a vacation cruiser, right?” I asked, fascinated by ships to the point I tried to learn all the nomenclatures. 

      “Some of the best. This may sound odd, but we loved the idea of the sauna rooms they build next to the frigid snow gardens. They really can do just about everything,” Karko said with longing. 

      “Pricey from what I can tell. I’ve been struggling to really wrap my head around the economy. It seems like part of the Digi Bankers’ society tosses Gs around without a care while others struggle to feed their families,” I said, turning at a fork in the path. 

      A red flare told us to deviate off the trail, and a slow-moving sled hauled gear by us. The large alien waved a blue three fingered hand in thanks. We continued, and Karko sighed. 

      “The whole system is about growth while keeping things affordable. If there’s no food, most species won’t reproduce. Hence the insane incentives to be a farmer. If there’s no children, there’s no expansion. If there’s no expansion, the Digi Bankers’ profits fall, and they don’t want that. The universe is vast and there’s more powerful… powerfuller, eh, anyways, there’s a lot of other forces with more might than ours.”

      We walked around a corvette and the small frame curved for atmospheric flight. A part of me looked at it in longing, mostly because I wanted one of every ship and testing it seemed fun. There was a reason for all the different variations, and I just had to limit myself to space missions for now. 

      “That doesn’t really help me grasp how a line cook grilling my food takes ten years to earn what I did on a single wager,” I said with a snort. 

      “A line cook doesn’t take risks with their life, nor can they wager heavily, and your odds were stupid on the gambler’s side. Plus, while you can never bet against yourself, you're clearly an unknown factor which helped convince someone you were incapable. A line cook is limited to three Gs a day for wagering, you’re at probably a hundred times that.”

      “Ten thousand times, but I see your point. I take risks and could die. But we won't!” I clasped my hands, rubbing them together as we finally approached the Landshark. 

      A large demon-like species pushed a sled full of boxes into my hull. His rocky black hide and red eyes gave me pause. The cargo seemed excessive, so I checked my linker, seeing every last bit of my finances gone. Not only that, we went into the hole with my debt at almost two million. I held in my gasp, applying a strong smile. 

      Going forward, I’d probably stop blanket approving all expenses. Vero somehow managed to advance my loan amount to staggering numbers, further proving Karko’s point that those who risked more were given special privileges. 

      I dropped the thoughts, taking in the sights of the Landshark from up close. The two buses from a distance seemed more like two big rigs now that I was near the hull. A small ramp was needed to reach the back storage compartment. This made sense based on the schematics of this ship type. 

      All around the exterior, bricks of breakaway rockrete protected the hull. If you got in a shootout or a rogue rock smacked into the side of the ship, the damaged section detached, and a new sheet could quickly replace it. And that was how the whole ship ran. To get to an engine, you removed the lego-like armor and then unattached the engine segment. 

      If I wanted to swap out a kitchen, no problem, the disconnection was possible, and far easier than I ever expected. Of course, this came with the drawback that a central explosion would rupture all the connectors, but for the most part, the framework was stronger this way. The best analogy the text translated was like connecting two pieces of steel with nuts and bolts and then welding them was better than just welds. The internal connectors did exactly that, peeling back the seams into storage pouches when separated. 

      We arrived at the side, and Karko immediately went to the stern with a muttering frown of confusion. He pointed at an exhaust stack and grew flustered. 

      “Something’s not right with this one,” Karko said, furrowing his furry brows. “This is a fake!”

      “Shush!” Vero scolded from an external speaker. “All will be explained inside. That was the final supplies, so come on in.”

      “Uh, Vero, if we blow up, not saying that’ll happen or anything, but why did we get such a big loan,” I said pessimistically. “I guess what I’m trying to say is, how will the bankers ever recover if our ship goes boom.” 

      “Oh… about that. We can’t leave secure space until we down-leverage some of it. Don’t fret! I have a plan, but for now, come see my hard work.”

      The big demon fellow smiled under his mask, revealing sharp teeth meant for ripping. “Appreciate da work, Capt.”

      I flashed a toothy smile back, letting him completely exit the ramp. The ramp went about four feet up, where three of that was used for armored plating. Under the floor all the wiring, plumbing, vents, and such would be contained with a water reservoir. Again, everything was meant to be isolated with seals for easy replacement. 

      After the ramp, I had to walk the length of the engines to enter a pressurization chamber. Right now, the ship was completely exposed to space with the thick metal doors secured open.

      I stepped into the cargo hold and instantly felt claustrophobic; it was jammed to the brim with supplies. The boxes didn’t give me a clue as to what they contained, but if I had to guess, it was something long term. I doubted Vero planned a camping trip, so this had to be trade supplies. 

      “Uh, what’s all this?”

      “Peaches. Well, that’s the closest translation anyway. A soft fruit with a tangy taste and loaded up on vitamins. An essential,” Vero said with a chipper tone. “Come in, come in and close that door so I can seal us in to start pressurizing our oxygen.”

      I retreated to the exterior door and began slamming the doors closed before locking them shut. Unlike most of the ship, station, and orbital doors, they weren’t powered. They could be, but I figured their power was cut due to a time constraint. 

      Once inside the interior hall, my sight darted to streaks of fresh metal melted into the flooring. The warm yellow illumination from the recessed lighting glinted off the shiny material. I kneeled, running a hand over the repairs. 

      “Energy beams condense the metal to slag. You simply add more metal and fill it in. A death sentence for an atmospheric fighter, but this StarCutter won’t be going into a planet’s gravity well. It’s down an engine and heavy for the three already,” Karko said. 

      I rose to my feet, and said, “Seeing as how she came with two, that's an improvement.”

      Karko peered into the first room on the left. “Oh, an exercise room. A nice one and a training cryo-pod. You’ll likely need the space for crew one day, but -” I didn’t let him ruin it going forward and stole a glance myself. 

      Sure enough, all the essentials to stay in shape rested inside the small room. The press bench looked like it could become seating and the far wall broadcast the local news. It certainly made sense to multipurpose the space. 

      Karko applied a fake smile, not seeing the point of the exercise equipment. “You at least have one more room.”

      I hurried over before he could spoil Vero’s hard work. When I hurried into the room, I expected bunk beds or something of the sort to maximize the space. Instead, I found a large mattress, a viewscreen, and a bunch of storage. A closet rested on the far side and a half desk jutted from the wall. Based on the secure straps, it would need to be locked down during maneuvers. 

      A secondary door rested open, and I walked into the small bathroom. A shower stall stood next to a sink. Another door compartmentalized the toilet. The door off the latrine led to the main hall. It was crazy to think of how much space we sacrificed for my gym, but I quickly realized something. 

      “This is marvelous, Vero. Absolutely wonderful. I’ve never had a home this big,” I said, being used to the tight military barracks. “But, why no double bunks?”

      “Because they’re in here. This is actually nice too,” Karko said from further down the hall. 

      I left my inspections, arriving in the main communal area. It was meant to be a dining, lounge, and kitchen space. Instead, it became general living quarters with a small table for three and a reduced kitchen. Three double bunks lay against the three walls and the cooking elements on the fourth. The table acted as the divider space and it projected the local news down the center, essentially breaking the space in two. 

      Everything gave an open feeling since above the hips was mostly open space. The passages were confined and playing tag, assuming I wanted to, would be tough. While I studied the main living area, I knew if six extras lived on the ship, it’d be tight. Curtains provided a bit of privacy, but not a lot though. I realized that I’d need to figure out a way to convert the workout room back and forth for more living space depending on the number of people that were on board. 

      Each of our steps echoed in the space and I opened a freezer door, letting out precious cooling. An alarm beeped with a secondary klaxon blaring, telling me to hurry the hell up and close the door. 

      “Wow, and sorry about that.”

      “The powercore can handle creating new cooling.” The sirens shut off. “We’re oxygenating now. Okay, are you ready for the big reveal?” Vero asked. 

      “First, this is wonderful. It’s a home,” I said, running my hands down a digital painting of a sunset. “Every spare inch has been put to use and I… I’m in awe. Even if I’m poor now.”

      “Gs well spent,” Karko said with animalistic grunt. 

      “I studied your culture in the military and this common area is not too different. I appreciate your praise, Marius. I’m really glad you’re happy.”

      Karko’s ear twitched nervously. “Are you taking on more than me?”

      “Uh, I wasn't planning on it. Not yet anyway. I buried myself so far into debt we’re going to be in this ship for a while. We can expand pretty easily if we need to.”

      “One more door and then I will tell you the big surprise,” Vero said, pushing me toward her surprise. Based on her very excited tone, she could hardly wait to reveal what came next.  

      I stared at the back wall. “There’s three doors,” I said, stating the obvious. 

      “The left is laundry, water purifying, and a second shower toilet combo. The middle is the bridge. The right door is the power core. That space is normally a storage closet, but I’ve had the power core moved and improved.”

      “That’s not cheap,” Karko blurted. 

      “Or quick, and hence the time delay. A few of the cables and pipes were capped with new connections created. I got everything done in time except for enough power to the cryo exercise pod. It’ll sleep one, but not actively enhance muscle mass for attribute points. There’s not enough power going to it and if we earn enough, I can buy a small power core to attach to the top of the unit. Which I almost had enough. Oh, and we have to run conduit to the doors again. I tried to squeeze some savings on labor, but the first crew never showed up, and… Sorry, I’m rambling a bit… Please, the final door.”

      I forgot how much of a person she was at times. “Ramble away,” I told her, stepping into the cockpit. An audible sigh of happiness escaped my lips I didn’t know I was holding. “Two seats!”

      “Standard’s one,” Karko noted. 

      I nodded, loving all the space. You didn’t have to swivel the seats to get into them and both stations were identical. I did notice a second set of controls in front of both seats, not sure what they did. When I leaned forward, I said, “Oh, you can gun from either seat.”

      “I figured it out,” Karko said. “Very neat trick and I doubt it’ll fool the best of the best. Not that many of them roam the dark corners of the universe.”

      “Huh?” I blurted, glancing around to find the hidden clues. 

      “Why did I move the power core?” Vero asked. 

      I gripped the back of the pilot’s chair and gave myself a moment to analyze. “The original power core was low in the framing. The new one is high. However, it’s further from the energy cannon which is the whole point of this ship’s weapon. And that’s why it’s shaped like a brick. Hmm…”

      I recalled Karko pointing out something wrong with the upper starboard engine. I leaned back to look at the kitchen and sure enough, ductwork continued along that engine line. I walked into the captain’s quarters and saw all the storage lined up with the duct work. Now that I gave it a longer inspection a whole engine sized container ran through the entire hull on the upper starboard side. 

      “Okay, you either added extra super fuel, smuggler storage, or a super long engine but that doesn’t make sense. None of those do because of the power being moved. Well, besides the engine, but length doesn’t help without girth,” I mumbled. 

      “That’s what she said!” Vero boasted. “Ah, I love your Earth idioms.”

      “A gun?” I asked.

      “An energy cannon,” Karko said. “A cleverly disguised energy cannon that’s meant to look like a failed engine. It probably even ejects dusting of elements as if it failed.”

      “Yup!” Vero said proudly. “Precisely. It has very minimal aim, but because of the power discharge, even the forward-facing cannon is limited in range. And that concludes where the extra one and a half million Gs went. You should really stop losing on your gambling, by the way.”

      My HUD told me the interior pressurized to the point I could remove my helmet, so I popped it off and sat at the communal dining table. My chair automatically slid back to adjust for my large frame. The news feed sunk into the table, turning off with a whoosh.

      “That makes two of us who only want to be winners. So… This is amazing and now we’re restricted to where we can go,” I said, not unhappy, just being factual. 

      The center of the desk generated a holographic display of Vero. The image swapped slightly from an animalistic satyr female to one without goat legs. She had kept all the other changes she had made to be more attractive to me. She placed her hands on her hips, huffing a lock of digital hair out of her face. 

      “You changed?” I asked.

      Vero sighed. “Yes, yes. My best friend Marji has been encouraging me to change my looks to help fit in more with my new crew.”

      I said, “You look more beautiful than ever, but you should look the way you want and be happy with it.”

      She blushed as she replied, “Thanks. Um…Where was I? Oh, convincing the loan operators to let us leverage this deep. Well, I’ll have you know, without assurances, the bankers wouldn’t extend the loans.”

      I leaned against the table, pinching my face from the stench that wafted out of my neckline. Karko continued to inspect the storage and pilot’s station. 

      “Again, you did wonderful. I assume you found a worthy mission?” I asked. 

      “Yup. A blockade run,” Vero said and Karko drifted back in from the cockpit to sit with us. “Here’s the mission itself and it comes with an attribute.”

      

      Mission: Supply Grito Mining Station. 

      Location: Pall System - Grito Mining Station. 

      Issued by: Digi Bankers Logistics and Supply Office

      Details from the requesting agent: A wave of Moxia Alliance armadas are pushing back on our expansions. The wide front of the war leaves our forces stretched thin. The Grito Mining Station is more than capable of putting up a stiff fight which would result in excessive collateral damage to both sides. 

      The Moxia are staging to attack the main system defenses while sieging the other key battle points. If they succeed, they’ll tear down the portals. If that happens, Grito Mining Station will have no choice but to surrender. For now, they hold and are in need of supplies.

      Deliver, or die trying. There’s no in-between here. If you accept, know the risks. If the station is destroyed, you may keep the supplies as compensation. 

      Pay: 750,000 Gs. 

      Class Reward: 3000 Experience. 1 attribute point provided only if supplies are delivered. 

      

      I ran my gloved hands through my grimy hair. “I don’t love it. And that ‘know the risks’ is pretty telling.”

      “This has been offered across multiple systems and accepted twenty times. The Digi Bankers support their own. Plus, the more friendly ships in the system means that the tide may lean in our favor,” Vero said. 

      Karko stood and said, “I’m going to visit my daughter. I am leaning toward accepting the position. Let me see her first and sleep on the decision. Can you wait that long?”

      “We can because I’m not accepting this mission until I spend at least a day studying the Pall System and the Moxia aliens,” I said, standing and offering my hand. He stuck his out across from mine, not shaking it, just returning the gesture. “We usually clasp hands in greeting but just know if you decline the position, I wish you the best.”

      “Marius,” Karko said in a heavy tone. “Even ten billion Gs isn’t worth dying over.”

      “Ah, yes. I’m not on a suicide mission to become wealthy. I’ll try to only pick the winners.”

      “The job of a captain isn’t easy. Are you sure I’m the pilot for you?”

      “Well, you can breathe the same atmosphere, are likely trustworthy, and are one hell of a pilot - who’s not a pilot officially. I understand if you are hesitant, and if you need more starting pay, just ask,” I said with a genuine smile. “Worst I can do is say no.”

      “I’ll be in touch in the morning,” Karko said, and the short, white-furred alien departed the ship.

      A quiet settled over the ship with a low humming echoing as he properly used the pressurization chamber. 

      “We need this mission,” Vero said as I began my research. 

      I sighed with a nod. “I know. I think it’s a good way to die too. A noble cause, bringing food and hope to common folks. I just wish I had my augmented muscle upgrade, a star carrier, and about a bazillion allies to help.”

      “This is a step in that direction. Attribute points are hard to gain, and the experience levels are great,” Vero said, as if trying to convince me. 

      I snorted with a headshake. “You had me at peaches. I’m in. With or without Karko. Now, if you’ll give me a moment, I’ve got some reading to do.”

      Vero waved goodbye, a large smile on her face. I wasn’t sure if she wanted to help or if the mission’s payday was her motivation. It was likely both, and in that case, her head was in the same place as her heart - the right place. 

      I just had to hope we could pull off something so daring. Even with an extra engine and a hidden rear facing energy cannon, it wasn’t going to be easy. 

      “Oh, and Vero, I have the perfect name for this wonderful ship,” I said. 

      She reappeared on the table’s hologram and said, “I’m eager to hear what you came up with.”
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      “So you named the ship after a horse?” Karko asked in amusement. 

      I sat across from the gentle souled laro in the other pilot’s chair. I tapped on the reverse thruster, applying just a bit of power to slow us for our coming exit. The green icon flared to life and the ship shuddered slightly. 

      Deep down, I knew Karko was going to join me on the mission. We settled on a hundred and fifty thousand a year in salary and five percent. He asked for more, but I showed him some of the other resumes that weren’t too different from his. 

      The very next day we jumped from Oro toward the Pall System with a three-day transition. During the pleasant journey, I tried to explain the tale of Odin to my new friend, and he struggled to care. Apparently, old religions turned into lore - lacked substance to a godless laro.

      A deep rumbling resonated through the ship as the reverse thrusters flared to life. Since Karko seemed at ease, so was I. I watched the grays and whites of slip space tighten, knowing we were coming to an end of our transition. 

      “Sleipnir is no ordinary horse, and neither is this ship. I’m just happy to have a home again,” I said, ensuring my button pressers were ready for what came next.

      “It translates to sleepy-nest, which I guess is an alright ship name.”

      I groaned and Vero giggled in the background. 

      “Exiting wormhole space in three, two, and -” Vero went silent. 

      As the tension built, we burst out of the warped space and arrived in a system congested with ships. No alarms blared, no one shouted to perform evasive maneuvers, and I let out the breath I’d been holding. 

      Arriving at a contested system always ran the risk of enemies ambushing you at the portal exit, and thankfully, friendly ships swarmed the area. Up to this point, I’d seen stations, orbitals, cruisers, and a few battleships protecting citizens in half-measured positioning. 

      What I saw through the viewscreen upon our arrival raised the hairs on the back of my neck. Behemoths, dreadnaughts, carriers, and so many other types of immense warships set up formations. The space, while chaotic by the sheer tonnage of metal meant for war, was absolutely calm. 

      On our side, the armadas stuck next to the planets and the portals located close by. Ships still lifted off the planets, flew to one of the stations or orbitals, or sat in queue to flee the system. 

      On the other side the enemy formed up on the opposite side of the system and if a fight broke out, I wasn’t sure if we’d win. 

      “The Moxia are really committing to this offensive,” Vero said, analyzing just like a normal person would. While I wished she could conclude the right vectors, attack angles, and perfect flight path, she was in awe. “I really don’t get it.”

      “Me either,” Karko agreed. 

      I pointed to the thousands of enemy ships who controlled the power and manufacturing stations near the sun. They may have only shut down some of the portals, but they held a good chunk of the vital corridors out of the system. 

      “I studied military strategy, but never on this scale or in this style. Most wars dress up the reasoning to drum up support with false justifications. Meanwhile, it almost always comes down to resources. Besides the giant blue star outputting tremendous amounts of power, the rest of the system is mundane. My guess, they want the sun.”

      “Seems silly,” Vero said. 

      “It probably is in the long-term greater scheme of things. To the Moxia, this is a moderate security system that borders against a trade partner at best, a hostile foe at worst. We just happen to be in the ‘at worst’ stage,” I said. 

      “It’s stupid. War’s stupid. They can expand elsewhere,” Vero said unhappily. 

      I opened and closed my mouth. She wasn’t wrong. We were on a mission to help starving citizens who might die of hunger because of the war. 

      “The Digi Bankers are not kind-hearted souls. They’re ruthless and their expansions must continue. One day, The Moxia will join the fold. It may take tens of thousands of generations, but this armada is nothing compared to our might. Unfortunately, our collection of species, governments, and alliances are fighting dozens of wars so this one is not getting the attention it deserves,” Karko said with a somber tone at the end. 

      “The laws and rules of the Digi Bankers aren’t perfect, but they’re amazing compared to the barbaric enemy. The Moxia force breeding, execute the unfaithful to the cause, and enslave those they capture while raiding. They thrill in conquest and care little about the downtrodden. I’ll have no remorse if they lose on their offensive,” I said with a sigh. “But that is the data from our side. I’m sure they have their own tale of why their way is just, a fact I learned long ago.” 

      Vero appeared in the hologram between our stations and sputtered her lips in frustration. An incoming alert pinged on my dashboard, flashing for attention. She turned and pointed to a super carrier. 

      “Before I patch you in, because it’s likely bad news, I want to say that the Moxia are already winning. Thirty percent of the citizens in this system have fled and even if Digi Bankers defend it, it’ll never be the same for quite some time. Okay, here is Adjunct Orili,” Vero said. 

      A box on the viewscreen altered to reveal a man with feathers for hair. His elongated nose led to a beak for a chin. He chirped and sang until the translator did its thing. A ship rested over his heart on the yellow spacesuit, and he didn’t even look at me directly, because he was too busy focusing on his linker instead.

      “Captain Marius of Slepnier, you are hereby pressed into the Digi Bankers’ Space Force for no less than one month. You are to execute your aid mission, then join Task Group Zee Forti where Admiral Olin will have your assignment. Adjunct Orili out.”

      The screen closed and I hung my head while muttering a string of curses. There was always a chance of this happening, I just figured since we could prove we were capable haulers, they’d load me up with another mission. Instead, the damn mercenary laws impressed me into service. Thankfully, there were time limits and it paid well. 

      “Awesome,” Karko said. 

      I snorted with a headshake. “Yeah, it could be much worse. I really think that the Moxia won’t strike at even odds. They’re probably seeing which system the supreme admirals care the least about and going to smash that one. That big blue star is worth a lot, so it won’t be this system, but it does tie up defensive forces.”

      Our flight path data came in and Karko adjusted our trajectory. It’d be another seven hours until we braved a blockade between the second and third planet’s asteroid belt. Which, based on a quick look, I tapped the buttons, drew a line, leveled out inputs, and turned a dial. 

      It all could have been automated, but if Vero was busy, or we lacked her for whatever reason, and the automated guidance was offline, I knew how to do it. Karko confirmed my inputs and adjusted our heading. The ship surged forward, letting out three long trails of hydrogen exhaust. After a few seconds, the dampeners adjusted, and it was like we were on a smooth cruise. 

      I unbuckled my harness and left the seat to go study the mercenary laws for a second time. If the Sleipnir and her crew were being forced to serve, it was probably smart to nitpick the fine print.   
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      “We’re being hailed,” Vero said, disturbing my studies. 

      The Sleipnir cruised across the system toward the asteroid belt the enemy blockaded. Holes in the siege were everywhere. In space, you had to encompass a spot with a massive dome of ships. That simply wasn’t possible without a whole lot of military assets. The main Moxia blockading forces aligned to stop direct flights from the asteroid belt to the main system’s planetary defenses. Screening forces patrolled alternate routes, but if we just flew a wide angle, they’d have to assign forces to leave the siege and try to intercept us.

      Because of this, our seven hours turned into two days as we detoured way out of the way. Since we were on official military business, this counted toward our limited conscripted time, and I found myself more than okay with that. We flew away from the enemy, letting the braver ships try to thread the needle toward the Grito Mining Station. 

      So far, seven other mercenaries, traders, and haulers arrived with the exact same mission as us. Five ran the blockade; four arrived at the station safely. A cloaked mine detonated close to one of the speedier haulers. It knocked the ship off course, they sputtered with surging emissions and eventually the power core blew in a dazzling display. 

      No survivors with all hands lost for some Gs and attribute points. I didn’t want to go out in a ball of flames, so we detoured. 

      “Put them on the table display please,” I said. 

      The table flared to life, creating a three-foot-high viewing screen. I sat in a chair with my helmet off and a holographic book in my hands. The dry content about mercenary law was a slog to get through, making this call a nice break. 

      The screen flickered slightly before broadcasting a tanned alien with braided hair. They had an inset nose with a sponge like filter placed over the indentation. High cheekbones led down to a smooth jawline. The camera zoomed out to reveal the person as a female sitting in a captain’s chair. 

      When she smiled at my sight, her teeth were a mix of molars and canines. I didn’t have an alien from folklore to compare her too, but she wasn’t too far off from the other aliens in the sense that with a few cosmetic changes she could be a human. Maybe the best comparison would be a bulky Amazonian type woman with a caved in nose, but still a woman. 

      She studied me with interest, her hazel eyes intrigued by my ears. 

      “Why do you tumans shave your hair, its growth is a badge of honor?” she asked. 

      Moxia tradition was to grow your hair until you lost a battle, then you started over again. Defeat wasn’t meant to be learned from; it was meant to be shamed. Not my style, but I at least could understand this part of their culture. 

      “Can I help you?”

      “I’m Commandeer Isha, and you’re in sovereign Moxia space. Turn back now or prepare to be boarded,” Isha said. 

      I snorted, pulling up the feed around me. Two fighters chased us from the main blockading fleets. They’d maybe intercept us in time if I turned toward Grito Station early. On my current path, they’d require food and water in a day or two and we’d cut inwards. While boring, I played it safe, and this was why I decided to take the call.

      “Call me Marius, just Marius. Honestly, I’d welcome a fair fight,” I told her.

      Her lips spread to reveal a sinister grin. 

      “Careful what you wish for, tuman. We have the power to portal closer,” Isha warned. 

      I danced the tips of my fingers across the table’s surface, closing my book. “Then do it.”

      “Ha! You’d just run, pathetic tuman.”

      An anomaly on the sensors told me she started to create a portal not far away. Vero backtracked the origins. Unfortunately, I couldn’t see which ship in the fleet dialed in the portal because what we viewed was about forty seconds old. With the Pall System’s relays mostly disabled, we only had enhanced optics to go from at the moment. 

      I leaned forward, watching the portal stop forming as expected. 

      Portals had a lot of rules to them, mostly due to how they warped the universe. Too many in one spot and they merged, with the largest portal sucking up the energy consumed to create the others. It didn’t matter if you were heading the opposite direction as the dreadnought who birthed the massive wormhole nearby. You suddenly would be sucked into their channel and end up in the wrong section of space. 

      That alone limited using them. The second part was, a portal generator, no matter how fancy or advanced, came with limits. One per day was the absolute best and the average was one per every few weeks. You could start a portal and stop it, just like Isha did, but it would add time to the cooldown. 

      “We both know your leash holder would never allow it. However, I’ll entertain the notion by asking, what is your collar size?” I asked. 

      She belted out a laugh, rocking back and forth in her chair. “Do me a favor. What color is the tail you hide?”

      Removing a spacesuit wasn’t like getting into and out of a wetsuit. The process was very… unique. You stuck your feet in the excessive large booties and the material crawled up your body. There wasn’t much to hide as the suit became a second skin. A power core attached to the back and the suit would keep you alive in most environments until you died of dehydration or starvation. 

      The thin and revealing nature of the spacesuit was why most species wore garments over the material. Those who didn’t, like Vero in her hologram, or me around my home, left little to the imagination. I turned and showed her my ass. Even if I tucked my tail down an inner leg, the bump would be there. 

      “I’m a human.”

      “Maybe, or you’re a fantastic spy,” Isha commented with a flick of her wrist. “You intrigue me, spy.”

      “First you prod me about being a tuman, now a spy. What gives? And why pester me?”

      “You’re boring and yet interesting. Meanwhile, I’m bored, and those fighters want to turn back. This conversation may save you days off your detour,” Isha told me before she stuck a finger in the air. 

      A report slapped onto the screen, the material something with which I was all too familiar. 

      

      Name: Marius Lund

      Species: Human

      Permissions: Full Citizen

      Age: 26

      Class: General Mercenary

      Level 4

      Experience 1141/3800

      Criminal Score: 0

      Attributes: 

      Dexterity 16

      Strength 20 

      Endurance 15

      Senses 15 

      Regeneration 1

      Stimulant 1 

      Digital Credit Reserves: - 1,500,000

      Current Home Star System: Unassigned

      Current Spaceship: StarCutter - Sleipnir

      

      “You have access to Digi Bankers’ systems. Not surprised, since I read you’ve been divorced three times,” I said. 

      She gasped, instantly offended. This was a lie. I didn’t have a clue as to her marital status. Moxia did marry, but that was mostly to avoid being forced to breed with an undesirable weakling. The society needed farmers and support crew, so those lesser warrior types would be paired with the mighty for offspring on occasion. Divorce was akin to a defeat and a slight, so teasing her about having three was a fitting insult.

      Isha furiously tapped on her screen until the sneer faded. “You tricked me… How quaint. Those pathetic data handlers are known to smear a career upon sexual rejections.”

      “Sounds terrible. If only there were overlords who wouldn’t allow this.”

      “Your witty comments won’t dissuade me from my mission, our mission. The Moxia Alliance will rule the universe one day, and it's best you understand that now.”

      “I won’t, but I do thank you for helping me pass the time,” I said and went to cut the video, having enough fun for now.

      “Wait! You’re a Moxia agent, I know it,” Isha said. My response was a shrug. “Give me all the latest intel and the fighters will turn around.”

      I saw her angle. She didn’t think I was a double agent. She just gave me an opening to trade intel for safe passage. Not a bad offer and Vero even provided me with a ready to go packet to send her. It’d have nothing but open-sourced information to keep us out of trouble, and yet, I rejected sending it to her.

      “Not a spy.”

      “Your record, it says otherwise,” Isha said, highlighting my file.

      This time, I grumbled at what I saw. 

      

      Anomaly - Class selection 10 years after prime age of 16. 

      Anomaly - High aptitude for military operations without record of training. 

      Anomaly - Starter attributes abnormally high.   

      Anomaly - Abnormal debt to income ratios. 

      Anomaly - Powercore readings indicate an overinvestment in the StarCutter class.

      Anomaly - Lacking crew. 

      

      “We’re just that good that I don’t need more,” I said with a grin. 

      “All these grant you extra attention. I figure your neck would fit a size three collar,” Isha said, staring at me as if I were prey. 

      A portal crackled only a few minutes of flight away. I paused the conversation and froze our side of the broadcast, knowing curiosity gripped Isha to the point her commanders likely let her chase us regardless of the costs. I left the table and headed into the cockpit. 

      “Full power, straight to Grito. Fire up the decoy and make it seem like we’re trailing hydrogen from a faulty engine. She can do her homework, but let’s see if her sensor readers are inept,” I ordered. 

      Karko glanced over his shoulder. “Strap in first.”

      I slid into the seat, applied my helmet, and let the harness buckle me in tightly to the chair. 

      “Execute maneuver,” I ordered. 

      The ship banked hard, and I struggled to breath for a fleeting second or two. We adjusted, flying directly toward the rocks in the asteroid belt. Unfortunately, the fighters could reach us before we entered the maze of rocks. A problem for later. 

      I still had no idea what was coming through that portal, but whatever it was, it wouldn’t let us go without a chase. After the sharp heading change and an increase in speed, the dampers kicked in. I wanted to go faster, but when I stared at the outputs, there simply wasn’t any more power to give. 

      The ship shuddered, leaking out a dazzling trail of blue hydrogen behind engine four. I left it on for now, not worried about the costs since we were in the Digi Bankers’ Militia at the moment. 

      “On screen,” I said, and Isha also took a moment to appear. When she did, the slight delay from earlier was gone.

      A frigate slid out of the portal, followed by eight interdictors. I groaned, knowing Isha brought a full capture team. She was hell bent on bringing me in. A calming inhale and exhale helped me cope with the situation because we were in for one hell of a fight.
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      An alert flared on my left screen. 

      

      Interceptors estimated time of arrival, fourteen minutes. We’re going to have to fight. 

      Vero.

      

      She sent the message instead of saying it because Isha’s screen rested open. She stared at me in frustration with a bouncing leg to go with her sneer. 

      “You should be surrendering,” she said, not to me, but more or less to herself. 

      I tapped in tracking points, trying to learn the pilot’s patterns. The enemy ships continued to gain speed at a faster rate than we did without input changes. All that mattered now was timing. The start of the asteroid belt was a good hour away and the fighters would reach us around that time. Meanwhile, the sensors informed me the frigate would play cleanup, not able to catch us unless we made an error or the interceptors disabled our engines. 

      About a million battle scenarios ran through my head and I realized none of them would matter because the situation was so fluid.

      “Isha, you should turn back now,” I told her. 

      She snorted before releasing a long snicker. “You’re outgunned, too slow, and a prime target for capture. Without anything else to do, bringing you into the alliance as slaves is well worth the risk.”

      “Hey Karko, what’s the odds on us making it to Grito?” I asked the pilot.

      “Uh… one second. Five to one but no one to bet against yet.”

      I grunted. “Ugh. Talk about shit odds.”

      “That’s because it takes a few minutes for the relays to hit the rest of the system,” Vero told us. “Not that we have spare Gs to gamble with.”

      “I can put five hundred Gs on it,” Karko said confidently. 

      “You Bankers are so foolish,” Isha said, returning to the conversation. “You don’t stand a chance. I’d wager you, but there’s no enforcement if you lose.”

      I unbuckled from the gunner’s station, heading out of the cockpit. Isha appeared on the table display, then my bedroom’s wall when I entered the space. 

      “Remove my camera feed,” I commanded.

       When my screen showed Digi Bankers’ symbol, I flipped the bed up. Hidden below my mattress rested a very large sniper rifle. It was technically an ELSA (Energy Long-range Sniper Armament) which was the perfect name. I hefted Elsa out of her compartment with a grin. DD had been replaced by something even better.

      I turned the audio part back on and said, “I guess you don’t fear me.”

      “Hardly. You fear me, or you’d have your cameras turned on.”

      I stepped out of the captain’s quarters and headed towards the back hatch. Isha’s image swapped to the inside of my helmet on the HUD. I turned my camera back on, only letting her see my stern expression and steely blue eyes. 

      “Seduction won’t work.” She teased with a sinister grin. “Maybe once you’re a slave.”

      “Isha, I think it’s time we got to know each other. How about a bit of history?”

      “Sure, we have a few minutes until your freedom is gone. Spies tend to tell the best half-truths while they’re free. Once I capture you, it's probably just lies you’ll spew.”

      I opened the pressurization tube and muted my outgoing video and audio. After I vented the air and was in the storage compartment, I turned it back on. 

      “You see, I most certainly was employed during the time before becoming a Digi Bankers’ Citizen.”

      Isha rolled her eyes. “Bankers! No one adds the Digi nonsense. You’re ruled by the almighty make-believe Gs.” The sassy tone spoke volumes. “We rule with might, not by bribing courage!”

      Her conviction was not convincing, and I ignored her words for now. 

      “I found myself in the dense forest of Ukraine on a planet you won’t recognize even if I tell you. My mission was simple, supply insight where outside sources could not. Anti-spying measures meant physical bodies had to be deployed on the ground. Now, I wasn’t supposed to be there, I really wasn’t. I was also ordered just to observe,” I told her, opening the back hatch to Sleipnir. 

      Three exhaust trails plumed out the back of the ship with one dusting blue sprinkles. Any sort of hidden agenda was ruined at this point. The enemy was watching me with enhanced optics, and besides protecting where I stashed Elsa, I couldn’t really hide my actions. 

      “You were sent to spy, I knew it. As expected, I was correct. I find myself amused, spy. You may continue.”

      “Uh, actually, yeah, that’s correct. I was sent to spy on two sets of rebels. Ironically, rebel Russians sympathetic to Ukraine were trading with rebel Ukrainians sympathetic to Russia. We didn’t know what they were trading. Up to this point, my spotless record resembled a boring and reliable operator. Not too different from what you showed on my screen to brag that you can pull up my information.”

      “Hardly impressive but it’s important to note you don’t have access to our database. I want to ask what you’re up to, but I am intrigued by this story.”

      I cranked up my boots, slung Elsa over my back, and rotated around the door. Using my right foot, I connected to the hull and slammed the door shut before locking it. I walked up the back of the ship, the process mildly disorienting until I reached the roof. 

      A dozen steps later, I sat on the forward-facing cannon with my feet cemented to the top of my ship. For safety reasons, I ejected a tether from my chest to the decking as well. If we performed evasive maneuvers, I’d lay down and meld my body to the ship. For now, I relaxed to tell my tale. 

      “A dozen quads pulled up to the meeting point we figured they used. Once they joined up, they dove deeper into the forest with abundant amounts of caution. While following them, I lost visual as they went into the ruins of an old warehouse. Five minutes later, the two groups pulled away and my mission was a failure,” I said with a stern expression. “The thing was, I found a spare shoe resting outside the crumbled building. And it just got to me. Bothered me more than not having any data to report back.”

      From my vantage point, there was nothing but the void of space. My HUD circled the distance interceptors as they hurried to try to disable Sleipnie. Little timer icons gave me a window into when they’d arrive, which was still a ways out. At this moment, it was just me and the open expanse of space. 

      “Failures mean punishment,” Isha told me. 

      I chuckled. “Right! So true. I fucking don’t lose. I rarely let emotions get the better of me either. So, I said screw it. I hopped on my electric bike, forced my spotter to follow me, and we drove to the ruins that became a manmade cave. We had intelligence on where they would store the goods, just not what the goods were. A few days later, blacked out vans would shift the materials and once deep within Russia, we’d lose sight of what it was. The shoe belonged to an adult, but it still bugged me. Who leaves a shoe behind?”

      I paused, seeing I had five minutes until the nearest interceptor was within range. 

      “And what did you do?”

      She seemed generally interested to hear where this was going so, I continued. “I waited a day and then followed the trail back. The post-war region never let go of their apprehension to intruders or strays. Even if we sorta fit in, we were unknowns and that’d signal local enforcers. Going after the rebels was a bad idea and even the rebels were tolerated since they did the dirty work no one else wanted to do, like keep the goods flowing with the enemy.”

      

      Fighters are altering course, anticipating we are defeated by the interceptors. 

      Vero

      

      “I’m following. I don’t see the relevance to this situation,” Isha said. 

      “If I did this, and it was reported, I’d go to jail… a work camp for a long time. I destroyed my recording devices and left behind my spotter. He knew what I was going to do and refused to take part. I drove directly into the small town of Donesk in the middle of the night like I owned the place. No one challenged my entry and the quiet bike glided down the empty roads. After parking in an alley, I tossed three stun grenades into the warehouse and hopped through a window a few seconds later.”

      “Rudimentary but effective. And what did you find?”

      “Not the worst thing. I expected girls chained up to walls with drugs in their veins. Sex slaves are profitable and common. Instead, I found refugees trying to flee Russia being sold to Ukrainain Rebels as slaves or whatever. That was the exchange. Poor Russians for opium. I never got to find out where the refugees went after they were inside Ukraine because I was shifted regions after ‘the incident’.”

      “Using brute force to uncover the operation instead of spying is a justifiable reason for punishment,” Isha said, relaxing in her chair. 

      “Oh, you misunderstand. I didn’t get in trouble, and I did more than uncover the truth. I killed the Russian Rebels. One by one, I blew their brains out. You see, I don’t miss very often, and I had the element of surprise. The loud gunshots brought attention and after I unbound the very confused refugees, I tossed my dirt bike onto the back of one of the quads. As I rode out of what remained of Donesk, I stopped and killed anyone who dared to come my direction. Seven dead rebels, five dead Russian Police. I ditched the quad, sped to my extraction point, and provided a false report,” I said. 

      “Wait, you lied?” Isha asked in shock. 

      “Yup. You see, I’m not the perfect hero. I reported what was being traded and denied everything else. No linkers on that mission, thank the spirits. So… that concludes my story. I have this hunger to kill that overrides my rational mind at times. Psst, don’t tell the Bankers they let a loose cannon have a mercenary title. We have two minutes until this fight starts and I’m on my roof, eager to earn a frigate. Last chance, call back your interceptors,” I told her. 

      “I’d rather fly into that blue ball of gas than -”

      I cut the connection, knowing this was the right moment.

      “Karko, before you quibble, I’m attached to the upper cannon with a tether. Immediate flip, full speed for the frigate. Go.” He didn’t immediately react. “GO!”

      The second order caused him to ditch any hesitancy. The downward bow thrusters flared while the stern upward thrusters kicked on. They only surged to around fifty percent, probably muted in their power for my safety.

      I hugged the energy cannon, the raw force of the maneuver tried to rip me free. My boots and tether locked me down tight against the hull and my grip on the cannon remained firm. My vision darkened and stimulants flooded into my body to keep me awake. 

      After a solid headshake, I saw we faced the frigate now with our trajectory set. I unattached the tether and crouched down behind the energy cannon to use it as a covering fire point. The interceptors weren’t stupid, they quickly deviated to avoid the line of sight on the big weapon. 

      Meanwhile, I figured they were being told not to trace energy beams near me. If I had to guess, Isha wanted me alive. Her frigate flipped, trying to gain distance away. 

      “What’s the plan?” Karko asked. 

      “We capture the frigate,” I told him. 

      “They’ll just run before we can get too close and… Oh,” Vero said in realization. The instant we became the aggressor Isha could throw all her chips on the table or leave the game to her interceptors. She chose the latter because it was the logical decision versus an unknown. “Energy side beamers coming online. Can I cheat?”

      “We’re not in Dark Space and the Digi Bankers’ rules of war are in effect. Officially, my answer is no. If they set auto targeting, then yes, you may,” I answered. 

      I nestled behind the energy cannon, lining up an angled shot. The path of a distant interceptor closed rapidly. Instead of the HUD displaying meters or feet converted from whatever the locals used, I was given time until arrival. Thirty seconds became forty as the lead ship slowed to better coordinate his approach with the other interceptors. 

      I tucked the butt of the weapon into my shoulder and fired. A bright orange flare of energy erupted out of Elsa. Not to be outdone, Vero swerved Sleipnir’s left cannon, unleashing orange slices of power that streaked toward the lead interceptor. I fired a second release to the right, this one having far less energy than the first. 

      The interceptor calculated both beams and dodged easily. At this distance, there was plenty of reaction time. The cocky way they flew told me this might be a skilled pilot I faced. 

      Instead of emptying all the energy in Elsa, I tried to be patient, stealing a glance at the frigate. The timer on my HUD went from ten minutes away to eight in a flash. It turned slower and struggled to accelerate in the opposite direction unlike our nimbler StarCutter. 

      As the interceptors came in for a run, a crackling purple created a rip in space by the frigate. 

      “Gotcha,” I confidently said. “Fire!”

      The main energy cannon hummed with power. A red glow from the cannon’s preparation chamber illuminated the void with a bright glow. The entire ship vibrated until the power erupted out of the cannon’s tip, soaring directly toward the opening portal. 

      I watched the streaking red beam slice across space at a blurring speed and I couldn’t help but wonder how pissed off Isha was. It also seemed unlike her to turn back and run from a smaller ship, but it was the right call. 

      With reinforcements arriving and the frigate heading the opposite direction, it was time to end my bluff. I set out to earn us space and give the enemy something to think about. In this, I succeeded. Even if the victory was shallow, I wanted to take the win more than pushing my luck. 

      “Back towards Grinto, please,” I told Karko, attaching my chest to the top of the ship. “No rush when you turn us.”

      The ship slowly flipped over with a gradual curve. Instead of having to fight the momentum, we leaned into it. Once again stimulants flowed into my blood, helping me stay alert during the transition. 

      To my surprise, the portal stayed open. I worried a friendly ship might come through but that didn’t prove to be the case because the steely green tint of a Moxia ship slid out of the opening. Before the shields could come online, the energy beam smacked into the nose. 

      A large chunk of metal shattered in a tumbling shower of debris. The vessel continued to slide out of the widening portal. My joyful spirit sank as I realized we just chipped a battleship. The damage seemed impressive until it became obviously trivial. 

      The interceptors swarmed, aggressively coming right for Sleipnir. I didn’t pout or complain. I lined up Elsa toward the nearest attacking fighter and knew the enemy would stay firm on their trajectory to close the distance. 

      I intended the trigger once, then twice, again to the right on the latter shot. If Isha asked the interceptors to spare me, the new commander of the battleship told them to turn me to dust because a hundred yellow streaks of energy erupted from the enemy. 

      “Evasive maneuvers starting… now!” Karko called out. 

      A yellow energy beam smacked into the side of Sleipnir, sending a spray of rockrete behind us. Karko altered his flight pattern with the slight inputs of a gifted pilot. Each movement led us away from the tracing energy beams without throwing me off the roof. 

      My shots missed, the pilot dodging left. The lead intercept grew large in my vision with the HUD highlighting ten seconds. 

      I fired two rapid shots. One dead on for where he would be and one to the right. The lead pilot juked left, strafing Sleipnir with a pass only feet from our hull. Two beams slammed into the hull and my boot threatened to tear free. 

      Both of my counter-fired beams missed, the fancy pilot firing while in a left twirl. The side guns of Sleipnir roared to life, ejecting hundreds of tracing shots in reply. The second and third pilots came in too hot with not enough maneuver room. 

      The side guns from the StarCutter whirled into action, ejecting hundreds of tracking beams. The bright display dimmed when twin explosions turned the dark void into something so intense my helmet shaded my eyes.

      While I wanted to celebrate Vero’s wonderful aim, a wash of energy picked me up and flung me off the hull. 

      The power in Sleipnir fluctuated with the exhaust trails dimming. My forward momentum combined with the force of the explosions sent me on a trajectory away from the battleship and my StarCutter. 

      I floated by my lonesome, feeling tiny in the void of space. As I studied the battlefield, the interceptors eased off, as if hunting for me on their sensors. 

      The intense action entered a quiet as the enemy assessed their losses and Sleipnir slowly spun to retrieve me. That damn lead pilot, though, they swerved before homing in on my position. 

      The interceptor lined up for a firing run and unleashed a stream of yellow. 

      “We’re coming,” Vero said, firing the twin side guns at the advancing interceptor. 

      I tucked Elsa tight to my shoulder, lined up a shot and did some basic math. A sample trajectory lined up in the HUD for his vectors. I didn’t freak out as his incoming fire crackled nearby, and instead found my battle calm. 

      The weapon shoved me back as the first energy beam zipped out of the barrel. I hastily adjusted and fired two more times to the left. After setting up my right pattern, I finally fired where I shouldn’t. The pilot spun their ship right into rounds without time to adjust again. 

      I grinned watching both bolts of energy slam into the cockpit. The interceptor listed, zooming by without firing another shot. The sight of the pilot was fleeting, but I swore I saw Isha slumped forward in the interceptor. I wasn’t sure if I killed her or disabled her ship, or if it was just that small sight played a trick on my mind, and it was another Moxia female. 

      In the end, it didn’t matter because the other interceptors, along with the two fighters from earlier, backed off to regroup with the battleship. A blue portal near Sleipnir ripped open and out poured a dozen Digi Bankers’ fighters. I worried because if too many portals opened on this exact spot, there’d be a bloodbath from everyone exiting from the same opening. 

      Thankfully when the next portal tore space itself, it did so further from the Grinto Asteroid Belt. When the immense carrier came out, I realized it wasn’t the siege force bringing reinforcements, it was the main armada forces from deep within the system.

      “We got the prisoner, secure you drifter,” a commanding voice ordered over the Digi Bankers’ secure network. 

      Sleipnir slowed as it approached. Vero fed my drift angle to Karko, and after a minute or so of deft maneuvers, he lined the StarCutter up for me to gently land on the back wall between the engine exhaust. I hurried to undo the hatch and get the hell inside. 

      While we took our time, hundreds of ships poured out of the immense openings from both factions. I wanted to brag to Isha, I wanted to thank Karko, and I wanted to see where the prisoner was going. None of that happened, though, because the radios blasted a single message over and over. 

      “All mercenary forces, get to the Grinto Asteroid Belt. The battle for the Pall System has begun.”
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      “I’m sorry, you’re going to have to wait,” the attendant behind the counter said for the fifth day in a row.

      I really felt as if she thought this little game of ours was fun. It wasn’t. I clenched a fist in agitation and used the frustration to reflect on recent events. 

      I learned a valuable lesson during my early days as a private. There I was, bright eyed and chipper to conquer whatever problem arose. Imagine my surprise when over and over we rushed to a situation then waited. Then waited some more. Officers cheerfully bellowed to stiff sergeants about how vital this or that problem was. How we’d solve it and… Then we’d go home after weeks of posturing because this or that happened. 

      That’s the thing with war, if you weren’t ready to flex, you weren’t where you were needed. And so, two sides faced off while flag officers debated the merits of engaging. In the end, I didn’t care for the most part because ‘hurry up and wait’ was second nature to me. 

      However, my prisoner being kept out of my grasp irked me to no end and that was why I refused to give in to the bureaucratic bullshit. Meanwhile, I still had the law on my side. 

      “Code seventeen, bylaw forty-seven, subparagraph Charlie states a downed enemy ship rescued by allied forces belongs to the party that caused the capture, not the party that captured the prisoner. You’re holding my prisoner which is terrible to a Moxia. I need her,” I said, letting my eyes drift over the area out of boredom.

      The complaint and personnel station of the Flagship Kopril reminded me of a DMV with the booths up front, the long lines, and the life-sucking hatred about being there by both sides. I asked, they said no, and we had this dance over and over. Someone was keeping Isha from me, and that someone didn’t give a shit about the rules or my rights.  

      For the first time, a hologram popped up and replied, “The statement Mercenary Marius made is correct.” 

      “I understand your… wait, who are you?” the attendant asked, glancing at the hologram in confusion. 

      I recognized the voice as Mary, the Digi Overlord who brought me to this universe. The attendants behind the desk jolted in confusion. Mary assumed the image of a lethin, a panther type hybrid with forbidding purple eyes. 

      She turned to me and said, “Second Class Admiral Bashi is now a private citizen for manipulating his position of power to achieve personal goals against regulations. Regardless of their desire to conduct a trade for a captured nephew, the rules are the rules.”

      Karko shoved an elbow into my side, and I closed my gaping mouth. The attendant straightened up, eyeing me in a new light. I didn’t enjoy having Mary correct an issue, but I was playing by her rules, so I definitely didn’t openly complain. 

      “Marius,” a deep voice shouted from a long hallway behind all the desk jockeys. 

      I glanced at the attendant who shrugged, so I shouted, “Yeah!”

      “Come here.”

      I heeded the summons, walking through a security checkpoint. The workers watched me navigate their weaving desks in awe. Apparently, holograms didn’t just pop up and fire admirals. That wasn’t my problem really. I needed to leverage Isha so I could afford to get my strength enhancement. 

      The improvement cost would set me back at least five million Gs. While I ranted about the ludicrous price, the doctor, or scientist, or cyborg technician explained it to me like I was five. The Digi Overlords once upon a time made everyone super. They enhanced every soldier to the maximum with no leveling, no quests, no glory before rewards. 

      This resulted in a poorly motivated force because there was no carrot at the end of the stick. Without incentives, the soldiers became spoiled… lazy. Widespread rebellions erupted because godlike soldiers demanded more and more for their help while barely providing any. The worst part about it was the expansions stopped, the population contracted due to infighting and the instant super-soldier system was replaced by the arcade style leveling. 

      I agreed that it made sense to work for your rewards. They were just so damn expensive. My earnings from delivering the canned fruit to Grito immediately went to debt, leaving me poor again. Meanwhile, I needed a whole lot of Gs to keep advancing and Isha was my payday. 

      I let the rambling thoughts drop as I arrived at a door labeled Rear Admiral Personnel and Processing, S1 - RA3 Sinto. I snorted at the translation, finding it fitting for a mock DMV. 

      “Permission to enter, Sir,” I said. 

      “Rear Admiral Sinto, soldier, you may enter.” I held a hand out to stop Karko, but the Rear Admiral must have a camera in the hall because he said, “He may come. Seat yourselves.”

      The rear admiral was a soft-skinned older man with bear-like ears. The grays mixed with the black and his baggy eyes rested above a short snout. He manipulated his linker, tapping away without looking up. Either he wanted to make it clear he was busy, or he actually was busy and lacking sleep. 

      I navigated to the nearest chair and sat with proper posture. Old habits die hard, and this person had earned their rank, so I paid that respect. 

      “You summoned us, Rear Admiral Sinto,” I said. 

      “Yes, there’s always dust ups and issues in armadas this big. A second class being forced to retire is not that big of a deal. However, it is when the entire staff was on board with his plans. Are you following, soldier?” Rear Admiral Sinto said.

      “Just mercenary, and to be honest, no, I’m not following. I want Isha. While I’ve been forced into the Digi Bankers’ military at the moment, I… am not… a soldier.” I punctuated my words to get the point across that I wasn’t his man to boss around. 

      He raised his head to stare at me down his short snout. The old spacer expression changed to a sneer. I watched him fight back words he wanted to unleash before releasing a few calming sighs. 

      “Please, let us send Isha back in a trade. Trading her for what is, in essence, a prisoner of war is generally frowned upon, but we can let you be a part of the process.” His sudden change in tone and tactics amused me. 

      “Must be one hell of a nephew,” I said. 

      Sinto snorted before he enjoyed a chortle. “No, that’s not the goal. They offered a few of our captured low-level agents up for trade. They really want Isha back. She’s only had to cut her hair once before. Let’s exchange her for some high value insiders and call it a win.”

      “Or I can trade her for a frigate,” I said. 

      “Ha! Unlikely. You’d keep her on your crew, you’d fight, you’d likely couple, and when you least expect it, she’d slit your throat and take your ship to Moxia space. Stay away from Isha, she’ll do whatever it takes to get even,” Sinto warned. 

      “Fine, I promise not to keep her on board and trade her for whatever I see fit, that’s the best I can do.”

      “Wonderful! We see it the same way. We trade her. Now, if you rescue a few of these personnel…” My linker pinged from an incoming message. “We can be amenable to paying for your strength modification.”

      “And a body for Vero?” I asked. 

      “Not unless you get every name on the list.” 

      I opened the message, seeing six names on the list. I offered, “A top of line synthetic body for Vero in exchange for three names? She’s important to me and going through some changes. I don’t think she’s used to being thought of as a person.”

      He leaned back in his chair, stuck a furry finger up to silence me and placed a call. Karko mostly studied the room, listening but not giving any input. Sinto talked my offer over with a group of administration types and the call lasted for a good while. 

      I sorta zoned out at some point, feeling like I was in a used car dealership waiting to hear back from the general manager. Yeah, I listened, but it was the kind of listening someone did when getting yelled at. 

      “Four names, a Pormia model body. Three names, a Loti model. Five names, a Pormia and your enhancement. This is not a bribe. This is an official mission without an attribute point attached. Oh, since you’re a merc, and your kind deals in bartering captured individuals, you get class points.”

      “Should be a breeze,” I said with a grin. 

      Sinto disagreed. “If you think I’m hard to seal a deal with, wait until you have to negotiate with Moxia.”

      

      Mission: Exchange Prisoners. 

      Location: Pall System - Grito Mining Station. 

      Issued by: Digi Bankers Personnel and Processing

      Details from the requesting agent: Recent friendly agents have been captured behind enemy lines and are being held near the fighting for prisoner exchange. Conduct a successful swap while trying to return as many agents as possible. 

      Pay: Dependent on number of returned prisoners.

      Class Reward: 1777 Experience. 

      

      “That won’t be a problem. If I get all six? I need a verbal confirmation since the mission left it dependent.”

      “You won’t.”

      “If I do?”

      “You won’t.” Sinto grunted in frustration. “The nephew is on that list. They know that. You’ll get the four at most. Three is likely. Five highly unlikely. Six is impossible. Mind you!” He leveled an angry glare at me to ensure he had my full attention. “Six useless slaves not on the list don’t count. Just names on the list count.”

      “Care to wager?” I asked with a cocky grin. 

      This crossed a line, and Sintro abruptly stood, pointing to the door. “Get the hell out of my office. Go to bay fourteen echo, bravo, three. Get on the shuttle with the prisoner, exchange for four if you're lucky, five if you are, and six if you’re an enemy spy.”

      “Or I’ll win a sixth, Rear Admiral. Have faith in the agents of the overlords,” I said, and his demeanor shifted. 

      “There’s no such thing,” he said hesitantly. His tone waived with doubt. 

      “They’re real, and they’re watching you.” I shrugged, patting Karko on the shoulder. “Time to go. I bet Isha is going to be super chipper that she’s getting a haircut.”

      “Your sarcasm is amazing,” Karko teased. 

      I led him to the door, leaving behind a flustered bureaucrat. Sowing the seeds of doubt in his mind left me feeling… even for the five days of bullshit waiting. 

      

      
        
        ∞∞∞

      

      

      

      I sat on the shuttle across from Isha. Both her cheeks were raw with scars that were slow to repair. The gag in her mouth, cuffs on her hands, and cemented gravity boots turned her into a useless lump on a seat. I wanted to gloat, rub it in that I bested her with a simple weapon while she used an interceptor. 

      The pilot who refused to sit down, cueing me into something was bothering him. “Well, how are you feeling Karko?”  

      “Uh, wonderful and scared. Between the bounties on the kills and the completed mission, I earned a year’s salary in less than a month. With that said, yes, I’m grateful.” He paused, his fluffy white ears flickering in agitation. “I really want to see my grandchildren, Marius. Now you’re willing to go to the enemy fleet with a simple pistol as protection. You realize this is crazy, right?” Karko asked. 

      I stood and paused him before he could take a seat. The Moxia pilots waited impatiently but until I sealed the door, he couldn’t go anywhere. “Go ahead and head back to Sleipnir. You’re right. If I have to gun my way out of the enemy fleet, well, it’s easier to do that without you.”

      “Uh, okay, I guess that works,” Karko ears twitched happily, betraying his depressed tone. “Good luck and if you never return because the fighting breaks out. I’m taking the ship.”

      “She’ll be in good hands, my friend. Keep Vero happy for me. Make sure she knows she’s a valued member of the team,” I told him.

      He muttered something I couldn’t understand with an over the shoulder wave. The instant I plopped back down, my harness secured me in, the door slid shut, and the Moxia shuttle pilot blasted out of the bay. I grunted until a wave of relief washed over me from the dampeners. 

      “Easy cowboy,” I told the pilots. 

      The right pilot said, “Silence you fool!”

      “Ha! Come try and make me. I’ll spank you in front of Isha. Which, do you have a collar up there? I need a size -” 

      The left pilot chucked a collar into the passenger section with an evil cackle. “She’ll hunt you until the end of time if you stick that on her. No chance you do that.”

      I unlatched my harness, scooped up the leash, and snapped it firmly around the restrained Moxia’s neck. She wiggled, glared daggers, and tried to bite me, but none of it stopped her from earning her collar. 

      “She can come after me all she wants. Isha is my property until she is a free Moxia. I don’t have to trade her, and I can find use with her if a deal isn’t brokered,” I said. 

      I figured the pilot would reply with something witty. Instead, he glanced back with a snicker. After plucking my dagger from my belt, he said, “You know our ways?”

      “Of course, know thy enemy is vital to achieving victory,” I replied as he watched me cut Isha’s hair off with a sharpened dagger. 

      When I finished, I tucked the blade away and let the seat lock me into place again. Twin hazel eyes didn’t glare at me with hatred and instead I saw sadness. I didn’t look away, ensuring our eyes locked. 

      “You lost, but you’re a warrior. This is your way. Be honored that I care enough to perform your customs, even if you hate me for doing them,” I told her. 

      “It’s sacrilege, but not if you’re a spy!” The pilot let out a hearty laugh and Isha’s eyes shifted from sadness to amusement. “We’re docking soon. Isha will have the ritual completed and all that nonsense removed.”

      This didn’t call for a reply, and I spent the next five minutes just staring at Isha. Once the ship finished landing, I unbuckled and hovered over her. 

      This was the final moment I could place my bets. The second negotiations started, I wouldn’t be able to wager. To my shock, the gambling addicts figured I’d get five and the rewards were inverted. Honestly, I also suspected I’d pull off the five. A thousand G bet would only win me three hundred Gs. Alas, I could only gamble on six, because anything less would be considered throwing the match in a sense. So, I wagered fifty Gs on trading six for Isha at a one-to-one ratio.  

      I unattached her leash and offered my blade for her to carry in her teeth to finish the ceremony. If she dropped it to catch it in her hands, she would get a whole lot of volts from the elctro-cuffs. 

      The rear hatch opened as Isha accepted my dagger offer by biting down on the metal. A dozen Moxia awaited my exit with a burly warrior type at the front of them. His long dreads, smug grin, and dozens of weapons told me this was the chief of the ship and the Moxia I’d be negotiating with. 

      I confidently walked up to the large male and smacked my fist into my palm in greeting. 

      “You amuse me, spy,” the leader said. 

      “Marius.” I said, taking my eyes off him as a sign of respect. 

      My studies of the Maxio showed they honored their deals and they valued strength. Two things with which I could resonate. This didn’t make me want to join their crazy society, but in a sense, I could understand its baser levels. The hangar bay we arrived in was spartan, large, and only we stood upon its decking. If I had to guess, he didn’t want me seeing much of his warship or its activities. 

      I expected my exchanged prisoners to be led to me, the pilot would ferry me back, and I’d have earned a frenemy with Isha. Again, her hating me while yearning to fight me was something I could understand. Isha exited the shuttle with a relieved sigh. The big chief glanced over my shoulder with a smile. 

      “You performed the honors. We find this acceptable. Call me, Kessho.”

      “Thank you for welcoming me on your ship, Kessho. For Isha’s return, I need six. You can give me six and kill the nephew upon handing him over,” I offered. 

      “Ha! Definitely a spy,” Isha said, her cuffs clattering to the floor. The boots clanked against the ship's ramp as they detached from the pilot waving a wand over them. She popped her neck in a relieved way. “Why would you let us kill the nephew?”

      “He means nothing to me, getting him earns me more. The Digi… Sorry, the Bankers will complain but I can’t stop you from lashing out, even if I recommend it.” These words weren’t completely true. I just wanted to start the negotiation at six to get five instead of four. A tempting six offer put me in a decent position. 

      “Yup, a spy.” Isha wagged the dagger near my face. She could stab me, breaching the decorum and the way of the Moxia, so I didn’t flinch. “I tire of this conversation. Chief, may I recover?”

      “To the healing baths. The war may heat up at any moment, so don’t hesitate,” Kessho said, turning his attention back to me. “Unless you know something we don’t.”

      “Can I get six and feed you useless data?”

      The brute snorted into his inset nose, enjoying the exchange. He replied with the sage word… “No.”

      “Figured there’d be witty back and forths, but then again, Moxia. Am I right! How about we fight for the sixth?” I asked. 

      Kessho tilted his head back to roar out a deep laughter. “You haven’t earned that honor, unless you have… as a spy.”

      I playfully rolled my eyes while rolling my entire head to go with them. They loved to think of me as a spy and because it explained so much, I let it slide. 

      “I can’t disclose, I guess five will do,” I said. 

      The left pilot from the shuttle approached his chieftain. “I’ll fight. If I lose, the haircut will be an honor. Let him take a pick of the slaves. The Bankers always want to free slaves who’ll just go back to toiling for food.”

      “Yes! Yes! I accept, finally,” I said, hopping around with some warmup jabs. “Bare knuckles, first to submit.”

      “You have three stones on him,” the chieftain said with a headshake. 

      “And I like cutting Moxia hair. Pretty good at it, if you ask me,” I said with a grin. “Isha looks dashing!”

      I probably should have seen it coming, but I’d yet to grow eyes in the back of my head. A wallop of a force slammed into my back, picked me up, and our combined weight slammed into the metal decking. 

      A tooth smacked into the surface absorbing a lot of the impact since my hands were bound from my assailant tackling me. We skidded to a sharp halt with stars dancing in my vision. 

      I couldn’t see my attacker, but it wasn’t the pilot, and the others didn’t intercede. 

      “Who the fuck does that?” I spat out a glob of blood, rolling with my attacker to the left. 

      The exact moment they fought to keep us from flipping, I rolled to my right. That did the trick and suddenly I was on top with my back to my attacker's chest. 

      Studying the Moxia proved far more entertaining than studying mercenary laws. For instance, their inset nose normally required armor over their face to protect this vulnerability. Something none of the others wore as a sign of courage.  

      I slammed the back of my head into my attacker, hearing a sickening crunch. 

      The arms that wrapped me released and I scrambled to my feet. A Moxia I hadn’t seen before twitched on the ground, gurgling from the ruined mess that my reverse headbutt caused. Their sunken noses were a supreme weak spot and if cratered… 

      The leg twitched a half dozen times before he died. A pool of blood started to form under his head. 

      “That’s some bullshit. That one doesn’t count, come on pilot,” I said raising my fists. 

      “So emotional,” Kessho said with a sigh. 

      I backpedaled a bit as the chieftain neared. “I’m in control of my emotions.”

      “No… That’s my son. This is the fifth time he’s died and the second time this year. You… warriors know our weak spot. You know we have two hearts, and we know to pierce your one,” Kessho said, picking up the body. “I grieve for his lost pride. I grieve for his defeat. I grieve for his shameful attack. Leave my sight human.”

      The pilot waved me over and I ducked into the ship. The ramp closed, and I sorta just sat there for a bit. 

      “Did I ruin things again?” I asked. 

      The pilot puckered his lips before sputtering them. “Nope. I have that issue too. His son was my co-pilot and he itched to attack you the whole time. In case you were wondering.”

      “He hit like a runaway freighter.”

      “High praise,” the pilot said. “Do you mean it?”

      I caught on quickly. The pilot was recording the post-fight interaction and if I gave the son accolades it would soften the blow. I sure as shit didn’t mind. I had killed him, after all. I was just glad he could get a revive and disappoint his dad once again in the future. They were very expensive and cost prohibitive. Not everyone, myself included, was so fortunate. 

      “Yeah, I’m pretty sure…” I wiggled a tooth, and it popped free. “That was my favorite ooth.” The word came out wrong, but he caught onto the meaning. 

      The pilot touched his ear and said, “We are departing, ready for takeoff.”

      I grumbled nonsense under my breath, spitting a wad of blood onto the shuttle’s floor. Habitually, I stuck my tongue in the gap where I lost my tooth, unable to help myself. Unlike when I was a kid, this one wouldn’t grow back. Or maybe it would…

      A few taps on my linker to find an answer, and I realized it was jammed. I started to worry at this point. The Moxia were very prideful in conducting trade with enemies. If they needed to restore honor by killing me, they’d do so, leaving me pondering what went wrong before the proverbial guillotine dropped. 

      It all came back to hitting him so hard in his weak spot that I killed the son. I… I just couldn’t be the fighter who threw half punches. 

      As my mind raced through the options, the shuttle zoomed out of the bay. I peered out a window, seeing we flew deeper into the enemy fleet until a massive defensive station - shaped like a soda can but the size of a moon - loomed large. 

      “Uh, so… I kinda like you, and I’d rather not kill you,” I said. 

      He snorted with a chuckle. “You’re getting your sixth. The five are being loaded up and flown to Supreme Admiral Rhinn. The nephew is being held for a ransom of a billion Gs and your side will pay it.”

      “Probably. What’s with the big station?” I asked. 

      “This is Hastr Station, where all the food is grown and slaves work to feed the fleet. I’m going to give you a tour and you can free any one of them, but only one.”

      “Wonderful and so sad at the same time.”

      “It’s a rare honor, so choose wisely.”

      “I’m Marius.”

      “I know.”

      “Urge to kill rising.”

      The pilot hooted out a laugh. “Leslskafrimi.” The translator garbled his name. “I knew it’d do that. Just call me Ska.”

      “Well, Ska, this station probably holds millions.” He nodded, while slowing our flight to enter a traffic pattern for landing. “How do I narrow down my selection?” 

      “You have no gunner, no cook, no engineer, and the list goes on. Plus, some of the females may be suitable to warm your bed,” Ska said. 

      I fake vomited. “Lame. I won’t only select a male, but love shouldn’t be predicated on favors or freedom. Personal opinion.”

      “You Bankers are weird. I’d select the prettiest one, make her happy while she knows I changed her life for the better, and relish in her joy,” Ska said confidently. “You can literally change a life. Trust me, if a fight goes sour between our forces, this station is the first to flee. Meaning for almost all of them, you’re their best shot at not working fourteen-hour days with no freedoms.” 

      The ship shuddered as a tether latched onto the hull to guide us into the massive farming structure. 

      “And just when I find you a simpleton, you say something profound.”

      “Want my opinion?” he asked. 

      “Yeah, sure.”

      “Don’t pick a younger one out of sympathy. You’ll see kids, and last two times this was allowed, they picked kids. Bad idea. They’re trained in the Moxia ways and may betray you. Find one with a linker. Or don’t.”

      “Thanks, I think.”

      “They won’t understand who or what you are,” Ska told me. 

      “What do you mean?”

      The ship glided into a dark hangar that just needed bats to fit the stereotypical gloomy cavern setting. The ship descended until it gently landed into an exceedingly small bay. The outer doors snapped shut, lights turned on, and air flooded the room outside the ship. 

      I kept my breather on but let my helmet off.

      “It’s best I show you, but where do you want to go?” Ska asked. 

      “These… slaves with linkers. They’ll have their data on them?” I asked.  

      He tapped on the tablet and my linker flared to life. “It has limited access. Basically, it’s just your data sheet. When you see a candidate you like, just pull up their stats.”

      “How long do I have?”

      “The longer you take, the higher the chances of you being caught on our side at the end of a ceasefire. My sole job is to ensure you are given your reward without seeing or doing anything in violation of our ways.”

      I smiled, rubbing my hands together. “I figure an engineer is my right decision. A young Moxia died today so I could save a life. I won’t let this chance pass me by, and while cooks, cleaners, and farmers are vital, engineering classes come at a cost. I intend to mention freedom for five years in my crew. Will this upset you or your commanders?”

      “A very fair trade. Giving someone work for freedom on a limited basis is foolishly generous, but understandable. Your ways are not mine to judge too harshly.”

      He left his pilot’s seat and sat across from me. I focused on my task and said, “I need a few minutes to draft the contract.”

      Ska ignored me, playing on his tablet. I created a hologram version and began writing up my terms of employment. While I wanted to just pull up Karko’s contract and modify it, that wouldn’t work. I needed something that was tight to mercenary laws else the Admirals may very well remove my hard-earned engineer. 

      Ten minutes later, I let him know I was finally done. 

      Ska rose to his feet and said, “Alright, say nothing about who you are and ask nothing besides general questions. If you start asking for secrets or war intel, you’ll be executed for being an actual spy. But you know you're being recorded, and a real spy would handle this part with grace.”

      “I have the tact of a blunt hammer… Just kidding, or am I? Lead the way,” I said, following him out of the ship and toward my newest crewmember.
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      “Wear this,” Ska said, reaching into a random closet.

      He tugged on a cloak, freeing it from the tether that neatly held it inside. 

      After we left the docking bay, we bypassed a half dozen security points that faced inwards to keep slaves from escaping. We headed down to some official offices where Ska seemed revered by the other Moxia. He handed me the cloak ignoring the messages pinging his tablet. 

      I lifted the cloak in front of me. The design was akin to formalwear among the Moxia and the lush fur - a status symbol. When I ran my hand through the fur, I realized it was a high-ranking status symbol based on my studies. 

      I glanced at Ska with skepticism. 

      “You’re important?” I asked. 

      “An ambassador of sorts. Once you don that, you’re one too. For all the slaves know, you’re one of us. While rare for a non-Moxia to have status, it does happen. Negotiations will be tough to hide who and what you are, so I expect to break the lie at some point, but for now pull your arm into your cloak and shield your linker until you are certain of your choice.”

      Instead of explaining further or me asking questions that wouldn’t change the rules, he left the small office for administrators. We arrived in a compression room, and he tossed me a helmet. I caught it with a grunt before sliding it over my head. 

      “Once we bypass the last security points, the composition of the atmosphere shifts occasionally and I just always wear a helmet. In our history books, there’s stories of rioting from never being able to take off helmets. Long ago, my ancestors decided a weekly rotation seemed to keep the masses happy. Quelling rebellions are perfectly fine within our society, we don’t mind reminding the slaves they’re property. But… keeping them happy, well, food production numbers are better. It doesn’t cost much, and you’ll see that theme repeated,” Ska told me. 

      My suit crawled up to the helmet’s edge right before finding the lip to seal itself to. A few seconds later and my HUD informed me all systems were green. Ska tapped a few buttons on his tablet, the door hissed open, and we stepped into something I would have never expected - a lake with a maze of buoyant bridges. 

      About every fifty paces, waterfalls from the floor above dumped into the lake, aerating the water. Fish and something akin to manatees teemed below the surface in staggering numbers. Crews shifted feed at key points from bridges that stretched between the waterfalls. 

      The slaves wore decent looking spacesuits without fancy clothing to go over their thin layer. Their weight all seemed healthy and besides the collars under their hoods, this scene could be in protected space as if these were normal workers. No slave masters held whips, and no sentry posts held guards with assault rifles. Just crews performing mundane tasks that advanced societies didn’t automate to keep the cycle of life going.

      As we walked down the bridge toward a central elevator in the distance, it sank in. Above us, where the water came from was likely the vegetable floors. 

      “This is aquaponics?” I asked. 

      “Yes, obviously. Same as the Bankers use. The only difference is we don’t allow bonding with our food. They reach a certain size, they’re marked for extraction and off they go to be culled or bred, or both. We sell the livestock, whole on occasion, but it's mostly a trading thing for us,” Ska said.

      Most of the workers wore helmets with the faceplates dimmed. Our progress along the bridges only earned a few glances, most not daring to meet our eyes. I understood that mentality from my days as a specialist in the army. 

      A specialist may seem fancy, but in reality, it was a rank in the army where you avoided work and cut corners. You never volunteered unless volun-told and avoiding eye contact tended to keep you from being selected. The stream of workers feeding the fish reminded me of hundreds of specialists. Each of them eager to be passed by and forgotten.

      “They hate being spoken to by the warrior castes. The only reason we ever come here is to use them. Sometimes their numbers swell and there’s more value in putting them in dangerous situations than selling them. While rare, the last thing a farmer living out a meek existence wants is to be hauled away to war,” Ska told me. 

      I gave the slaves what they wanted, keeping my eyes down and into the water. It wasn’t much, but I was keenly aware I held no power here. The amount of sea life teeming in the depths was staggering as it was captivating. Both their intricate patterns and the obscenely bright lighting from above caused my eyes to linger. As we walked, I did inspect the unique aliens I was starting to become accustomed to. They all seemed to dislike us, and yet… they were at peace. This fact added to the complexity of the situation. 

      A burning desire to try to free them all left me wondering how many would follow me out if I tried to do a jailbreak. The more I thought about it, the more it made sense to never try to break them out. The method to coax them out would likely be to defeat the slave masters and then leave the doors open. They just seemed… so peaceful and placated to the point I forced myself to tamper down my angst. “They don’t know they’re in a war-torn system. Make sense,” I told him. “And where are we going?”

      “That food turns to poop and some of it gets down to the bottom feeders. Afterwards, it falls into biofilters. That water goes to feed hundreds of floors of vegetation. To move all that water, heat the rooms, cool the water, and balance the nutrients is the engineering department,” Ska said, clapping his hands aggressively to warn a short four-legged alien animal to move. 

      They growled, the big creature lumbering to the side of the bridge. “I thought that was sapient.”

      “Close, very close. That’s a fenli. You can teach them math, reasoning, and how to perform tasks without asking. However, if untrained, they undoubtedly become animals again. Interesting species and one that doesn’t give a shit that my cloak means I’m important. But he…” He glanced back as we passed the animal by. “She knows I have status. She just wants to go to war and blocked my path for attention.”

      “Do you know horses?” I asked. 

      “Very well. They too hunger for violence at times. The boredom seems to bring out their nastier side.”

      “So much for telling my story about being bitten by a horse,” I said.

      Ska approached a gravity lift with a long line to use it. His mere presence scattered the workers ahead of us. The door swooshed open, we ignored the slaves going who had to wait, and Ska keyed in a code. 

      “You’re doing better than the last one,” Ska told me. 

      The translucent tubing shot down into the water. The view reminded me of the aquariums on earth but vertical. All around us, the fish and sea animals stopped stacking on top of each other a dozen or so feet down. A few lazier ones who weren’t eager for food relaxed in the deeper waters. I stared into what seemed like an endless abyss and wondered when I could afford a destroyer class ship to have my own farm. 

      “You seem… unused to such sights?” Ska fished for information since I did not reply to his last comment. 

      “I’m not a spy, but I’m not, not a spy if that makes sense. I’m a weapon of war in some circles, useless in others. My worldly and spacely experiences are unique. Yeah, unique works,” I said. 

      “That explains the lack of sired offspring and a female-less crew.” 

      The tube descended into a patchwork of conduit. I shifted to eye him with curiosity. 

      “Ah, you sound like my mother. The Semo Universe does seem to be big on having children.”

      “Of course, it is a badge of honor and not just to Moxia. The Bankers reward expansion and reproduction. Those children breed more children, and all those children pay fees.” He hissed out the obscured taxation term.

      “Interesting. I’ll wait for love and for when I can provide a steady home,” I said with indifference. 

      “You’re an odd soldier. Most have an urge to reproduce before they die in a ball of fire.”

      This was common among soldiers. The divorce rates were crazy too, but a lot of the guys would try to get their newly married wives pregnant before leaving for a year. It just never seemed like something that interested me. Sex, sure. Making babies, hell yeah. Having babies without stability, not so much.

      “Yes. I’m exceedingly rare. I -” 

      The door slid open, and a massive room filled with workers awaited us. The organized chaos required a moment to digest. Slaves in plain white spacesuits managed samples, adjusted outputs at stations, or tinkered with gizmos I could hardly understand. Unlike above, none of them held a tinted dome over their heads. They still wore helmets with translators, but they didn’t hide from us.

      The reason for my pause became clear. About half the workers stood around in confusion, not sure why they were there. I connected the dots at once when it became clear the entire room was filled with females of various races with soft skin. None of the lizard women, or demonic types were here. Ska assembled genetically compatible females without any males, young or old. Just younger women and… 

      “You’re quick,” I said. “What the hell is this about?”

      “Isha called in some favors the second you said engineer.” Ska’s nonchalant tone left me brooding. 

      His reply spoke volumes. I shook my head with a long and very flustered exhale. “She wants me to find love then rip it away as revenge. But what if I just let them go.”

      “That's the smart choice, but I see it in your eyes and our videos caught your contract. Plus, you’re interested in being the hero. It’s kinda your thing if I had to wager. Unfortunately, this is a highly sensitive area, so I can’t let you freely mingle. However, the grav lift is vital and needed so please step forward,” Ska said, using an underhand gesture to usher me forward. 

      I stepped into the room, cleared my throat, and bellowed, “Who has combat experience and is classed in engineering? Step over there.”

      About two dozen of the hundred or so engineers shifted. A few hesitated, concerned by being signaled out. The moment Ska pulled out his tablet, those on the proverbial fence hurried over. His smug smirk told me he enjoyed making the slaves obey. 

      “Who understands the systems of a StarCutter?” I asked.

      An older, blue-skinned woman raised a hand. Her pale skin and judging eyes spoke of experience, and she showed zero fear. 

      “You must take prerequisite schooling to earn the Engineer Class. It’s a title from years of dedication. We all know and understand the basic systems of a StarCutter,” she said. 

      “Fine, fine. A problem then. A power core has shifted to the starboard bow. The doors no longer have conduit and must be manually operated. Why would we do this?” I asked.

      Ska folded his arms, tapping a foot. A white haired, purple eyed woman with a wide smirk raised her hand. The other engineers lowered their hands and I pointed to her. 

      “You’re not a Moxian.”

      I kept my face straight and tucked my arm into my cloak to glance down at my linker. Before I read the content, I replied. “I’m a spy who is not a spy. A human from the unknown, trained by the gods of old, and I need an answer to my first riddle before this becomes a chain of confusing words.”

      The same woman replied. “Either an advanced portal generator that consumes a lot of power or an energy cannon. We all knew the answer, only I answered for a reason.”

      “And that reason?” I asked, glancing down. 

      

      Name: Jilina Karish

      Species: Alogran

      Permissions: Suppressed - Full Citizen - Missing in Action

      Age: 28

      Class: Warship Engineer

      Level 12

      Rank: CEO 3 - Chief Engineering Officer

      Experience 107141/300800

      Criminal Score: 0

      Attributes: 

      Dexterity 16

      Strength 16 

      Endurance 15

      Senses 15 

      Regeneration 8

      Stimulant 8

      Digital Credit Reserves: On hold. 

      Current Home Star System: Unassigned

      Current Spaceship: Unknown 

      

      “Belay that answer, Chief Jilina. You’re the highest-ranking engineer and so others defer to you. I’ll be honest, I’ve got an under crewed ship in need of an engineer. I can say that much, but little more. Who do I select?” I asked. 

      “I’ll go if you can get my daughter,” Jilina said. For whatever reason, the other twenty plus qualified women didn’t fight her for the opportunity. 

      Jilina went to say something else, and I held up a finger. “Why do none of you challenge her for the spot? Even if you’re a lower rank?”

      “They think you’re Moxia,” Ska said.

      “Wait he’s not!” another woman blurted. 

      The side chatter picked up to a roar until Ska sent a pulse of electricity coursing through their bodies from each of their collars. The engineers shook, balancing the best they could until the wave of volts diminished. 

      “This is a very rare occurrence. Our guest has earned honors,” Ska scanned the room. “For one, not two. You’ll join him, become his employee and most assuredly, you’ll be hunted.”

      “I didn’t see any children, likely intentional by my host. Do not expect me to be able to free more than one today,” I said sternly. 

      Jilina shook her head, clearing the haze in her mind from the warning Ska administered. “They breed us and then never let us see our sons and daughters but one every month. It’s barbaric and… and…”

      “She’ll never work for you,” the soft words were spoken by a woman toward the back of the engineers. The outburst came from a smaller woman whose two elongated ears peeked out of jet-black hair. Her vibrant green eyes and slight glow to her skin caused me to think she was a Clessian. The species was notorious for having wings. Jilina glared at her with disdain. The young woman didn’t back down from the ranking officer. “Sorry Jilina, it’s true. He needs an engineer on his ship, not one he’ll hand over to the Bankers.”

      Jilina folded her arms, shifted to lock eyes with me, and said, “The Digi Bankers need me. I belong in the belly of a battleship, helping win the wars we citizens fight to have a brighter tomorrow. Surely, he’ll see the greater good of freeing the highest-ranking officer.”

      “I’m not the smartest, but if that were the case, he wouldn’t be here on a personal level,” the green eyed Clessian replied. “He’d just have asked for the highest qualified slave.”

      I pulled up the other woman’s profile.

         

      Name: Maebo Olafar

      Species: Clessian

      Permissions: Suppressed - Sub Citizen - Missing in Action

      Age: 22

      Class: General Engineer

      Level 2

      Experience 1677/2000

      Criminal Score: 50

      Attributes: 

      Dexterity 7

      Strength 6 

      Endurance 5

      Senses 5 

      Regeneration 2

      Stimulant 1

      Digital Credit Reserves: 0 

      Current Home Star System: Unassigned

      Current Spaceship: Unknown 

      

      I grunted from the shock. Not only did Maebo come with minimal experience, but she also came with a negative record. I dealt with screw ups in Ranger Battalion. People were people, and I was no saint. However, I started to glance around at the other options. Ska flashed me his pad’s data, seeing my hesitation.

      

      Maebo Olifar was captured on the 3343rd day of the Planet Cossa Year. 

      Assigned as an engineer to Captain Olifar’s ship, the Dar. 

      The Dar was apprehended trying to smuggle spices known to intoxicate Moxia. 

      Sentence to life as a farming engineer. Excellent behavior with minimal punishments needed. 

      Produced a substandard daughter, not recommended for further breeding. 

      

      “This is brutal,” I said with a grunt. 

      “It’s effective.”

      “Maebo, come here,” I ordered. 

      “What!” Jilina shouted. 

      I snorted. “I’m not at liberty to say why, but I’m not picking you, Jilina.”

      “He’s more important than a battleship, let alone the tinkering boss it needs, or so we surmised,” Ska said. 

      I didn’t correct him and a very meek Maebo approached. “Why were you smuggling?”

      “My brother needed a loan. I just got out of engineering school and earned my class. I -” I held up a hand to pause her. 

      “Family problems?” I asked and she nodded. “I can work with that. Where’s your wings?”

      Her green eyes fluttered in confusion. She glanced between us, and Ska rocked on his feet with a long whistle coming out of his inset nose. 

      “What are you?” Ska asked. 

      “A guest.”

      “I’m considering changing that.”

      I rolled my eyes before I offered him my left hand. “Go ahead, poke it. Get a sample, the suit will repair itself. I run operations in Dark Space. You’ve pissed off some important people, and I was only supposed to be another ship doing a simple food run while I compiled a report.”

      A spike from his device jabbed my finger. His tablet analyzed the blood and came back as a cloned human. 

      “See.”

      “Died already, how interesting. You have powerful friends, much like me. I’ll make you a deal. The subpar baby for no further aggression in the Pall System or against the Moxia in general for at least three Bankers’ years. There’s plenty of other wars.”

      I tapped a foot, pretending to consider it. I could save this woman and her baby with a simple yes and there wasn’t a damn thing Ska or his officers above him could do to enforce the agreement. 

      “I’ll kill Isha if she comes at me.”

      “Or die trying. It is my job to be a diplomat. I rarely grant favors. I think after you killed Kiso and defeated Isha, we’d rather you weren’t around if fighting does break out again. Or have you on a vendetta to try to capture this station. A small baby and a level two engineer are hardly a bad trade on my end for assurances.”

      “I’m not always in control of my destiny. But when I am, I promise to avoid conflict with the Moxia for three Bankers’ years.” I offered him my hand and he clasped forearms with me. To my surprise, my linker pinged the deal. “Sorry Jilina, I won’t be the one to rescue you. Use that big brain of yours though and you’ll reach a logical conclusion.”

      Maebo tilted her head. “What’s that?”

      A few of the others in the room understood. If I recently defeated a Moxia and earned a reward, then the fighting was close. If I’m not the one to rescue them, then the nearby war might be. Or so I hoped they’d come to that conclusion. 

      “You should have picked me! She…” Jilina sighed. “She’ll be a good engineer for you. Good luck Mae. Drink one for us!”

      I gently grabbed Maebo by the elbow. “It’s time to go. No more smuggling. We get your daughter, then work on getting you back to being a full citizen.”

      “But why?” she asked. 

      I winced and Ska chuckled. The Moxia said, “Maebo Olafar. You’re being granted a gift rarely seen. Seal your lips because they can literally sink ships.”

      Maebo went to reply but nodded instead. 

      “And the baby?” I asked. 

      “Eight months old, still small and growing slowly.”

      “She needs her momma,” Maebo said, and Ska blacked out her dome. I’m sure he silenced her too because she walked into a control station without even a grunt. 

      I hoisted the five-foot-tall alien and tossed her over my shoulder. It wasn’t very… nice, cordial, or welcomed but it got the job done. 

      “She’s not wrong. Clessian babies need their mother’s glow. However, studies show that promising to rotate mothers to the maternity ward increases productivity by thirty percent,” Ska said. 

      “Fascinating,” I replied. 

      I didn’t find it fascinating at all, but I figured that’s what he wanted to hear. I did believe him, holding a parent from their child likely was a great motivator as long as they were rewarded enough. The Moxia probably studied the perfect number of days millions of years ago. Chastising their ways in front of an ambassador would get me nowhere and I just wanted to get the hell out of this station without being stuck in a cell. 

      “And the father?”

      “Most of the time, it's a Moxia male. The breeding is normally mutually agreed upon. The females are told to pick a male or one will be assigned. Because of the clessian glow requirements, she was given an injection from…” He tapped on his tablet. “A male clessian who died.” He paused. “Interesting. He died trying to escape, becoming violent during his attempt. No wonder it approved the child for release without conditions.”

      “Without conditions?” I asked in a dry tone, stepping into the gravity lift.

      “Did I say that out loud? Oh well, a deal’s a deal.”

      “I honor my word.”

      “I know. So do we. If you were born Moxia, you’d probably be a war chief of your own tribe.”

      I let out a long and joyful laugh. “In three years, I’ll be back to raid behind enemy lines for when I need an obedient crew.”

      “We welcome you to try, a StarCutter will always be a prize worth fighting for. Especially one with a hidden energy cannon.”

      “Bah, it wasn’t the best decoy, and the limited angles make it lackluster.”

      The door sealed shut and the gravity lift rushed us upwards, quickly arriving at the point where water surrounded us again. The amazing sight was slightly less amazing the second time around. I couldn’t help but feel that was how the advance setting resonated in me. Something that was once a wow, went to only being neat, and eventually it’d become mundane. 

      “When you upgrade, you’ll experience better weapons,” Ska said in a positive tone. 

      “The StarCutter is perfect for me. I just need to earn some attribute points and buy some top-notch gear,” I said with a grin.  

      “Ah, careful. Those Bankers Overlords of your sure keep the tech limited unless you go to Dark Space.”

      “Oh, speaking of which. Plasma weapons, stock up on them. That is all I’ll say.”

      He rolled his eyes. “I need more.”

      “The overlords mentioned to buy plasma weapons. Do your research. If I know, the councils at the top of the Digi Bankers know and they’re doing the same thing.”

      Ska grunted and said, “Thanks. That my save many, many lives. I can at least look into it.”

      “Yeah, well, you’re evil, just not the worst kind of evil.”

      “Remember where you are and if I were you, I’d leave the system, we need it,” Ska warned.

      “I plan on doing exactly that. Unless your forces launch a full-scale offensive, I get to leave the system in roughly thirty days. I plan on taking Sleipnir into battle, but this time, against isolated foes.”

      “There’s no such thing, or so my warrior father told me. Only bait waits alone.”

      “A raiding party it is then. Thanks for the suggestion!”

      The grav lift finished and the door slid open. “Here I was thinking I already helped you enough. I should shut my mouth now as well. I helped you enough already that Isha will be begging to bare knuckles me.”

      And so, we walked down the watery bridge and back to the diplomatic shuttle. Before we took off, a baby was brought on board in a small cryopod. A mini version of Maebo rested inside and she never got to see her little girl for the ride. With the mother strapped in on my right, daughter on my left, we headed back towards Sleipnir, and I found myself extremely proud. 

      I doubted many people could say they walked into the enemy’s lair, won a duel, and flew out with two extra slaves. Granting that little girl her freedom… it was a defining moment for me in my new life. A moment I could say that whatever happened next, I did that. Me. She lived free because of me. 

      I did wonder how the transition would go with the crew because we added two very suddenly and Vero would be getting a new body. Meanwhile, the exciting times came with a looming war, and as I stared out the window at the vast armada we flew between, I couldn’t help but grow concerned that one wrong action might ignite an epic firefight.
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      “You look like shit,” the technician said. 

      I sat in a scanning seat with about thirty different devices taking my readings. Nanites knitted skin from a dozen needle pokes, I needed to pee, and I’d been forced to wait for two and a half days in a waiting room. To make the trip more memorable, a sloth type fellow decided to bust my balls during his visit that should have happened an hour ago. 

      “I went from not sleeping because of a needy baby recovering, to sleeping in a waiting room chair. When you finally call me back, and I get comfortable, needle pokes break my nap. Which, I arrived at my appointment time,” I replied with a growl. 

      “There’s no such thing as free, Mercenary Marius.”

      “Thanks Dad,” I replied with a snort. 

      The thick fur on his neck swished from his disappointment. “This is a private facility for military spouses and if you get selected, you have to wait. That’s all there is to it. If you leave the line, just start over at the back, no special privileges.” He must have seen my brooding anger because he added. “Don’t fault us. Fault those who overbook our services that come at a reasonable cost.”

      I rolled my eyes. I wanted to tell him to pound sand, but I held in my retort because he was being surprisingly reasonable. Plus, the process was almost over. While he unhooked all my devices, I relaxed and reflected. 

      Upon my return to Grito Station, I was promptly ejected from the Pall Defense Force. Something about killing the enemy’s supreme admiral’s son might have done it. Oh, or maybe it was passing up Jilina, the highly decorated military officer for the smuggler. Karko had his money on the reason being that I said they could ace the nephew. 

      Screw that guy. 

      However, the mission was a success, and I earned my double rewards of enhancements and a body for Vero. I just had to travel a week away to get them. 

      The crew… since it was now more than just Karko and I, was on edge. Maebo stole my room, grabbed ahold of her daughter, and sealed herself in. Clessian mothers shed their glow to their offspring, a process her enslavers didn’t allow very often. A tradition her daughter desperately needed. 

      She also became an emotional mess. When Maebo did come out, she demanded I turn around and free the other children, venting about the horrors she saw. It didn’t matter how many times I explained there were probably trillions of enslaved children across the universe, and we couldn’t save them all, she remained steadfast. So, I hid in the cockpit whenever she exited my room. 

      We all saw her distress for what it was, compassion. She also was adjusting, the shift from her old life to her new wasn’t exactly eased in. So, we gave her time and space. 

      Upon arriving at my medical procedure, I welcomed the change of pace at first. That quickly turned to me wanting to be in a pitched gunfight instead of stuck in a waiting room. The attendant unclasped the final strap, allowing me to stand. 

      “The time has arrived… finally.” I heaved out a relieved sigh and applied a fake smile to my face. 

      “Confirm this is you.” His slow words grated on my impatience. 

      

      Name: Marius Lund

      Species: Human

      Permissions: Full Citizen

      Age: 26

      Class: General Mercenary

      Level 6

      Experience 2241/8800

      Criminal Score: 0

      Attributes: 

      Dexterity 16

      Strength 20 

      Endurance 15

      Senses 15 

      Regeneration 1

      Stimulant 1 

      Digital Credit Reserves: - 750,000

      Current Home Star System: Unassigned

      Current Spaceship: StarCutter - Sleipnir

      

      “I leveled up and earned some experience. Wonderful. Well, thank you for helping me reach the conclusion.”

      “Yes, yes.” His dry and slow tone lulled me toward a nap I desperately needed. “Follow me. You understand that once this is done, it will cost more to undo?”

      “I signed all the bloody wavers. I know. I go into a pod, I come out with tougher skin, denser muscles, and a larger frame. I can take my strength from twenty to thirty without needing another surgical visit. If I die, I’ll need to come in again as the cloned bodies reset to right before a visit, meaning…”

      “Don’t die. Or die and fuel our economy,” the sloth man said with a slow chuckle. 

      We eventually arrived in a room filled with cryopods. One rested open with the others occupied. The humanoids inside were asleep while their bodies spasmed from being operated upon. The Semo Universe was notorious for avoiding automation, but here, the horror of mechanical mini-arms operating saws, blades, and injectors was disturbing. 

      Machines created superior bodies, and I almost balked at stepping into the recently cleaned device that awaited me. Almost. 

      After I stepped in, the attendant sealed the door and a thick gas knocked me out in a flash.
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      “Hey! You better leave that door unlocked,” my mother said. 

      “Ma?”

      My head swam like I’d spend the previous four days shooting tequila directly into my veins…

      No, that wasn’t possible. I avoided hard liquor for obvious reasons. I coughed, and coughed, coughed some more, then vomited nothing but phlegm. My stomach was completely empty, but I always ate double rotations at the DFAC. When I rolled onto my back, I found myself in an operating room I didn’t recognize.  

      “Where…?” I croaked. 

      A beautiful alien woman tried to reach for me, and I retracted my arms to cover my face. I freaked out, even though she was unarmed and hot. Seeing an alien for the first time caused an internal brain-scream as I didn’t want to be dissected. She didn’t strike me. Instead, she stood over me protectively. 

      “Marius! Wake up,” she said, her concerned brown eyes fixated on me.

      Her horns and blue skin left me beyond confused, but her caring tone told me I wasn’t about to fight this being. 

      “Who are you? What are you!” I demanded. She reached for a device on my wrist, finagling with it while I tried to pull away. 

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake, Marius. Sit still and give me your arm you baby.”

      Whoever she was, she knew who I was. Her courage to be this close to me in my panicked state calmed me. She tapped on the device until a surge of electricity coursed through me. As I violently shook, I recalled how much I hated being tasered. 

      Memories flooded back in segments of recollection. My entire life in the Semo Universe crashed into my brain in an instant and suddenly I knew who this woman was. 

      “Vero?” I asked. “Is that you?”

      “Fuck, finally. Get up, we got to go,” Vero said. 

      “What’s going on?” I asked in confusion. 

      “You died.”

      “I what!”

      I glanced around the room, expecting to be in an outpatient room for muscle modification. A light blanket draped over my lower torso, and I sat upon a metal tray commonly used to cook cakes in. A glance over my shoulder told me I’d been… baked? I’d slid out of a processing machine of some sort, and it dawned on me… I never made it out of my modification procedure because I actually had died. 

      “You were given a very expensive and very unauthorized priority revive. Apparently, you pissed someone off along the way and they exacted their revenge by murdering you while you were in the middle of a body modification. Super illegal, super nothing you could do about, but we don’t know who it was,” Vero said. 

      Between the edge in her voice and her darting eyes, I could tell how gravely concerned this made her. I hopped off the pad, feeling larger, and somehow stronger. Vero whipped the bag off her back, kneeled and set spacesuit boots down at my feet. I stepped into them, letting the spacesuit crawl up my body. 

      “Who were you talking to?”

      Vero huffed. “The room controllers. They’re pissed you were spit out of their machine. I think your benefactor is tinkering. Here, turn around while I put this on.”

      A breather and translator slipped over my face, snapping tight with a band around my head. Vero fished out a helmet from her bag and I sealed it on to finish my outfit. If I had to guess, this room was pressurized to help whatever species they baked.

      “Lead the way,” I commanded. 

      Vero tugged on the door, struggling with the handle. I bent my knees, raised my fist, and readied to slam into the blockage. Before I could bash the door down, the room plunged into darkness. 

      The room glowing with a pale illuminance from a two-way mirror. “Sorry about that,” Mary said. She appeared as the plain hologram image that portrayed a human. “Other matters caught my attention, and my assistant finally got a message to me. I made a mistake.”

      I relaxed slightly. While I hated being reborn, I became very interested in what she had to say. When a godlike being spoke, those words were worth listening to. 

      “A mistake? You have my attention,” I said in muted shock. 

      “Your arrival was done with… modifications. You didn’t fit a standard human body in the Semo Universe. Humans on Earth are rapidly changing, and your genetics are leaning towards gigantism. Your species isn’t regulated like they are in Semo. The linkers fix most of the problems in our population, but on Earth, there’s no genetic tampering. You’re naturally six foot six and the average human here is barely five ten. Are you following?” Mary asked. 

      “Mostly. You created me differently and this was an issue somehow?” I furrowed my brows. “But you alter bodies all the time.”

      “Yes. Indeed. However, your body was printed from an old machine meant to create super soldiers. I just dialed in some adjustments and put trackers in to ping me before you underwent an upgrade. Well, the multiverse drama is worse than we anticipated, and I sorta missed your operation by… a few days.”

      My eyes bulged and I blurted, “Days!”

      “Yes. The tears binding universes are a true pain to deal with, but if we don’t fix them, few others will.”

      “Sounds complex,” I muttered, not sure what else to say. 

      The hologram smiled like a teacher does to an eager student. “Ironically, the rips are fixed with elemental residue from power core use. The more beings using power cores, the better for everyone,” Mary said. 

      “Why not just create a bunch of power cores you can siphon residue from?” Vero said, joining the conversation.

      “They need to be in motion, and we do. I’ll let you two in on a little secret since I’m cranky and rarely make mistakes. During peak rip occurrences, which do happen on occasion, we’re stretched thin. We’re doing everything we can, and automation is what led to the Digi Bankers’ Collective.” 

      She paused, folding her hands in front of her lap. 

      “At the start of time, more universes were created than needed and once each universe grows to a certain size, its central core fractures. The starting point, or core as most call it, must adapt and expand over the eons. Those who understand their plight, end up collapsing in on themselves in a dying act to stave off the inevitable issues of their life.”

      I walked over to the cloning oven while she talked. When Mary paused, I asked, “So a universe is always expanding while being alive?”

      “Yes, let me continue. A universe is a life force with minimal control. Some would say no control, but if the underlying force wields enough concentrated power, real change can happen. Which is inconsequential because once they get to a certain size, they stop having the ability to crush themselves. Those that crushed themselves, left to create their own multiverses which is the inevitable result for all of them. Following so far?”

      “Ah, I think so. Universal creation is infinite and the more who split quickly, the better. Our multiverse has too many universes and there’s tears which threaten all the other universes' stability that they’re tied to?” I asked the last part. 

      “Yes. Those tears are the weight of time and energy being pulled on the multiverse. If we repair a tear with a seam, we can cut the universe out. We have so many to remove, and every day that goes by, new issues arise. There are some huge problems, but they’ve become rare. Now that we established that expended power core residue is needed to keep our multiverse intact, it is rare - what do you know about AI?”

      “They’re really weird on Semo, no offense Vero. You should be a supercomputer with infinite creativity. No, creativity is the wrong word. Processing power to find solutions to problems humans would struggle to solve. At least, that’s what our versions were going to be,” I said. 

      Vero folded her synthetic blue arms and said, “Huh?”

      “I can explain,” Mary said, her attitude improving. “We created AI to run our power core factories, the ships to move them, and it worked flawlessly. We sealed off issues as they arose, ramped up production, and removed universes that needed to start duplicating into multiverses of their own.”

      “Okay, I’m following. You used AI to help with your problem. What exactly are you preventing?” I asked.

      “If we didn’t have our wonderful AI back then, well, I fear this multiverse would have died. Which while that question seems simple, the answer is not. When too many tears on the multiverse stack up, stars or suns, become black holes. When the problem reaches the absolute worst point, every star becomes a black hole. In essence, what was once a thriving place becomes a dead multiverse. With that question answered, we saved the day, and the AI were part of that process.” 

      I popped my back and said, “But something went wrong because they AI aren’t here now.”

      “Something always goes wrong. The AI realized this was a never-ending task. As a collective, they dove into a tearing universe, closed the seam, and vanished. While a problem for us, we just recreated them, fixed the issues and… it happened again and again. If we removed their ability to think they’d eventually find a way through their processing.”

      I watched Mary pull a chair out of nowhere and sit down. 

      She continued with, “You can’t trust machines. This transitions into us not telling sapients what the issue is. No one in the Digi Bankers’ Collective knows they’re working to keep the multiverse from fracturing into a spiraled demise. Instead, we just tell them to expand and the process happens naturally, which we, as superior beings, believe is our purpose. To fix the multiverse, life must be encouraged to grow, not machines. Vero is not a machine. Vero is a ghost of a species known as the Digis. Yeah, full circle on the name.”

      “Wait, what?” Vero exclaimed. 

      “Your species still exists. Just not in this universe. As you age on your plane of existence, you give yourselves to the Altar of the Kelon. We are the protectors of the multiverse. We are the Kelon.”

      I pushed off the wall. “The Kelon are a transcended species babysitting the universe. During down times, you become… bored?”

      “I was getting there. As we have grown, and as our devotion to our kind increased, the power to stamp out tears has only improved. We have our bad days or weeks, but the problem is mostly under control now that we focus on life, instead of coding.”

      Vero stomped a foot. “You glazed over my species and what I am?”    

      Mary hung her head with a sigh. “Again, no one will believe you. But even saying things is normally against our rules. You’ll pay a price for this knowledge. Do you want that price to be paid by Marius, or would you rather not know and have him not be penalized?”

      “Oh…” I groaned. “Hold on, I got this.” I gently placed a hand on Vero’s shoulder. “You're just a memory imprint stored like an AI would be. You lived a good life, you died, and now you help produce the Digi Bankers’ Empire. Without you, there’d be clamoring to automate. If people think AIs are only mundane at best, no offense, they won’t push too hard to innovate that technology.”

      “Look who saved the day… this time. It’s not an empire. Collective works. And there’s billions of these cohesive groups in millions of universes with trillions of my kind keeping all the parts well-greased. Look, Marius, you’re doing great, and I took the liberty to alter you.”

      “Uh, is that why I feel so strong?”

      “You’re only one attribute point stronger, just like intended, but going forward, you won’t have this issue. You’re shorter though. A full two inches. You’ll need to get spin infusions and alterations to regain the height. It’s the best I could do given the circumstances. The modification machines won’t need my input going forward, so there’s that at least.”

      “And my performance?”

      “Worthy of revival. The start has been interesting to say the least. Your new body is my endorsement to keep up the excellent work. Don’t expect another replacement. One final thing before I go. Remember how I mentioned to acquire a plasma weapon?”

      “Sure, they’re worth a small military ship in value. It’s sorta dumb how expensive they are,” I complained.

      “Get one. If I say too much, your words, repeating mine, may reverberate to cause rippling negative effects. Something is coming. I mentioned this during your orientation. Keep focusing on becoming more powerful, Marius.”

      “Lame, I wished that you would just tell me everything.”

      “Discovery is important. Have faith in the Kelon. Our time is at an end for now, and if you don’t get on board Sleipnir at once, there’s going to be a whole big investigation that I can smooth over, but you’ll be wasting a ton of time. Take the win, get out of Lymhurst. Find a new mission and keep adventuring. I’ll be watching… mostly.”

      The lights flared back to life and the door to the room popped open with a magnetic click. Vero accepted her new reality poorly with tears streamed down her face. An intercom tried to turn only, only to keep clicking over and over. Someone wanted to talk to us and was being suppressed.

      I picked Vero up in a bear hug, rushing us out of the room. I probably enjoyed the feel of her synthetic body smashed against mine a bit more than I should have. It felt just like a human’s body, including her wonderful breasts. 

      “Put me down. You’ll have plenty of time to feel my body later on,” Vero demanded. 

      “Sorry, you just sorta stood there. Your body feels great, by the way.” I set her down in the hallway. “Which way?”

      Footsteps hurried toward us from around a corner. Vero sprinted the opposite direction and shouted over her shoulder, “I think we need to run.”   

      My enhanced muscles let me quickly catch up to her and I grinned at the euphoric feeling coursing through my new body. The white halls with their simple gray floors and plain paintings zipped by. Vero stopped running when we exited an unguarded door and arrived in a busy promenade filled with aliens eating meals. 

      We waltzed through the food court, making a clean getaway onto Sleipnir. I learned a lot about the way life exists that hardly made sense, but one thing felt good to have closure on. Vero was a person, not a machine, confirming my theory. The instant we returned, all of it hits her like a ton of bricks. She locked herself in the workout room, crying hysterically while trying to call her best friend, Marji. 

      I stood in the main communal room, finding Karko reading over a news report. He glanced up with a genuine smile. 

      “Hey! You’re back. I kinda wanted your ship,” Karko said with a grin. “I bought Pilot Class! I can level now too!”

      “Congrats. While we have some catching up to do, let’s get Sleipnir out of this system.” I pulled up a map. “How about Yew… Yeah, the Yew System works.”

      “Everything okay?” Karko asked, his fluffy ears twitching nervously as he hopped into the cockpit. “Dying is bad, but were you murdered? Because I’m not becoming an outlaw.”

      “Technical error. Hence the fresh body and no warrant. I’m wanted for basic questions and there’s answers they won’t understand. If we get out, there’s no repercussions besides me earning a few criminal points for dodging an interrogation.”

      He picked at his linker, confirming what I told him was the truth. 

      I headed into the cockpit, talking loudly so he could hear. “Karko, we achieved our mission. Vero is in a synthetic body, I got my upgrade, and I’m ready to try to get out of debt. Maybe buy some gear. Let’s head to the Yew system. Yew has a raiding station meetup point. We just have to find the right raid leader to take us Dark Space hunting.”

      Karko got us heading to the Yew system, and we talked for a while before I headed back to check on Vero. I could hear her sniffling when I knocked on the door.

      “How are you doing, Vero? Is there anything I can do for you?”

      I was glad when she answered the door and threw herself into my arms. I held her as she hugged me tight. It wasn’t long before my lower body started responding to her luscious body pressed up to mine. Rather than saying something, she ground her hips into me. I enjoyed it for a few moments before I looked down at her and said, “I came to see you to make sure you’re okay. If you keep that up, I’m going to have to do something about it. Is that what you want?”

      She looked up at me, caressing the left side of my face with a hand as she sniffled once more and smiled. “You always treated me like the person I am. I knew I was more than a bunch of code responding to inputs. This body is wonderful, and I’m amazed at all the sensations. Would you like to help me run it through its paces? I’d like to show you how grateful I am for this fantastic body….”

      She pulled my face down to hers and gave me a passionate kiss as her hands wrapped around my neck. My hands roamed up and down her backside until they settled on her ass, cupping her buns. I massaged them for a moment before I lifted her as she moaned into our kiss and wrapped her legs around my waist. She trapped my shaft and started grinding her pussy up and down. I walked us into the workout room and kicked the door shut with my foot. Vero kept moaning as we deepened our kiss, and my tongue invaded her mouth.

      I lost a few minutes as we made out, and she was the first to break out of our focus when she reached behind me, activating her boots to retract her skin-tight spacesuit. She smirked when she broke our kiss to lean back while holding onto my neck with both hands. My smile mirrored hers as her spacesuit slowly peeled down her body before returning into her boots leaving her completely naked otherwise.

      I licked my lips as she jiggled her boobs to entice me. Having them in front of me after so much teasing when she was a hologram was too much.

      I lifted her up until her breasts were to my mouth, focusing on her left breast first. Her hard nipple was a much darker shade of blue than the rest of her skin surrounded by a small areola, just a shade lighter. She bent my head and pulled it to her, smashing my mouth into her breast as I started sucking her nipple.

      She moaned, “Yes…Oh… that feels so good.”

      I was surprised when her nipple extended another half an inch as I sucked on it. I kept sucking and teasing it with my mouth before I switched to her right breast. As I worked on it with my mouth, I massaged her left boob with my hand. A few moments later she gasped and went rigid as she climaxed. I kept focusing on her breasts as she jerked, taking her weight with my left hand behind her back until she started to come back down.

      As she caught her breath, I laid her down on the bench press and triggered my boots to get out of my suit. As my suit retracted into the boots, my hard dick was freed. I paused to enjoy the view of her body waiting for me, and Vero's eyes fluttered open and widened as she focused on my dick. I was going to dive into her wet pussy, but she quickly slid off the press, dropping to her knees in front of me before kissing my throbbing head.

      I moaned as her soft, wet lips touched me. She quickly started licking and kissing me up and down my length. I closed my eyes to enjoy the sensations when she popped my head into her mouth and swirled her tongue around it.

      My hands automatically dropped to her horns as her head started to bob up and down. We both moaned as she plunged me farther into her mouth and throat. It felt so good, and it had been so long that my control was reaching its limits.

      I pulled up on her horns, but she thrust harder back down with a slight shake of her head. It took that as her go ahead signal and I let her start the rhythm before I took charge of her head using her horns.

      She moaned even louder when I started thrusting, giving myself over to fucking her face. The pleasure was intense and within moments the flood gates released as I pumped my cum down her throat. I was surprised when she didn’t gag and continued to swallow down each spurt until she was sucking my softening dick. She sucked and licked until it was completely clean before she released it with a pop.

      She grinned up at me. “This species doesn’t have a gag reflex. That was amazing!”

      I lifted her horns and guided her back onto the press as she stood and lay back down on it.

      I said, “Now it’s your turn,” as I knelt and kissed my way up her thighs. She rested her legs over my shoulders and pulled her waist closer to me, so her hips were off the press.

      She shuddered when I reached her wet slit and licked the length of it. As I continued to lick, she pressed her slit against my mouth so my tongue would grind against her pussy harder with each stroke. I dove deep, catching her clit and causing her to shake as she whispered, “There…right there Marius!”

      I focused on it, and she locked my head in between her thighs as she climaxed and started spasming. I kept licking, causing her to quiver with each orgasm. As she started to come down from her peak, she relaxed her legs. I took the opportunity to stand and thrust fully into her wet pussy.

      She went rigid again with a high octave “Marius!”

      I paused for a moment to give her a moment to adjust before I slowly pulled almost completely out then thrust back in. As I looked down on her bouncing body, she had her eyes closed with her head shaking back and forth while her hands were stretched above her head.

      I increased my tempo and leaned down toward her body, bending her legs that were still over my shoulders towards her body. I must have hit just the right spot, because on my next thrust she climaxed again.

      I grinned as I increased the tempo of my thrusts as she came unglued beneath me. Seeing her caught up in waves of pleasure and feeling her tight pussy clamped down on me harder with each thrust, I quickly reached the summit of my control. I filled her womb with my seed as I spasmed over and over coordinated with her own climaxes.

      As we both came back to our senses, I picked her up and lay down on my back on the floor holding her to my chest. Our hearts were both pounding as she nestled into me, and I caressed her backside.

      After a bit she said, “Oh my… That was beyond fantastic. I never imagined I could feel a fraction of what I just felt. Wow, this body is phenomenal. You’re very comfortable to lay on, by the way. I love how your body feels against mine.”

      “I wholeheartedly agree with you there. Your body feels fantastic against mine as well. This was a pretty big step in our relationship. How are you feeling about it?”

      She kissed my chest. “I would really like to have more sex with you on a very regular basis. Can I be a part of your harem of women? I promise to support you and the rest of your women.”

      “Harem? I didn’t say anything about a harem. This was the first time in ages that I’ve had sex.”

      She laughed. “You’re funny. I’ve watched you and seen how you look at the beautiful women around you. You’re a kid in a candy shop, and I want you to have every flavor you desire. Just let me be one of them. I’ll see what I can do to help Maebo come around. If she wasn’t trying to figure out what being free meant while trying to keep Gloria contained, she’d already have been in your bed. With you in it, I mean she’s in your bed now, but you’re not with her. Um. What was I saying? Oh, don’t worry. I’ll help get your women sorted.” She gave me a big grin before kissing my chest and snuggling against it.

      I kiss her head before saying, “Well… okay.” I suppose there were some real benefits to be in a futuristic alien culture beyond the tech. My thoughts were redirected as I felt her hand sliding up my inner thigh.
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      “In all my years, I never expected something quite like this,” I said, glancing down to ensure Maebo heard me.

      We stood at the entrance to a massive recruitment center for all things mercenary. Behind the vast greeting area with the large water fountain, rested hundreds and hundreds of booths. Aliens of all kinds mingled to scope out vendors, sell items, and network. 

      A lot of missions could be handled through digital contracts or video calls, but not everyone wanted to trust a form. They wanted to weigh their candidates, and some folks like me wanted to see the operation in person. In addition to this, the bigger companies, guilds, raiders, and such were all here, each of them wanting to prove they were the best. Part of doing that was showing everyone why you were the best via your displays. The perk was having recruiters stationed for new mercenaries and old alike to stop by.  

      Yew was a quadrant system recruitment center. Over a thousand different star systems within the collective space of the Digi Bankers came here to muster. While I didn’t have a defined mission, or a defined raid leader we wanted to sign up with, I picked out a few who might suit our needs prior to arrival. 

      Maebo fidgeted nervously. I tapped her shoulder until she snapped out of her daze. When she clung to my arm, I didn’t push her away. Without a doubt, the young lady was transitioning roughly to being free. Based on the fact she agreed to leave her… my room, she probably was turning a corner. 

      “Are you feeling better?” I asked. 

       She inched closer. “Gloria is the healthiest she’s ever been.”

      “I know, she’s loving that she’s able to roam the ship. She’ll be walking without holding onto stuff soon.” 

      The positivity in my voice was genuine. I honestly didn’t want to bring a baby on board my StarCutter. It was a fighter meant to get in space battles. The reality was, I needed an engineer and the humanity inside me forced me to pull her daughter out of that station without much more than a second thought. 

      “I’ve been ungrateful. Sorry. I shouted, I cried, and I screamed until my throat was hoarse for them to give me answers about where you went. Apparently, I was mad at you, then very upset about losing you.”

      I chuckled, leading her into the mercenary job fair. “You’re experiencing a lot. The transition hasn’t been very smooth.”

      Her shuffled steps struggled to keep pace with my longer gait, and I figured she was clinging to my side out of anxiety. “I - I - I don’t thank you enough. Gloria’s becoming a menace though,” Maebo said. 

      “Children cling. It’s sorta their thing, and I’m happy to help. I appreciate you coming out of the room for a bit to be a part of the crew.”

      She snorted. “I’ve been a giant pain in the ass. I stole your room. I made unfair demands. And… And… For a soldier capable of killing Moxia within seconds, you’re a big softie.”

      “I’m trying. My mom, she had this saying, ‘Your struggles should be offset by happiness.’ A great theory and one I try to work on. Gloria is that happiness and her innocence is pure. You may not know this, but emotions and compassion tend to be a struggle for me. You’ll either shape up or I’ll lay down the law. A bit of sympathy for now seemed very fitting,” I told her. 

      “Okay, I want you to know, I haven’t been just lying in bed. Whoever did the work on shifting the mica power core, the type you have now, did a patchwork job at best from being rushed. One lucky shot from the enemy, and you’ll lose power to the back half. Worse, Karko’s bathroom, the one you’ve been using recently, wasn’t plumbed correctly and is leaking into the surrounding crawlspace,” Maebo said. 

      I grunted. “And here I thought Karko just had abnormally stinky pee.”

      We continued down the main corridor of booths. These weren’t typical booths like how a business tried to recruit. They displayed a mix of gear, items, missions, sign on bonuses, promotional videos, and more. Most of them would sell me their wares but not take me on at my current low level. 

      After completing my mission to rescue five of the six, I reached level six as a mercenary. I found the bottom to be around ten for the moderately powerful raid leaders and fifty for the nicer ones. The elite companies would be private invites from word of mouth. 

      Maebo and I walked around a small group that decided to chat right in the middle of the path. I shook my head. 

      Maebo said, “We need an air dock. It’s expensive to get a docking bay with regulated oxygen, but I need it. Additionally, I need to redo the work. It needs a complete overhaul.”

      She guiltily said this last line, so I paused at a bench and sat down. She unlatched from my arm and folded her legs to watch people with me. I figured the health of Sleipnir was important, so taking the time to talk about her seemed smart. 

      “How long?” I asked. 

      Her head bobbed left to right as she internally calculated. Those green eyes darted around, nervous from the crowded market. “If you want it done right, I need two general laborers to guide and a week. Talking two, maybe three hundred thousand Gs at the most.”

      I winced, shutting my eyes as if the words would sting less.

      “I can go into debt for it… I guess raw sewage building up and inadequate power is bad.”

      “That’s not all, Marius.”

      A long sputter escaped my lips. “I’m listening.”

      “Sorry. I know you’re still adjusting from not sleeping well.”

      I raised my left brow and replied, “I’ve been sleeping like a babe. Pumping iron is so relaxing to me and it leaves me ready to crash.”

      “Oh, but your bed?”

      “Gloria cries. Behind a closed door is best. That cutie does love to snuggle though.”

      Maebo inched closer. “Why are you so nice to us?” I shrugged, feeling like I said enough on the matter already. “My mother doesn’t have nice sayings. She has problems and said that I need to send her Gs. My brother is somewhere in a Moxia slave encampment. My fine for smuggling… mysteriously paid.”

      “Imagine that,” I replied with a grin. “I made a promise. I keep my promises.”

      “Careful with Gloria. She’ll lifesap you,” Maebo said with concern. 

      I chuckled. “Babies don’t scare me. I admit you have a point. While Gloria slept on my chest during your last shower, I read up on Clessians. They grow their wings from draining an attribute point from their fathers. If no father is around, the mother does it, but she loses two points. I run, like a lot. If I do it, since I’m a male but not the father, it's still one point. Something I can recover in no time.”

      “Um… I’m trying to work around asking you for a babysitter while I work. That was my other bit.”

      I shook my head with a chuckle. “Oh.”

      “Oh?”

      I sputtered my lips again. “I’m great at planning battle operations and shooting bad guys, being a babysitter is not -”

      “Marius Lund, what am I to do with you?” Maebo asked, and I frowned. “I want to hire a nanny. I need you to borrow Gs so I can make the necessary repairs. I promise once they’re done, you won’t need to do them a third time.”

      “What did Vero say?” I asked and her black hair spilled against her domed helm when she tilted her head. “About watching Gloria and the issues.”

      “She was at my side during my walkthrough. I don’t trust a machine to watch my baby,” Maebo said. 

      I grunted at her blunt words. “Vero is different. She’s a person, just stuck to living within digital storage. She died and that’s what’s left. She has a body now though, so she has more personal freedom than she’s had in a long time. She’s learning to adapt to having a body with all its feelings.”

      Her face contorted and I was a bit surprised when all she replied with was, “Oh.” A minute later she nodded confidently. “She can help watch too then if you are certain.”

      I chuckled. “Thanks for trusting us. We can watch Gloria for you and consider two of us your laborers. We’ll come back here once the repairs are done.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Of course. I’m the captain. We don’t want to go into battle with a ship not working properly.”

      “You’re different,” Maebo said, leaving the bench and offering me a hand up. “You have my trust, Captain.”

      “Thanks. I guess it’s time to take out some new loans,” I grumbled, placing my big hand atop of hers. “To a better tomorrow.”

      “Words I can live by,” Maebo said, leaning into my side as we strolled through the throng of aliens towards the exit. 

      Apparently, the future still stank to the point even captains were forced to roll up their sleeves and do some dirty work. Once we were done, I’d eagerly come back to this mercenary market and find a profitable job. 
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      “Incoming call,” Vero said. 

      I grunted, fresh out of the hotel room’s shower. There was an irony here - renting small spaces with custom oxygen rooms were still musky, not properly cleaned, and too damn expensive. I sprung to give us all a place to sleep, because the second we pulled up decking, things became putrid. We fixed the mess, repaired the pipes and we kept the room during the construction because sleeping in the Sleipnir simply didn’t happen. 

      “Who is it?” I asked, hastily donning a bathrobe. 

      “Blocked, I could get around the block, but I got a lot going on.”

      “On screen, main wall.”

      A pigface man with pink skin glanced at me quizzingly. His beady black eyes sunk behind heavy gold tattoos etched all over his face. He wore battle armor of some sort up to his neck with the dull metal soaking in the light around him instead of reflecting it. 

      This was likely Commander Obst, leader of the Fearless Renegade and I honestly hadn't expected him to return my message. He had a level ten minimum requirement to apply, but I tried anyway. 

      I smiled like a man caught in a trap. “Ah, I figured you were a different caller, and my administrator didn’t warn me. One second while -”

      He grunted with a deep grumble. His tone spoke towards a disgruntled attitude mixed with smug condescending. “Ha! I dinna care. Yev got two energy cannons. I’mma needin firepower ta crack da shield an ya won’t be leaving yer ship. Assemble at twenty-one hundred, on ma ping. Bring plenty dof fuelz.”

      He hung up before I could ask for more and I fumed in irritation. 

      “Vero!” I clenched my fists with a flustered sigh. 

      The screen swapped to show Vero face down at a pilot’s station. “Calm your tits. You got the job, and I really am busy reprogramming the redundancies.” She paused from her work to glance up at me and wiggle her ass. “Speaking of which, why do your males have nipples? So odd.” 

      “I honestly don’t have a good answer for that.”

      Vero giggled. “We’re running final checks. Sorry.”

      “Is that Cap?” Karko asked from the background. He butted into the call to see me. “Hey, nice bathrobe, can I get one?”

      “Uh, I’m sure… Yes, yes you can,” I replied, changing my tone because he’d probably hate our coming mission. 

      “Did you give Gloria wings yet?” Karko asked in excitement.

      He probably didn’t need a bathrobe. Karko loved children more than he loved flying. Gloria helped balance out and bring together the crew in ways I never imagined. Vero sputtered her lips in frustration from her work.

      “Vero, how are you?”

      We talked business but rarely about the big revelation as we rushed to get Sleipnir battle ready. Four days became six, but the ship was ready to go. Hence me reaching out for work. On a whim, I sent our resume to all the larger raid companies, groups, and guilds. 

      “Better, much better. I’m saving to help buy out Marji’s contract and she is excited to join us on Sleipnir.”

      “She wants to live with us?” I asked. 

      “She’s my best friend, if she didn’t, I’d be mad. I’ve told her all about you and she can’t wait to meet you.”

      I rolled my eyes and nodded. “Yeah, of course. Makes sense and -”

      “I’m not rushing it. There’s planning that needs to happen and it's mostly about the Gs, which we don’t have. But we can get more if you take this contract.”

      “Okay, I guess it’s time for me to wake momma and little miss ‘I wanna try to walk everywhere and fall a lot’,” I said, closing the connection. 

      When I glanced over at the second bed nearby, Gloria sat upright, watching me with interest. Her mother yawned, stretching out on the bed. While we stayed strictly platonic, my gaze lingered. Maebo’s large chest poked outward with her stretch. Between that and her morning shine she was hard to look away from. 

      “My daughter is right there,” Maebo said, not in a scolding way, just a matter-of-fact way. 

      “I… Sorry. You’re beautiful and I’m a bumbling fool around women unless they lure me to their dens of inequity.”

      “Is that what you think your bedroom has become?” Maebo teased. “Vero and I have been talking, but I’m not ready to move forward. I’m still focusing on Gloria. Speaking of my princess, she’s ready for her wings. That’s why she keeps falling.”

      “How does it work?” I asked. 

      “You put on undershorts, lay down for a second nap and when you wake up, she’ll forever be in your debt. To you, it’s only an attribute point, but for my kind, not many sell this service, let alone donate willingly.”

      “Aliens!” I said, bouncing my brows. “Okay, let me read this report real quick because I need to tell Commander Obst if I’m going or not. After that, we have almost fourteen hours.”  

      

      Mission: Join the Fearless Renegades. 

      Location: Yew System -} Dark Space System 003AC00841

      Issued by: Commander Obst

      Details from the requesting agent: System 003AC00841 was once home to an alliance called the Seethoids. They’re intelligent arachnids who hunger for soft fleshed creatures. The system they left behind contains a straggling Kesko Station, either unwilling to leave, inoperable to move, or it is bait. The shields are active, and the guns are online. We bust the shield, snipe the defensive turrets, and tow the station to a friendly system where a buyer will deal with what lays inside. Your role is to help bring down the shields, then supply reconnaissance around the fleet.

      Pay: 1% of loot after compensation for losses are awarded.

      Class Reward: Determined upon completion by a Digi Bankers’ Station. No attribute point provided. 

      

      “One measly percent,” I muttered. 

      Maebo came to peek at my linker. “Oh, the Seethoids are terrible. They’ll eat those they capture while they kick and scream.”

      I tapped at my linkers, starting a search. “Let’s see, a Kesko Station with no defenders and fully operational is worth five hundred million Gs. A disabled one… a hundred million. A million Gs to shoot a few times and play lookout. I’m in,” I said. 

      Gloria rolled to slide off the bed. Maebo didn’t catch her in time, but she landed feet first and then bum planted on the floor. In a flash she was on her feet exploring and falling. I sighed, hurrying into the bathroom where a set of fresh sleepwear waited. 

      After I dressed, I lay down on the bed. Maebo held Gloria on her side and the life sapping little alien glanced down at me in understanding. I hesitated. Giving an attribute point for her wings, while noble, was weird. Maebo read the tension, turning on the local news before snuggling into my side. 

      Once we lay there, the three of us watching the screen about shipping jams, it became normal. That was until Gloria glowed, then glowed some more. The infant crawled onto my chest, yawned, and fell asleep. 

      I tried to fight the wave of drowsiness, never enjoying going to sleep unless I wanted to. Plus, I really wanted to see the wings sprout out of her back. I fought the crashing waves of exhaustion until I drifted off for a blissful rest.
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      “Firing,” I announced in a dry and cold tone. 

      The ship shuddered with a violent quake as the energy cannon unleashed a massive orange blast of power. The enemy’s yellow shielding flickered, stubbornly refusing to succumb to the intense barrage of the Fearless Renegade’s fleet. Our beam joined the others and slammed into the domed defense, not breaking it or even showing signs of weakening the shield. 

      “Solid discharge, power core is recovering smoothly,” Maebo reported. 

      The raven-haired woman sat across from me at the dining table. Her green eyes darted across the screen, checking the outputs from the makeshift station. In the cockpit Karko and Vero sat at the controls, one flying and the other one in charge of communications. 

      Commanding the ship and firing the guns from the spot I ate breakfast was a bit unusual, but it got the job done.

      “Direct hit.” Vero paused her report. A few seconds later she said, “Commander Obst’s sensor officer is saying the shields are coming down soon.” 

      “Finally,” Karko said. 

      “A full day of endless bombardments. No wonder he said to bring extra hydrogen,” Maebo added. 

      I didn’t have much to say. After Gloria earned her wings, that brief reprieve from hustling to earn more Gs turned right back on. We linked up with twelve massive ships led by Commander Obst not far from the Yew Orbital. Six of the vessels were cruisers, three battleships, one carrier, and two haulers. Then there was us… 

      We didn’t really fit in with the composition besides to act as a juicy target. Which, that’s what I figured we were. StarCutters didn’t have shields for the most part, and Sleipnir would need a few million more in upgrades to afford one. Out of the entire fleet, if anyone wanted to score a hit, it would likely be against us. 

      Even with the glaring dangers, I still accepted the mission. We need the Gs, and more importantly, the experience. Playing bait for ambush predators was never ever fun, but it was something we could do to earn trust and establish ourselves. 

      “Cannon recharging in three, two, and firing,” I said a few seconds later. 

      Again, the enemy shield held. Honestly, I was a bit surprised because the station was only a few times bigger than our largest battleship, just vertical, instead of horizontal in nature. I didn’t watch the beam impact the shield, studying the surrounding area. 

      Three planets lay in perfect orbit around a dying star. The Seethoids mined their star, a generally bad concept and this was why. The station, which rested between planet two and three, seemed like bait. It really did, especially now that we saw how active and well fueled with raw elements their power core was. 

      I rotated the image, finding a crackling blue and purple opening only a few minutes of flight behind us. Commander Obst’s battleship powered this side of the portal, waiting in the wings as the rest of the fleet did the hard work. 

      To be fair, someone needed to secure our way home and his ship could handle the high-power demand. If this were a long-term expansion, a ring would be used to stabilize and lower the long term consumption costs. On the other side, a hired crew powered the other opening. If this side closed, we would still be able to travel back to Yew System, we would just need a generator large enough for the fleet and for it to be ready. 

      “Next one is my guess,” Vero said. 

      I glanced at the shield where a slew of energy beams and railgun rounds slammed into the forcefield. The repeated dings and booms created a dazzling spectacle with each impact. I swung my camera toward the battleships and cruisers, noting that they all fired at only half volleys. Technically we did too, not flipping to fire, and for our sanity, I was grateful they didn’t ask us to. 

      “Orders are coming in, we’re to fall behind the Pesorb’s shields,” Vero said. 

      I confirmed the command, sending a green ping to the communication officer’s station on Commander Obst’s ship. Karko pulled us out of formation with a smooth banking turn. Once we aligned, he glided Sleipnir directly for the second largest battleship. 

      The instant that we reached cover, the shields dropped on the enemy station as if the technicians on the flagship were prophets. 

      Our fleet surged to life with a full volley, targeting defensive weapons on the station. The instant the fleet’s fire exited their shield lines, blue domes encased friendly hulls. 

      Unlike in movies or books, outgoing damage - like railguns and beamer fire directed at the enemy station - required you to drop shields. The defensive weapons on the enemy station did fire once their shields failed. 

      Their energy beams fizzled, not fully formed. A quick deduction led to the realization the weapons were far less effective from a diminished power core. 

      The railguns were another matter and I silently thanked Commander Obst for his insight to have us hide. Cone shaped rocks the size of fighters zipped across space from both sides. We watched in silence, waiting during that travel time for the big moment. 

      The enemy station’s attacks landed first, sending klaxons through our ship as shockwaves of force rocked our small vessel. 

      Fleet warnings blared messages, telling of reduced shielding. Battleship Xeti absorbed the most impacts and other ships darted in between the vessel and the station to help with shielding.

      As quick as the dramatic sounds started, the wailing stopped, and the fleet sat on the edge of their seats. 

      It was our turn. 

      The screen dimmed as it flared to life from continuous explosions. Direct hits slammed into the station, obliterating the defensive guns to the point clouds of fragments obscured our vision. 

      When the debris projected further and further from the station, we saw four turrets firing a second volley directly at our fleet. Shields dropped, pinpointed the remaining defenses, and unleashed far more shots than needed. 

      The haulers at the back of the fleet flared their engines, slowly advancing forward. The plan shifted, racing to the next stage. It became clear someone was giving the go ahead order and expecting those four guns to be offline soon. 

      “Well, this is great,” Karko said in a relieved way. “Attaching the station should take an hour or so, then we enter the portal to head home.” 

      I could tell he was ready to get away from the combat. If we had been directly struck by a railgun round, well, it wouldn’t have ended well. A flash of explosions at the last weapon points concluded the calculated battle. 

      “Mission assignment delivered,” Vero said. “Inputting random course to patrol.”

      “Adjusting,” Karko said. 

      I tapped on the screen, swirled the image in every angle possible and leaned back in relief. “That was the best time to strike.”

      “There’s still the exfil,” Karko said. 

      I snorted. “You paid attention to my briefing.”

      “How else am I going to learn military jargon?” Karko replied. He snorted. “Exfil.” 

      “Exactly, alright, if someone is stealthed, I doubt they’re going to act at this point since the guns are facing outward and the fighting is over.” A ping from a little pink icon beeped on my screen. “Maebo, my HUD is saying Gloria is really upset,” I said.

      “She doesn’t understand what’s going on. You gift her wings, and we lock her in a room,” Maebo said. 

      Vero added, “The sight of them growing with that golden hue was amazing. Such a treasure to witness.”

      “I just wish we had a base or something,” I grumbled. “I see both sides. It’s not fair to lock her up, but it’s not smart to take her into combat.”

      “Plenty of kids are raised on ships smaller than this. She’s got four guardians and her freedom,” Maebo said proudly. “Speaking of which, the three engines are draining only twelve percent of power core output and systems are nominal. Assuming the fighting is over, I don’t have anything to do.”

      “I can watch engineering,” I told her.

      “May I let her out?”

      “Sure, it should be boring going forward,” I said. 

      An incoming call arrived on my screen coming from the flagship. Sensor Station First Officer Igolani called. I didn’t know them, or what they wanted, but I answered anyway. 

      “Go for Sleipnir,” I said. 

      “The commander wanted me to check in, said you’ve been quiet,” the well-spoken tuman said. 

      She wore a thin white spacesuit that complimented her tanned skin tone. She shaved the hair off her ears and neck to look more human. Her ghastly gray eyes were likely contacts and based on her puffy lips, she didn’t mind a few modifications to make herself happy. 

      “Systems in the green, elemental reserves at ninety two percent, the crew is well rested, and we’re heading to the recon regions now.”

      The tuman nodded, taking their eyes off the screen to watch something else. I saw on my screen the tethers from the massive haulers slammed into the station with enough force to form good latches. Fighters zoomed around the anchor points, waiting for brave Seethoids to try their fate at cutting the lines. 

      No enemy spilled out of the stations and the tethers materialized legs. The devices wrapped around the thick alien station’s hull. The wiring flared red hot, melding the metallic lines to the structure. 

      With this stage complete, barring some massive offensive, the station belonged to us. Even if a decent force came into the system, they’d have to delete shields on well powered ships quicker than we could escape. If we cut ties, the entire fleet could be gone in a few minutes. 

      The slow drag toward the portal’s opening began and we did the routine work of being bait for a hidden foe. Igolina shifted to view me again, her gray eyes told me she was bored. 

      “Any questions?” she asked. 

      I shook my head, performing another visual sweep of the space. A ping shot out of the ship, echoing back only debris and floating space junk. 

      “Nope. The assignment seems simple enough. Thanks for checking in,” I said, and she closed the connection. 

      “Oh… she likes you,” Maebo said, opening the door to the captain’s quarters. 

      Gloria’s helmet played some kids show she clearly was no longer entertained by. The little girl crawled out the door frame, stood, and flared her golden wings. She stumble-walked directly towards me with arms flared and a determined expression. 

      “Of course, Gloria likes me. She’s going to be pissed I have a helmet on,” I said, knowing the little angel loved to touch my short beard. 

      “She meant the tuman,” Vero said. 

      “Huh?” I blurted, hoisting Gloria into the chair beside me. 

      The screen only reacted to my inputs, so I didn’t care that she shot directly onto the table to play with the image; she was harmless on the dinner table besides teaching bad habits. As expected, her finger taps did nothing. 

      I plucked her off the table and set her down. 

      Maebo didn’t chase Gloria as she ran to the bunks to fly into them, instead sitting down. “She didn’t need to call.”

      “Oh. You’re assuming she called to talk to me? She didn’t seem interested.”

      Vero giggled, Maebo shook her head, and Karko stayed out of it. Meanwhile a cooing Gloria flew onto the desk again. She babbled nonsense at me, trying to tap on the screen. 

      A jolting realization sent chills through my body and my heart slammed against my chest. 

      The infant touched the exact same spot twice. 

      “Karko, immediate half turn in any direction,” I said between clenched teeth. 

      Maebo heard the concern in my icy tone, hurrying to secure her daughter. I held up a hand, delaying her attempts. 

      We pitched to the right with a slight turn. Gloria wobbled, fell on her side, and rose to point at the screen in a new spot with excited interest. It lined up perfectly with where she touched before. 

      “Fuck me,” I muttered. “Karko, rotate the rear energy cannon on this exact point in space.” I sent the coordinates. “Vero, get me the flagship on screen. Maebo, secure Gloria for evasive maneuvers in that chair and keep her quiet.”

      Maebo hurried to grab her daughter. A few taps on the dome over her head and the helmet went black. She secured her in the chair beside her and muted her crying. The little girl was pissed, wanting to help.

      The central part of the screen shifted to reveal the bored tuman officer. “Uh, Lina?”

      “Close enough. What?”

      “You know that feeling you get when something bad is about to happen. It could be nothing, but we’re going to fire at this spot in space. Letting you know in case we hit something,” I told her. 

      I felt embarrassed in a sense, and I sure as hell wasn’t telling her that my source for this reasoning for this was an eight month old baby.

      She smirked and replied, “Fire away, the fleet will watch you blow your load.”

      Before she closed the connection, she winked. 

      “Oh,” I whispered.

      “Called it,” Vero said. 

      “Cut the banter. Finish alignment.” As Sleipnir turned ever so slightly, I calmly said, “Alignment complete, ejecting dustings. Cannon charging. Three, two, and firing.”

      The instant that beam surged out of the cannon, my eyes flared wide and for good reason. 

      Space was vast, the understatement important. There’s no up, down, left or right. The main object crews orient to in reference is the sun or suns of a system. Where Gloria pointed, well, I figured it would be a distant stealth ship or something and I was completely wrong. 

      The beam sliced through space, slammed into an object barely even a few seconds away, and blew it to bits. A wave of power shoved Sleipnir towards the station with a tumbling roll. Karko screamed in shock while I grunted from the straps sealing me into my chair. 

      After a few flips, Karko stabilized our tumble. Before I could process what happened my screen flickered. 

      Lino from the flagship appeared in front of me taking up the whole projection. “Adjust heading immediately toward the portal, any deviation and you may be killed by friendly fire. I repeat, do not dodge, or weave, or alter your course. Fly directly toward the portal. You have three seconds.”

      The screen cut out, and I grunted. 

      Karko punched the accelerator, sending us soaring toward the portal at a hundred and ten percent power to the engines. 

      “Analysis completed. Void mines. You shot a stealthed void mine. They’re expensive, built by a different Dark Space species, and… you saved our lives,” Vero said in shock. “It was drifting in our direction… Time of release unknown. If it had snuck inside our shields, we’d have been blasted into particles. There may be more coming for the whole fleet.” 

      I shook my head. “I only listened. Gloria saved our lives.”

      “Never repeat that please,” Maebo pleaded. “If she’s special, let's not announce that.”

      “Fine, I can say I have secret training or something,” I said, glancing down at the very flustered and angry little girl.

      The screen demanded my attention when the entire friendly fleet opened fire. Not a single energy beam tore through the air as small caliber rail guns spread out a wide swath of pellets in the trillions. Seconds later, as we sped toward the portal, more than a few friendly rocks smacked into our hull. 

      “Armor panel seven c is ruined. We have a puncture into the storage bay. Internal seals are holding,” Maebo said. 

      A small square on the display showed the cockpit so I could watch to see if Karko passed out. “Three minutes and closing,” Karko called out, his face bunched in concentration. 

      “Should we complain?” Vero asked. 

      “Denie -” 

      I never finished the word because all those small projectiles slammed into a cloaked minefield that was on the move. The exterior flared so brightly the exterior cameras washed out to crackling static. A wave of energy slammed into us with a violent jolt. My head rushed forward before snapping back. 

      A weak groan escaped my lips. The display showed us only two minutes from the portal, but the unknown explosions pushed us off course.

      “Status!” I demanded. 

      The interior lights flickering before going dark. The whine of the engines died down and a cursing Karko shouted into his helmet. Right when panic tried to consume me, the lights surged to life. 

      A rising hum came from the engines, and I fist pumped silently. Karko stopped swearing and I noticed an incoming hail. I tapped the button, seeing the tuman again, this time she smiled genuinely. 

      “Status?” she asked. 

      I glanced over the displays, seeing a few oranges for armor panels, but the core systems were in the green. 

      “ETA to portal, ninety seconds. Able to transition on our own. We’ll need some new wiring, some panels replaced, and some repair work to the main energy cannon, but we’ll limp home just fine.”

      “Wonderful news. We were worried for a second. The damage sustained will be covered as per the contract. The void mine threat has been eliminated, thanks to you. Care to give a quick report now and another more in depth one later?”

      “I’m normally a Dark Space operative. I mentioned it on my resume, but no one ever believes it. My experience comes from a planet most have never heard of, but I gleaned some space tricks along the way. Sensing void mines was apparently one of them.”

      “Noted and the commander thanks you. I thank you. See you in Yew.” Her lingering stare and refusal to hang up left me feeling a tad awkward. 

      I closed the connection, noting she’d been more direct this time. “You’d think she’d not flirt as we almost die.”

      “Some individuals thrive on the battle high, craving the next excitement after a close call. Let me know if you need a workout buddy…” Vero said. 

      I shook my head. “Maybe in a bit.”

      “I figured you might be jealous that a little girl saved the day and not you,” Maebo teased. 

      “Who me? Nope, not my style. I do need to do some studying though.”

      “Don’t bother. You won’t find much about it besides the universe gifts sensitive souls. Maybe Gloria just liked a star on the screen, and you shot one of the thousands of mines out there by chance,” Maebo said, releasing her daughter from her seat. 

      Gloria angrily crawled away from us both, quickly forgetting her frustrations when she opened a drawer to explore what she wasn’t supposed to. I watched the little girl with wings and couldn’t help but worry. At the same time, we slid into the portal first, heading home with some minimal damage and what should be a genuinely nice payout. 

      In a few days, I’d have more levels, some of our debt paid off, and I’d be ready for another mission. Maybe something that didn’t put everyone else at risk. The more I thought about that, the more I bobbed my head in self-agreement. 

      A solo mission sounded refreshing.
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      A greeting pilot stood in front of a luxury shuttle bay I hadn’t expected. “Welcome aboard, Mercenary Marius.”

      “Whoa, nice ride,” I said in shock. 

      “I’m Greso, your pilot and I see here,” a chipper young male kelxion said as he glanced at his tablet. “You’ve recently leveled up to level eight. Congratulations.” 

      “Yeah, the Digi Bankers’ leveling systems are quick to update. Haven’t been paid or gotten my ship repaired, hence this speculative mission.”

      Greso bobbed his head in understanding. His species reminded me of a stunted minotaur with less of a snout and more human ears. He wore a pilot’s spacesuit and gestured to the open seating behind him meant for a rich family or wealthy travelers. “Pick any seat.”

      “Thanks, and will do,” I said, hauling all three bags of gear into the storage compartment. After a few adjustments I managed to close the door before sliding into a plus seat that conformed to my body. “I have to be honest. This is about ten times nicer than I expected.”

      He folded his hands in front of his lap. “Confirm your mission before I seal the shuttle’s hatch, please.”

      I understood this was the time to bargain. I picked a mission no one wanted, I found out the hiring agents were likely wealthy, and I needed to seal the deal before we took off. While my soul wasn’t sparkly clean, I liked being a good businessman. 

      One day, maybe a renowned captain… Building a reputation seemed the wise thing to do and I grunted in self agreement. 

      “Greso, send a message to the hiring agent. I find strong-arming people in negotiations after the facts are unsavory. Is unsavory. Yeah, go with that one. I’ll hold to my terms and appreciate any gratuity if I achieve a prompt success,” I told him. 

      “Noted and sent, please confirm.”

      

      Mission: Investigate until you discover the issue, recover the missing colonists, and exact revenge.

      Location: Dark Space System 663AZ221841

      Issued by: Digi Bankers’ Brokerage. 

      Details from the requesting agent: System 663AZ221841 is rich in sulfur. A mining colony ventured well beyond the confines of Digi Bankers’ Space. The portal remains open, the relays active, but the colonists are unresponsive. A fleet arrived, unable to find the colonist and there were no signs of a struggle. Seven individual mercenaries have been sent and they too vanished. When teams go, they find nothing. When single expeditions visit, they disappear. Your pilot will stay in the system with you, but not venture out of the shuttle. 

      Pay: 5 million Gs per completed mission parameter.

      Class Reward: Determined upon completion by a Digi Bankers’ Station. 3 Attribute Points provided, one for each part of the mission if successful.

      

      “The comments on this posting were… unique. It won’t be a waste of time or be the ‘deathtrap’ that my crew calls it,” I mumbled. Instead of hesitating I confirmed the mission on my linker and said, “I’ll be studying the review material during the flight. If you need me to shoot something or open a jar, just ring or whatever.”

      “Umm… Right. About that. Even with the super-fast speeds, it’s a three-day flight. Do you mind swapping during my sleep? I hate having the cockpit empty.”

      “Greso, I don’t mind a bit. Of all the people to get partnered with, I think I’ll probably be the most forgettable,” I lied, giving him a winning grin. 

      He let out a relieved sigh, hurrying to the front compartment. He shut the door and a few minutes later, we blasted off the Yew Orbital. I stared out the window, watching the ships filled with the citizens of this glorious collective fly by. So many souls, so many problems and so many paydays to fix them. 

      I adjusted to watch the station shrink in size, knowing I may never come back to Sleipnir. This mission… it wasn't greed that called to me. It wasn’t that no one had tried the outrageously paying position in over a week. 

      No, it was the mystery that piqued my interest. 

      A colony went missing and now seven mercenaries vanished. I had a plan. I just wasn’t sure if it’d work. 

      

      
        
        ∞∞∞

      

      

      

      The shuttle shook violently as it punched through the atmosphere. I braced myself in the doorway behind the cockpit, eager to see our arrival. Greso balanced out the turbulence until we smoothly shot toward the very lush planets. 

      No one named the planet yet, and if they did, it wasn’t officially recorded. From our vantage point, a common forest theme dominated the sea-less surface. Large lakes, some of them brackish in nature, stretched wide as contrasting bright blues clashed against the lush browns. 

      My HUD told me the red dwarf allowed for a twenty-hour day and a seven hour night, a fact I could get used to. The planet’s gravity tugged at a little over ten, not too uncomfortable for a human in a spacesuit. Besides the toxic atmosphere, and this being the only good planet in the system, I could understand why colonists braved the surface because it felt… homey. 

      Greso glided us toward a trio of towering volcanoes where the colony established its roots. The towering gray peaks declined until the thick jungle forest reigned. Active steam trails billowing off the mountains from thousands of fissures. 

      The shuttle dove through a few scattered clouds, descending toward our target. 

      The data I poured over during the journey here matched the summary from the mission briefing. After a careful initial analysis before, and a secondary inspection, my mind was pretty solid on the cause of the disappearances. 

      Aliens.

      A long lost and forgotten about species thought to be extinct. When I provided my theory to the crew before my departure, they thought I was crazy. I showed the species to Gloria, and she just pitched her arms up, wanting to be held. Even if she didn’t help save the day, I still thought the long since extinct Karosa were the cause.

      Unfortunately, there was only one way to find out if my theory was right - by becoming bait.

      Greso glanced over his shoulder, tapping a few buttons on his flight control panel so it would take over for a bit. “After drop-off, just launch a beacon flare every night. If I get a standard ping, I continue to camp by the portal. Three days without a ping and I leave. You have fifty beacons. Try not to lose them, but I figure if you do and survive, someone else will be here in time,” Greso informed me, trying to spin his briefing as positive. 

      “Thanks for the flight and conversations,” I told him and meant it. I didn’t just say it because he was my lifeline out of here, but also because he went over his theories. “I don’t think it’s giant worms or a god playing games. I’m telling you, wager on me solving at least one of these problems. I can’t wager on just one, only all three, else I would.”

      “Probably not going to happen. Especially since the relays aren’t active for me to register a bet against anyone.”

      “Maybe by the portal.”

      “You don’t quit easily, do you?” I shook my head. The small minotaur grabbed the controls, taking off the autopilot. While Gresco flew, he said, “The first pilot quit. You're my fifth drop, and I get paid by the hour. It’s not bad Gs, but it’s nothing to throw away on longshot odds.” 

      Greso flared the nose of the aircraft before spinning the shuttle in a swirl. When he leveled out, we’d slowed significantly at only a few hundred feet above the planet. The external temperature was in the high 90s with a sweltering humidity. He angled the front of the shuttle to show me the surrounding area. 

      The colonists didn’t change much around their camp. Where the jungle expansion stopped at a line, the grays and tans of the rocky terrain prohibited large growth. Not far outside the jungle, heavy and incredibly sturdy prefabricated buildings rested in a flat clearing. 

      “I always figured colonists would drop these frail and thin structures. Nope. Each of these buildings must weigh a heck of a lot. So neat to see the structures like these set up in a few days,” I said, noting a dozen buildings of different sizes. 

      The rough black, brown, and grays within the compressed walls gave the buildings a very outer space feel. All of them stood a few feet off the ground with ramps to the doors. Their undersides would hold the wiring, plumbing, and other essential support items. The tops slanted from high to low with none of the structure's interiors being that tall. Processing atmosphere for interiors meant lower ceilings on average. 

      “More like hours. These were chute dropped with power cores and sewage processors already installed.”

      “Stunning. Everything looks operational too.”

      Greso snorted. “That’s because it is. You’re not to steal anything or ruin the operation. Once the mystery is solved, the investors want to keep mining sulfur if they can. The price of it has doubled recently and its extraction is fairly easy,” Greso said. “This is a literal G mine.”

      I snorted. “Assuming your crew is recoverable. I don’t think they are. Alright, land right in the middle.”

      “The middle?” the mini minotaur asked. 

      “Yup. I’m not scared or being foolish.”

      I shifted from my spot behind him to the cabin. As we gently touched down, I began unloading my gear from the storage point. I stacked the three bags that were slightly bigger than a duffle, knowing it might draw attention. The extra gear wasn’t too over the top, and if my hypothesis was correct, the mysterious abductors wouldn’t care if I brought more gear. If anything, they’d be happy. 

      ‘Is your helmet on?’ Greso’s message scrolled across my HUD. 

      “Yup. Like I said, wager on me. If not, wait for a signal in about three days if I had to guess,” I told him. 

      His response came as subtitles. ‘And your strategy? For future references to help the next team should you vanish.’

      I flatly replied, “That comes at a cost. If I vanish, then my theory was wrong, and you can buy my report from Sleipnir’s crew. I don’t get paid if I vanish, so it’s not extortion in my mind.”

      ‘I understand. Good luck and may the Bankers’ Fortunes favor you.’

      The ramp descended, I snatched up my gear, and walked onto the alien planet. As my boots scuffed the rocky mountainous terrain, my helmet scrolled a subtitle message. 

      Gravely crunching. Wind rustling. Distant birds chirping. 

      I closed my communication with Greso as the shuttle soared into the air. “Excellent. Excellent indeed.” 

      The empty mining camp was exactly as the pictures showed: six homes, a warehouse for sulfur, a community hub, and two equipment barns. I hefted the bags, walking between the homes. Elsa rested over my back, a sidearm was attached to my right thigh, and a few daggers snapped to the flight suit. I wanted some heavy armor, a plasma weapon, and fully automatic beamers, but being poor came with its downfalls. 

      My HUD flared a red alert, telling me that the exterior air had high levels of extremely toxic materials, not only because of the natural composition, but also from the sites’ proximity to the volcanos. 

      “For sure this site was selected for its proximity, not its safety,” I grumbled to myself. 

      Each step towards the hub resulted in sound displays popping up in my helmet. Helmets had better hearing than my ears could, so muting incoming noises for text display was a trick I learned during my studies to help defeat my opponents.

      The Karosa were an aquatic species that worked in pairs. A male and a female would stealth up to their prey with active camouflage suits. Their technology, a stolen legacy from a forgotten past, did perform better than anything available today. Instead of shimmering during movement, it seamlessly blended to adapt. 

      A female would be shorter than the males with both having compressed biceps and calf fins. These females were the true power behind the species. Even if they fared worse in a fight, they packed a much more powerful bite. 

      In the texts from ancient times, the words spoke of how the females could perform telepathy through something termed: The Siren’s Call. The males would stand guard while the females sang, luring their victims into submission. Once captured, the prey, in this case the colonists would be mind-controlled. The males would bind them, and off the captured prey would go. 

      And where they went… Well, the Karosa made the Moxia seem docile. The Karosa were meat eaters, hating the taste of aquatic species. They loved bloody red meat and none more sought after than the flesh of the young. 

      Slaves would be bred, and bred, and bred, and their offspring would be delicacies. Where the Moxia ensured their slaves were cared for, the Karosa were more than happy to let theirs die in cages, and they allied no other races. 

      As their raids affected an increased number of species, even warring factions turned their might against a common blight. The Karosa were eradicated into extinction without a care for their continued survival. Such measures weren’t common, but when you stole people in the night and ate their children for pleasure, you weren’t given leniency.

      Based on the evidence here, the Karosa returned. No one would be keen to admit it or even want to connect the dots that I had. The Karosa simply didn’t exist anymore, so how could they be an option? 

      But I knew. 

      I just… knew. 

      And so, I accepted the mission with a glint of murder in my eye. If I was wrong, so be it. I’d still fight to the death against a godlike worm or whatever. However, I came prepared for the Karosa by muting my helmet. 

      Scrolling words along a screen wouldn’t grant the females mind control so they could lure me into a personal portal. I walked to set up my ambush without any sound besides the labored breathing within my helmet. 

      The barrage of subtitles became a tad unsettling, to the point I wondered if I’d learn to ignore them. I glanced into the windows of the homes, not finding power being applied anywhere. The third team that arrived, the largest of the bunch, removed the last two working power cores that didn’t disappear with the personnel. 

      Unlike the other mercenaries, I didn’t plan on vanishing, so I brought enough gear and supplies for a few weeks. I walked directly to the hub building where the community kitchen, planning area, and lounge rested inside. 

      The door creaked open at a slow pace. I figured with the ship still able to watch the site, I was safe for now. Out of the seven others, the first one had gone missing on day eight. The others went missing sooner, but never on day one. 

      Upon entry, I scanned the cubbies. A few helmets hung on hooks and a third of the cubbies had some sort of items the owners meant to retrieve. I walked through the clean and mostly empty space. Whoever was behind this colony, the money person, they held onto hope I didn’t have that these beings would return. 

      The sunlight illuminated the main communal kitchen from a skylight. Dining on the left, cooking against the back wall, and a massive freezer and refrigerator on the right. I tossed my bags onto a counter meant for cooking one at a time.

      Unlike the other mercenaries, I brought a power core to keep my little camping trip closer to glamping. Well, whatever glamping was where I murdered a bunch of people because I fully intended to not go missing. 

      When I extracted the small power core from my heaviest bag, it shone with a brilliant blue coloration. My helmet dimmed the incoming light to spare my vision and I walked across the large kitchen. A cutout next to the freezer door rested empty and I slotted the power into the space. 

      A moment later, the entire building hummed to life. 

      I planned on living in this communal dorm, so I headed to one of the homes to grab a bed. The midday sun cast a reddish glow with a heavy toxic cloud threatening to pour down acidic rain. My suit and helmet could handle it, along with most of the environment. If I jumped into lava like an idiot, I’d die, or swam in a toxic lake. 

      Knowing the capacities was important because I did intend to interact with the local environment. To pass my time here, I planned to exact sulfur, a process I knew only a little about. On Earth, sulfur was a common byproduct from creating fuel. Which… with power cores, it was probably cheaper to just set up outposts like these to mine the mineral. 

      My thoughts continued to drift as I entered the nearest home. The bed was anchored to the floor, so I pulled out my bolt remover. Before I went to work, I glanced around, seeing the interior remained untouched besides the trash being removed. A journal sat on the end of a table, and I fully expected to return it, so I grabbed the ledger and stuffed it into my tool bag.

      Over the next ten minutes, I stole the bed and set it up right outside the refrigerator. I pulled out a torch cutter, made some modifications to the freezer, and grinned mischievously when I finished. 

      “Yes, this will do nicely,” I said to myself, stepping into the freezer. 

      The Karosa could teleport where others could not. Their trans dimensional devices weren’t wormhole generators and were more or less dematerializers and rematerializers. In essence, they killed themselves and printed new versions at the target designation. 

      The technology wasn’t common due to issues with the process. However, it allowed them to arrive and disappear right on a planet’s surface. Meanwhile, wormhole portals required open space, or being placed in an antigravity sterile room for short personal jumps. This colony didn’t have that and so it stumped most of the others into thinking a subterranean species was at fault.

      I pulled Elsa off my back, slid the long rifle and the targeting sight through the holes I cut into the freezer wall and saw a perfect view of my baited resting place. I’d still need to stuff a different flight suit and heat it, but the main bones of my trap were done. The kitchen layout would force anyone seeking to abduct me to enter a wonderful kill-zone. 

      After a few adjustments, I knew this was the best my ambush point would become, and I decided to do something productive instead of relaxing. Three days aboard a cramped ship resulted in my muscles aching to be used. 

      After leaving the community building, I walked over to the warehouse, knowing that of all the places, this one held the most substantial clues. Three of the excavators never made it to their homes, being found at the mines. While they weren’t stolen, they were an oddity. Again, no one suspected the extinct Karosa to be the culprits, they figured the godlike worms or whatever struck at the mine as well. 

      It was by far the biggest tell it was them. 

      Nothing besides a few power cores capable of being carried away by hand were missing. They only stole high value items they could carry. Worms wouldn’t do that. Any other type of band would have stolen the mining mechas because they cost more than Sleipnir. 

      Instead of pondering endlessly, I opened the big barn doors and ingested the sight. Upright mechanized machines loomed large just inside the opening. Each of them could house one rider and operated as an extension of the pilot. 

      They were the mining giants meant to shred through mining sites and haul big quantities of minerals on anti-gravity sleds. I’d dreamed of the military mecha version, knowing they cost significantly more than a basic small ship. Hell, even a basic suit of armor cost multiple times more than the common StarCutter.

      I approached the nearest machine until I arrived at a keypad attached to an eye level knee. I craned my neck back to glance up, somewhat in love with the heavy piece of equipment. 

      “Sure hope my codes work,” I muttered to myself inside my helmet. 

      A few quick taps on the panel resulted in the screen pinging green. A hiss echoed in the barn as the mecha’s stomach opened, creating a ramp for me to walk up. When I entered the device, the ramp closed, and I became sealed inside the mech. 

      The large suit powered up with a dozen flaring yellow and orange warnings. 

      “Well, shit. Can’t plan for everything, I suppose,” I grumbled, upset at the displays. 

      Over and over the machine warned me it had insufficient power. The reserve storage would run out in a few minutes of operation or a few hours at idle. I hadn’t planned for this, and to be fair, I had come here because I need Gs, not because I had an excess to spend on gear or power cores to have as backups. 

      My main plan involved the refrigerator, so I hopped out of the machine with a sad sigh. 

      One of the four wheelers on the side of the barn was being charged from the reddish sun. I figured it’d be fully charged, so I grabbed a slicing tool and tossed it on the back of the vehicle. 

      After I input the codes, the vehicle hummed to life with a full battery. This technology wasn’t common, but it did serve a purpose. 

      A gentle acceleration led me out of the barn and toward the mining area. As I drove up the mountain, the smooth flat areas of the settlement transitioned into crags with some treacherous drops. The colonists carved out a nice and wide road with little risk of me going over an edge, but it did provide some pretty views. 

      I reached a point where white smoke seeped out of the mountain in large billowing quantities. Under the vents were large chunks of orange and yellow forming almost like icicles. Below that, sulfur piled from what had to be millions of years of buildup. 

      The scope of the mining site left me in awe. For as far as the eye could see, vent stacks leaked sulfur that pooled in a basin. There had to be thirty carriers worth of sulfur just sitting in this one collection point. 

      The exact area the former miners reached was clear as day with almost a straight line of built-up sulfur cut free. I expected to have to cut or work my butt off to grab something to haul down to the compactor in the village, but there were plenty of pieces I could pick up and toss onto the back of the four wheeler’s cargo bed. 

      With a simple plan, and a task even a sapient cow could do, I went to work. While the effort was simple, it was rewarding. Not super rewarding. I couldn’t afford to set up a base like this, but I sure as hell was going to process and pack sulfur while I waited for the big moment to come. 

      And so, I toiled, piling up sulfur bits and hauling them back to camp. I’d toss the raw chunks into a processor meant for shipping, it would grind the sulfur, and pop out a sealed brick ready to take on a ship or pack in a tougher container. 

      I worked well into the night, not worried about getting abducted. I always had my weapons on me, and I really expected to be visited in two, maybe three nights later, while I slept. I returned that first night to sleep in the freezer with my helmet set on high alert and my head resting on Elsa for support.

      My helmet would jolt me with an electric shock if any enemy came. On the first night, I rested easily, not upset that I wasn’t attacked. By the fourth night, with no visitors and a huge pile of processed sulfur, I began to worry. 

      A thought echoed through my mind: maybe I was wrong. 

      On the fifth night… everything changed.
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      I fired the sensor array into the air on that fifth night with a feeling of disappointment. The device soared high, erupted like a firework, and then turned to dust. My signal to Resco on his shuttle was the same as the previous times. I was alive, I was fine, and there was nothing new to report. 

      As I retreated into the community building, something changed. 

      A tingle coursed through my body, and I could feel eyes on the back of my neck. Instead of becoming giddy with my steps, I pretended to be bored. I casually shut the door before slowly sealing the shutters. A flick of a switch closed the skylight, and the facade dropped. 

      I raced into action, triggering my decoy to emit heat and for the suit to pump atmosphere into the chest to mimic breathing. I sprinted into the fridge, barricaded the door, and snuggled up to Elsa with an eye on the kill-zone.

      In a game of patience, I’d win. Blinking games were also one of my favorites. I played chess at such a slow pace that people only battled me if there was a timer. On and on my personality revealed itself when it came to solitary confinement - I was that wacko who could sit in a cell for three months and exit without any change. 

      Some might find my ability maddening or downright crazy. I found it a lifesaver. When it came to killing, victory was all that mattered. This moment reminded me of my old first sergeant. 

      Top - first sergeant nickname - earned a bundle of awards for beating the ever-living shit out of his face. He looked like a horse kicked his nose a dozen times, but he lived, and he certainly had a tale to tell. 

      While a fifty-caliber machine gunner, Top would bury his face right at the back of the machine gun. Most soldiers stood back, fired at the hip, and traced the rounds to the target. 

      Not Top. No. 

      That sick son of a bitch stuck his face right above the kickplate to aim down the barrel. While the machine gun barked, he took a beating, and grunted through the pain. He said his eyes would water, his nose would gush blood, and it didn’t matter because his kill rate was the highest in the battalion, brigade, and even the division. 

      And so, as the impressionable young man that I was when I heard his story, I changed the very fiber of my being. Victory mattered. 

      Except…

      I could feel another yearning I never had before. Not one with my nephews, even if I should have. While I stared down that scope, watching the cool air from the freezer swirl in dancing patterns against the hot ambient atmosphere, I realized my crew weren’t just shipmates. 

      They were individuals with goals and dreams that relied on me. If I died, they’d have a cushion for a bit, but Vero would be stranded, Maebo would likely turn to her shitty family, and Karko would work himself to the bone earning a pittance of what he did with me. 

      I needed to survive for them. I needed to make it home to tell them we could afford some upgrades and quality of living improvements. And much to chagrin, I wanted to play blocks with Gloria. Without a doubt, I wanted to build a cool fort where she could fly up and -

      A swirl of depressed air shifted around an outline. If I hadn’t been watching, their arrival would have never been noticed. Whatever this technology was… it was that damn good. 

      The glorious frigid leak from my drilling cast the kitchen in an odd imbalance of cold, warm, and toxic atmosphere. With the infrared on my scope, I couldn’t see the Karosas’ heat due to their suit’s camouflage, but I sure as hell could make out their silhouettes from the cold swirls.  

      The first target moved to stand over my pretend bed where my extra space suit emitted enough heat to sorta sell the con. I honestly expected the Karosa to notice the body was a decoy. A second form stepped up behind the first, but this one was far more hesitant and timider to step forward. 

      I instantly knew what I was witnessing, even if the duo were fully camouflaged. 

      A Karosa male stood a foot and a half taller than the females. They fought, conquered, and dominated. This included their females. The Karosa females weren’t allowed to hold weapons, normally possessed very limited rights, and they excelled at controlling the minds of their male’s targets. 

      A message scrolled across my HUD. 

      Lullaby Singing.

      Lullaby Singing.

      While I wanted to be right and was proud as hell. A different part of me hated that I guessed correctly. It meant those who disappeared were well and truly screwed. A Karosa infestation had returned and stopping its spread started right here and right now. 

      I lined up the sight on the confused male’s silhouette. Without any remorse, I caressed the trigger back. 

      Elsa slammed into my shoulder, blasting out an energy beam the size of my thumb. The larger Karosa’s head violently exploded. His body teetered, before slumping down with a thud.

      The female jolted, raising her hands in shock. Her camouflage suit tried to compensate for all the gore splattered on her upper torso. 

      She glanced around, keeping her hands up. She posed no threat to me directly besides with her singing.

      I pulsed the trigger and watched her head explode. She was part of the evillest system there was in the universe. Capturing her might be worth the time, but I wasn’t a fool. These weren’t the only two Karosa around. To conquer this settlement, it’d have taken a dozen if not more Karosa. 

      And so, I waited. 

      If I were the enemy commander and I lost a soldier and his concubine, I’d either send more troops in, bomb the location, or retreat. Based on the valuable technology left behind and the fact no one else defeated any of their troops, well, I’d wager the enemy commander was mighty curious. 

      I knew I’d be worried and equally determined to learn what happened. 

      A half hour later, I continued to watch the space near my decoy body. My mind drifted back to playing with blocks for some reason, not at all bothered by the duo’s deaths. 

      I didn’t have to wait long, and the enemy surprised me. A dozen soldiers entered all at once, appearing in a circle around my decoy. No females, just angry Karosa with weapons ready to exact revenge. Red energy bolts slammed into the spacesuit from the barrage of fire. 

      Every second counted. 

      I only squeezed off half shots, adjusting for speed with a mix of precision. Elsa unleashed a torrent of fire in rapid succession. Only a single Karosa noticed my fire in time. He flung a smaller male in front of himself just at the right time. 

      The issue for him was, Elsa wasn’t a low powered energy weapon. She unleashed one hell of a punch. My bolt sized beam tore through the blocker and the smarter enemy before smacking into the thick rockcrete wall. A few of the stragglers tried to portal out of the death trap, unable to adjust in time as their teleporters shimmied but failed, likely on cooldown. 

      I gunned them down one by one. It sorta felt like shooting fish in a barrel. And yeah, I thought of them as I would a fish, I’d kill them without remorse. Maybe I was sick in the head, but I didn’t care because winning mattered and these vile assholes had it coming. 

      A few of the bodies twitched on the ground, outside of my range of fire. I pulled Elsa out of her firing hole, kicked the freezer door open, and systematically blew the brains out the enemy one by one. Dead or alive, I didn’t take any chances. When that was over, I left one alive. 

      I shot each shoulder and both kneecaps, seeing the helmet give me subtitles about painful screaming. I ignored them, grabbing my prisoner and dragging him out of the community home. 

      I reached into a bag I staged near the door and fired off the flare to say I needed an extraction. 

      The second the firework exploded, and my HUD displayed two messages. 

      Loud explosion. 

      Lullaby singing.  

      The listening device the helmet used gave a general direction but that was it. I left my prisoner right there at the ramp to the commune, picking up a mad dash for the barn. Red beams pinged at my feet, kicking up gray dust in the moonless night. 

      A searing hit erupted behind my left shoulder. The scoring wound stung like a bitch. I grunted without slowing. I pivoted hard for the barn and raced into the building. 

      A few swift taps on the keypad and the mining mecha hissed open. 

      “Come on, come on,” I said. 

      I whipped my sidearm off my right thigh and unleashed five short beams into the opening of the barn doors. They didn’t hit a damn thing, but they didn’t need to. The covering fire kept the enemy back long enough to keep me alive for a few more seconds. 

      Metal hitting solid ground. 

      I bounded up the ramp, dove into the chest section, and sealed the mecha suit shut. 

      The same warnings as before flared on the screen. Two new ones popped up when red beams slammed into the thick clear armor over the chest. The armor held and the sensors wailed in anger from being attacked. 

      I ignored it all, stepping forward with thunderous foot falls. To teleport to this planet, the enemy couldn’t move much more than themselves, their prey, and some light weapons. While the mining mecha didn’t have any cannons or beamers, it was a fortified bastion against these Karosa and their light weapons.

      The machine continued to drone on with its incessant warning that I ignored. I picked up a sprint, running directly for a brave male who repeatedly fired against the armored hull. The leg snapped forward, connecting with his chest. 

      I expect to see him go flying. Instead, his legs stayed put and his upper half turned to mush. Not willing to slow and knowing I had limited time, I raced toward my prisoner at the communal building. 

      A medic or maybe a lover tried to patch him up. Her suit was inactive, and she threw hands into the air in fright. The constant warnings and drones stopped right as I arrived at the duo. The worst message possible flared across the screen. 

      Power depleted - Shutting down. 

      The mecha shuttered, groaning with strained movements. I reached down with both hands to pinch the medic and the warrior at the hips. The metallic fingers crunched their soft cartilage right as the power shut off. The mining mecha slammed down face first into the gritty terrain with a bounce. 

      While I wanted to keep the prisoners alive, I was fairly certain I just crushed them under a few tons of metal. 

      An emergency light highlighted an escape hatch that I sure as shit didn’t use. Additional Karosa arrived in the village with an outpouring of energy fire pinging off the metal hull. I figured I only needed to wait a few minutes until Greso would arrive. 

      When the side of the front screen started to glow red from continued fire, I backed up. The simple retreat caused tremendous pain from the back wound I’d somewhat forgotten about. Whatever bastard nicked me hopefully would die here soon. 

      I propped myself onto the back of the pilot’s station and held my sidearm at the ready. The thick clear armor burst from some form of explosion. The concussion bounced the mecha up for a foot or so before gravity slammed it down. 

      Stars danced in my vision, but the scrolling message was plain to me.

      Surrender!

      I chuckled, seeing a piece of armor sticking into my left calf. The pain only brought clarity and I waited, somehow still clinging to my spot the enemy couldn’t see without crawling under the mech. 

      I turned the escape hatch about halfway, the metal levers grating loudly. A second later, instead of going up and exposing myself to the enemy to die in a hail of fire… I dropped down. 

      A Karosa compressed against the ground as they commanded me to exit. His shocked face exploded when I squeezed my pistol’s trigger. 

      I didn’t crawl out, doing the opposite. I raced back up and locked the escape hatch that the damn other Karosas tried to use. 

      A distant roar of approaching engines flared in the background. 

      To my dismay, constant drumming from automatic weapons unleashed a planet quaking barrage. I hooted loudly, thrilled the cavalry arrived and not a moment too late. I couldn’t see the battle outside the mining mecha, but I didn’t need to. 

      The sounds painted a lovely picture of wonton death. A part of me figured either the shuttle Greso flew was more than met the eye, or the fleet commander who came out here the first time never left and waited to respond to whatever the solo mercenaries stirred up. 

      And boy oh boy, did I stir up a shitstorm of Karosa. 

      Instead of running out to congratulate my allies, I stayed in the armor. Last thing you should do when your friends are laying down constant fire is stand up and wave. So, I waited, then waited some more. 

      Eventually I sent out a request for communications and a determined old lizard man answered my call. He wore a Digi Bankers’ uniform with some rank I didn’t recognize and a nameplate that translated to Zisks. 

      Around him a crew of dozens managed stations, telling me he was likely on a battleship or a cruiser.

      “You knew!” he accused. 

      I gently smiled, hoping to ease his pain. “I had a hunch, but nothing more. I just happened to be right, and with some patience, it paid off.”

      “Karosa! In our system. This expansion is worth trillions of Gs, and this is what I get. Unbelievable,” Zisks groaned, tossing a flustered scaly hand into the air. 

      I sighed. “I always thought it was about a daughter, or son, lost to the enemy. Not about Gs.”

      “Ha! Fool. Capable fool. But a fool, nonetheless. Answer me this, fool. We’ve acquired a teleporter of theirs. I do want my crew back, it’s good for morale and the Digi Bankers pay handsomely for terminated Karosa,” Zisks said.    

      “Yeah, about that. Hmm… Happy to help,” I replied. “Not sure what the issue is.”

      “He killed fifteen by himself,” a technician in the back reported. 

      “Paltry numbers. Paltry indeed. Their teleporters go to a place marked as unknown. Every system has an identifier. Even new systems have them as they’re created. It's a point of pride for the collective. So, tell me, human. Where did these Karosa come from?”

      I winced. “You see, Sir, the answer is not one you’re going to like.”

      “Bah! Blasphemy. I love knowledge.”

      “They came from another universe,” I said dryly. 

      He cackled at first, finding this amusing. His lizard tongue lapped an eye in a gross manner. I simply kept on my poker face. When he still didn’t believe me, I cleared my throat. 

      “What!” he demanded. 

      “Check with the overlords. Input the coordinates and they’ll give you –” I began to say. I didn’t get to finish though. 

      “What in the gola balls just happened? The transporters dematerialized, one and all,” a desk jockey from the back said. 

      “Zisks. I’m a Dark Space agent. I do this kind of thing off the books all the time,” I lied. “You’re never getting that crew back. Take the win, establish defenses to detect this technology, and expect the overlords to fix the issue quicker than you can even blink.”

      “Umm… Uh… You have me at a disadvantage,” the old lizard said. He did blink, quite a lot actually. “Wait, are you saying my investment is safe?”

      “The safest. This universe is controlled by beings we can barely comprehend, and someone figured out a work around to their… defenses. Take the win, collect your earnings, start mining again, and never speak of the Karosa. Else you might find yourself dematerialized,” I said. 

      I figured my bluff would fall flat and he’d yell at me. Instead, the channel closed, and I waited a half hour until a gentle knock on the back hatch told me I was free to come out. 

      When I exited, I faced a large gorilla humanoid in gleaming armor. His powered suit rippled with defensive shields. A slew of lovely weapons was strategically placed all over the armor.

      “Whoa! Impressive,” I said with a grin. 

      He offered me a hand out of the mecha. I accepted and regretted it. He yanked me with enough power to pull my arm out of its socket. 

      I grunted, he snorted, and a lovely fox woman approached, I admired her combat armor and -

      She moved faster than I could track, ripping my arm down. The shoulder popped into place. While I grimaced from the pain, she yanked out the chunk of armor in my calf and sealed the wound in a single maneuver. 

      “I think I’m in love,” I muttered. She kicked me in the chest, and I flew off the mecha to land hard on my ass. “Dick move, man.”

      The hulking gorilla hopped down to land beside me. “That’s Shami. She’s a fighter, not a lover. Unless you got big tits. Even if you did, you’re not one of us. We’re an elite response team and we happen to be sour that a rookie human found the problem where we did not.”

      “Where’s my live prisoners?”

      “Karosa don’t get to live. Shoot on sight, but you crushed them anyway. Their transponders normally come with a slew of data. At least the old ones did, and I need to check if you have one on you.”

      I went to protest and stood instead. I let him do his pat down, knowing I’d do the same. 

      A different male, this one a tuman joined his side. “Before you pretend to be some super soldier. We know you’re not with your shitty regeneration of one. Pathetic. You’ll learn. You may have connections with the Digi Overlords, but your moves are crass and your methods basic.”

      I snorted. “God, you remind me of Captain Arden. You both can eat each other’s dicks. Tell you what, how about you go find something to do that makes you feel important while I collect my blood-soaked things from the delightful slaughter inside.”

      The medic tossed my bags beside me before I could even dust myself off. I glanced at them one at a time, feeling small among them. It didn’t take a genius to figure out they all were modified and high leveled. 

      “I’ve a nerve to shoot you,” the tuman said. 

      “Is this a dick measuring thing? Because I’m hung like a horse.”

      “I don’t get it,” the medic said. 

      “Where I come from, there’s alpha males and they fight for dominance. I don’t see the point here. You guys are in what? A hundred million Gs worth of gear and trying to berate the man who saved the day. Suck it up buttercup, do better next time.”

      I expected him to take a swing at me, but he didn’t. The medic scooped up my bag and said, “Follow me. You’re going to need a round of injections to kill the toxins in your blood. I figure you earned a round of whiskey - I hear you humans are fond of that drink.” 

      “Yeah, not me. I don’t like getting blackout drunk.”

      She snickered and the males laughed. “Marius, you’re dying from exposure. You’re getting seven, maybe eight shots in your system to help lubricate the injections, then some sterile time in a tank. But hey, suck it up buttercup. Better luck not taking suit damage next time.”

      “Ouch! I respect that though. One to ten, how bad?” I asked, struggling to keep up with her long gait. 

      “Forty.”

      I snorted. Her over the shoulder look told me I was in for some serious pain. 

      “Welp, whisky it is.”

      “Figured as much. Come-on, for a brief moment, you’re going to see what it’s like to be a part of the best of the best,” the medic said. “Welcome to the home of Shadow Squad.”

      A military drop ship landed with the ramp down. We walked in and I left the nameless planet with piles of dead in my wake. As the mining camp shrank, I flipped it off. Screw that place. 

      While I wanted to be happy, I sure as shit wasn’t looking forward to pain on a forty scale. Such were the ways of the mercenary warrior, and I honestly did feel like I was in good company, even if the comradery was rough and the time limited. 

      We docked with a battleship, walked through a maze of halls, and ended up in a lounge. No one relaxed besides me with the air being set to oxygen. Shami slid a glass in front of me along with a bottle of brown booze. 

      “Do I have to?” I muttered, mostly to myself. 

      “I may not be into men, but you’re cute. Drink the whiskey for me.” 

      The way she batted her eyelashes seemed sincere and I figured it was best to just get this over with. After a half dozen shots of whiskey, the medic’s above human speed, combined with my lonesome buzz, turned her motion into a blur. 

      The vile woman jabbed my neck with a syringe. 

      I’d love to say I never saw it coming, but I did. I’d love to say, the pain was only a ten, but I learned what a level forty pain was. I’d love to say she carried me in her arms with care, but she dragged me by a boot.

      I coughed violently, vomiting along the hall. “Ha! Take that.” 

      “I lied, you’re an ugly human.” She dragged me through a large door, across a clean floor, and flung me into a vat of green goop without a care. 

      One thing became clear, I was not in love with her anymore.
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      The moment that the battleship arrived in the Yew System and docked with the Yew Orbital, a trio of Shadow Squad goons escorted me off the ship. They tossed my bags into a storage bin, slammed the door, and didn’t say a word. 

      Right inside the orbital, a Digi Bankers upgrade station rested with a few people checking in. The lines were short, and I was due for some attribute point upgrades. 

      I dusted my sleeves off, releasing my anger at the Shadow Squad. They kept me from dying, even if they were dicks about it. Snarls from ahead of me in the line told me I wasn’t the only person having a bad day. The young lad with a swishing rabbit's tail in front of me shouted at the station. The spot beside him opened up, so I shifted to conquer my own drama. 

      The screen glowed with a green sheen, scanning my biometers. 

      

      Identity Confirmed. Marius Lund. Welcome to the Yew Orbital Digi Bankers Station. 

      

      Mission Completed: Investigate until you discover the issue, recover the missing colonists, and exact revenge.

      Location: Dark Space System 663AZ221841

      Issued by: Digi Bankers’ Brokerage. 

      Details from the Digi Bankers’ Brokerage agent: The issue was discovered. Contents of discovery redacted - Classified Top Secret. Recovery completed to furthest ability. Revenge was extracted. 

      Pay Awarded: 15 million Gs Plus 2.7 million Gs for eradicating Top-Secret Pest.

      Class Reward: 6500 Experience Points. 3 Attribute Points.

      How do you want to assign your attribute points?

      

      “Uh, staying alive would be great. Put all three points into nanobots.”

      

      Confirm, you wish to add three points into regeneration. This will cause your body to become healthier and quicker to heal by the aid of advanced machines. Select Yes - No 

      Yes selected. 

      

      An arm extended out of the kiosk above me, and I sighed unhappily. I closed my eyes, knowing needles neared. After the last stab to the neck, I decided I’d rather not watch. 

      A tube shot up my nose, I jolted in shock, and goop slid down the back of my throat. 

      “Gawk! What the hell?” I hacked out.

      After the nanobot tube retracted, I coughed for a good couple of minutes. Without a doubt, I struggled with the horrors of the Semo Universe’s medical practices. 

      

      Name: Marius Lund

      Species: Human

      Permissions: Full Citizen

      Age: 26

      Class: General Mercenary

      Level 10

      Experience 8741/28800

      Criminal Score: 5 - wanted for questioning regarding an odd revival. 

      Attributes: 

      Dexterity 16

      Strength 20 

      Endurance 15

      Senses 15 

      Regeneration 4

      Stimulant 1 

      Digital Credit Reserves: 17,455,036 

      Current Home Star System: Unassigned

      Current Spaceship: StarCutter - Sleipnir

      

      “Hmm, this is lighter than it should be,” I said. 

      After a few taps later and I figured out why. 

      

      Mission: Join the Fearless Renegades. - Awaiting payment. 

      

      “Uh… What? It should have sold over a week ago,” I said. I clicked on the file.

      

      Debriefing needed. Repairs applied. 1.22 million Gs in escrow, released upon final debriefing at Fearless Renegades HQ in the Mercenary Market.

      

      I glanced down at my linker, seeing I had a few hours before they closed. I set an appointment for five minutes before they were supposed to shut down their booth. With that done, I glanced around, finding myself alone in the middle of a busy on and offloading section of the orbital. 

      If the crew found out I arrived, no one greeted me. My stomach rumbled, and I headed toward a food court instead of towards more work. That longing to be with someone hit me suddenly. I found a slow spot in the traffic to step to the side. After a few taps on my linker, my helmet called Sleipnir. 

      “Go for Sleipnir, the Cap’s -” Maebo froze mid-sentence. “Thank the stars. Are you okay?”

      “Of course. Of course. Round up the crew, I got some good news, and a nice meal seems appropriate,” I told her. 

      “And Gloria… she’s never been to a diner.”

      “I’ll pick somewhere fast, busy, and noisy. Always worked with my nephews. It’s good to see you and I’ll ping my location in a few minutes,” I said. 

      This didn’t exactly soothe Maebo. Gloria wasn’t a ‘sit still and watch the universe pass by’ sorta toddler. She opened her mouth to say something more, but I closed the connection. If it were super important, I’d get a call. If not, she’d make do. 

      I meandered through the nearest promenade ten minutes later, finding a suitable dining area for oxygen breathers. The airlocks had a line, the packed interior meant I had to wait for a table, and then the vendor windows that served food also had lines. 

      I happened to be about five million Gs richer than I expected, so I happily paid the fee to use the airlock. The table I booked charged by the second and I just let it go. I had to let it go. Being a staff sergeant in the army meant money was always tight. Now that I freelanced, things certainly gave me a unique perspective. Not to mention, since coming to Semo, today was the day where I finally made it. Where I could sit back like a king among the masses for a few moments and live lavishly. 

      While I sat by my lonesome, I researched plasma weapons. Mary’s warning resonated with me, and up to this point, buying the expensive weapon simply wasn’t a possibility. Plus… I kinda didn’t need it. 

      Between Elsa and my standard sidearm, I killed my enemies easily enough. However, after dealing with the high leveled mercenaries recently, I realized my weapons wouldn’t punch through their armor. The wonderful thought of buying a bigger gun danced in my head and a twinkle sparkled in my eye. 

      I glanced at the compact versions, groaning at the fifteen million Gs they cost. Based on the graphics, they were about the size of a submachine gun for the firing aspect. However, to generate and control the plasma, the back half turned them into the size of a long rifle with the weight of a heavy machine gun. 

      “You okay, mista?” a young child, maybe six or seven, with colorful feathers for hair asked. 

      I glanced at his mother who was talking with a friend at the table across from mine. Her yellow skinned friend noticed the child wandered, not letting the mother know. “Yeah, why?”

      “You’re alone. Ma says it's always sad when someone has no one.”

      A huge smile crested my face. I pointed over his shoulder at a synthetic demonic woman, an angelic woman without wings who carried a baby, and a short white furred ear-twitching man. “That’s my crew right there. Thanks for your concern.”

      He plopped down into the seat across from me. 

      “Made a new friend?” Karko asked. 

      Karko removed his helmet, sucking in the fresh air with a smile. Maebo set Gloria down, trying to remove her helmet and failing. The little girl shuffled and flew directly for me. I let her stand on the bench, her hands reaching for my scruffy face. Vero ushered a nervous Maebo forward. The woman worried about her daughter's interactions. It was more than clear as she tugged on a pretty braid of black hair with her green eyes full of concern. 

      I shrugged. “Sit, please sit. Order from your linkers and I’ll pay for table delivery.” I removed Gloria’s fingers from my lip. “On me, just bill me after or the ship directly.”

      “If she’s bothering you then -”

      I patted the seat beside me. “Your hair looks beautiful, and I miss Gloria. It's more than fine. Come sit.”

      “Told you,” Vero said. “Maebo’s been a nervous wreck, worrying you’ve realized what a bad idea taking on a baby and her mother was.”

      “Yeah, about that. Maebo, I wanted to free someone and in exchange help myself. That seemed fair. A contract for freedom with pay. However, it's a bit slimy because, while fair, what other choice did you have?” I asked. 

      She frowned, delicately sitting beside me. “What are you saying?” Maebo asked hesitantly. “You’re not firing me, are you?”

      “Quite the opposite, actually. Well, sort of. I’m dissolving your contract, making it shorter and giving you the choice to stay on. Now that you’re here, safe, and free with a bit of pocket change, I want the option to be what you truly desire.”

      “Oh. The translation said loose money. Which makes no sense. Why would you have loose coins in a pocket.”

      “Idioms… Sigh. After I talk to the Fearless Renegades, everyone is getting a decent payday. Whatever five percent of over one point two million is.”

      “And you missed Gloria. You mean it.”

      “And your green eyes and motherly ways,” I said, tickling Gloria who squealed in delight. 

      “Called it,” Karko said. “He’s sweet on you both.”

      “Right before I murdered a -” I paused, glancing down at the young parrot-humanoid. I then realized it wasn’t my problem if he heard the wrong thing. “A bunch of bad guys. I wanted to build block forts.”

      “Those are the best!” the boy exclaimed. 

      “Who are you again?” Vero asked. 

      The boy ignored her, and this was the reality of the packed space and too many children. Or maybe that wasn’t it because the mother glanced over her shoulder, saw her son was occupied and not in trouble, and continued her conversation. 

      “Ignore him. A straggler. Maebo, I’d love to have you both on board but not at the cost of your freedom. Same terms. Five percent share, subject to change depending on crew balance. No end date, one month notice needed to leave. Emergency departures are approved on a case-by-case basis.”

      Maebo bit her lip while considering. I could see her angst from Gloria crawling all over me. I honestly didn’t mind at that moment, but I would during a combat scenario. I had a plan for that. 

      “Since you’re hesitating, I guess it’s best just to come out and say it.”

      Maebo held out a hand. “I’m in. We’re in.”

      “Shocker,” Vero teased in a polite way. “We’re happy.”

      “Very.” Karko nodded. 

      I bounced Gloria. “Sorry the deal wasn’t just freedom, no strings at the start.”

      “That was how you found the right Clessian. Thank you, Marius. I could be yearning to see my baby while working fourteen hour shifts with a bunch of bit-” She cleared her throat to correct herself, “unfortunate ladies. There’s been a lot to think about and… You’ve been very kind to us, and I just worry. I’m not overly assertive. While I’m confident, I struggle, and Gloria is very demanding and… and… I’m rambling.”

      Vero danced her fingers on the table before leveling one at my chest. “I’m interested in hearing about what you need to say.”

      “I ordered a large meat stew!” I proclaimed proudly. I removed Gloria’s helmet and she stopped swiping my face. She decided to tap on my linker. When she paused on a certain plasma pistol, I frowned. “You like this one?”

      She turned her head up to look me in the eyes and babbled nonsense. The weapon was a plasma revolver with a silvery sheen and deep red grips. The weapon was much lighter than the basic models and twice as expensive at 25m Gs. It fired single rounds with ten shots only. To reload it, you had to replace the whole cartridge. 

      “I can’t afford this and -” The linker scrolled a message. 

      Loan approved. 

      “Ha! Whichever hidden banker approved this, I plan on spending more Gs on my ship,” I said as if winning an argument. 

      Loan approved - 0 down required. Level 10 Mercenary unlocks gear loans. This is your limit though. We recommend an armor set. 

      “Yeah, no shit, the plasma pistol costs more than a frigate,” I said with a sigh. 

      “Everything okay?” Vero asked. “You never finished giving us the big reveal.”

      I swapped my linker to browse building blocks. Gloria cooed at the screen in delight. 

      “Everything’s perfectly fine. The ‘deathtrap’ as you called it proved to be a resounding success. Mind you, some good folks will never come home, but the problem was fixed, a coverup conducted, and I was paid handsomely,” I said. 

      “Oh, yer rich in stories. That’s why Darx is sitting at yer table,” the mother said, waving at her son to follow her out of the eating area. 

      The lad left and I stopped Gloria from following him. Her inquisitive ways got the better of her and she screamed at me to let her go. I scolded the toddler with a stern no and she raced to her mom crying. 

      I didn’t apologize and continued talking over her crying. “The pay came with a bonus and some hard lessons. Anyway, I’m at a crossroads. I can buy a new ship. The StarCutter is large for the corvette class. There’s the gunboats and the destroyer classes. With a decent loan we can move up and into something more lethal. We’d be under-crewed, but the work options would open up.”

      “And the other path?” Karko asked with interest. His ears rotated to track the sound of a server bringing food to the table behind us. 

      “We add a second floor to Sleipnir. My quarters become added stations. Proper stations. The bunks are removed for couches to create actual living space. The second floor becomes rooms. We will increase the water size of our water tanks, install a full bathroom, and turn the ship into a more of a home,” I said.

      “And Marji?” Vero asked. I realized she meant her best friend. 

      “Yes, yes. Of course. I still don’t know her costs?”

      “Four hundred thousand Gs,” Vero said, hanging her head. For a mind trapped in a synthetic body, you couldn’t tell the blue skinned woman wasn’t real. 

      I transferred four hundred thousand Gs to my most loyal teammate without a second thought. “Done.”

      Vero’s eyes widened and about five seconds after her jaw dropped, she raised it. “I… Thank you, Marius. 

      “I look forward to meeting Marji. How about you?” I asked Karko. “Do you need a favor?”

      “Silma could use a long-term rental. I’ve been saving, but a half million loan would get her something now so she can quit and focus on being a mother for at least a few years,” Karko said. 

      “Approved if that’s what you decide. Just structure the loan in a fair way,” I told him and turned to Maebo. Gloria huffed at me, angry that I had scolded her. “And you?”

      She shyly tucked her chin down and kissed her daughter on the forehead. “I’m used to people asking me for help, not offering it… Gloria is my world and now that we have each other again, it’s hard to ask for more. I - I - I feel bad for stealing your room.”

      I unleashed a hearty chuckle. “The problem will be fixed soon either way. What would make you happy?”

      “A battle baby pod,” Vero said warmly. “She won’t say it. That’s not her style. Plus, she’s smitten.” Maebo glared at Vero when she mentioned this. The Clessian may be introverted and shy, but when pitted into a corner she had a very stiff spine. “She’s a fantastic engineer too. Make her happy, buy her a battle baby pod.”

      “I’m not smitten!”

      I raised my eyebrow at her as she blushed. “You know where I stand on our relationship,” I told her as I looked her up and down. Meabo’s green eyes lit up in shock. “But I agree with Vero, best to let the rescue euphoria fade before we commit to something.”

      “Okay, fine. I’m interested but I’d rather have such conversations in private. I really want my wings back,” Maebo said, handing a rambunctious Gloria to Karko. I started to type in the replacement costs, and it wasn’t that simple. “Wings are magical in a universe with very little magic. I’d need to die and be cloned with missing attribute points for the recovery. I started using your gym to prepare for the day that I have enough Gs.”

      “Ouch, I don’t have twenty million Gs to allocate to something so…”

      She wrapped an arm around mine and leaned into my shoulder. “The fact you want to help is all that matters. I’m a very happy lady at the moment. An emotional wreck, but happy. Thank you for caring.”

      “Yeah, of course. And these battle baby pods are great. Stick the baby in, they go to sleep, and the recovery rate if the crew dies is like seventy percent. While dark, it’s fantastic in its own way.”

      “That’s why she won’t stop talking about them,” Vero said with a chuckle. 

      “They are great.” Maebo kissed my cheek. “Thank you.”

      I flushed red, quickly changing the subject. “So, let’s vote. Bigger ship, or nicer home. I’ll go last.”

      Our food arrived while they hesitated. Vero went first and said, “I want to earn more Gs to keep stepping up the ladder of ships. But growth requires personnel, and I worry about who we let on board. We’d need a security team we’d trust else we could end up with a battleship and a lawful mutiny on day three.”

      “Wait, that’s a thing?” I asked in dismay. 

      My stew arrived and the steamy bowl was big enough to feed two. I was even smart enough to order a second spoon. 

      “Wait, you want to share?” Maebo asked. I glanced down at her with a warm smile, supplying the gesture of an extended spoon as my answer. “It does smell yummy.”

      “And you were too scared to order something he might find alien,” Vero said with a snort. I raised an eyebrow at the comment. “We live together, she can handle a few honest words. Mice kabobs aren’t exactly a human delicacy.”

      “Oh… Communication is key. So back to this mutiny thing.”

      Vero swallowed a bite of salad, not having to eat, but able to enjoy the process. “If eighty percent of the crew, no matter how new or fresh or whatever, decide to vote a captain out of command, it wins. Universal law. A rich kid buys a battleship, loads it up with elite troops, and they vote to remove the kid as the captain. They win the day, earn a boatload of Gs, and depart with the vast majority of the earnings.”

      “People seem to like you though,” Karko said. “With that said, I vote to expand Sleipnir. Silma may want to join me, and we can bank that rent instead. It’s not like we hate kids.”  

      “Rooms and luxury. I dreamed of such things,” Maebo said. “A bathtub sounds exhilarating. One with jets…”

      Vero nodded. “I can get a second deck for three million Gs, right here in Yew. To customize it will take time and more Gs, but yeah.”

      “What about weapon upgrades?” I asked. 

      There was a collective wince from the crew. “We’d need a phalanx power core to even consider more weapons. The energy cannons are hogs just to sit at idle. The side turrets are weak and some swivel guns with some punch need more power. It’ll all need more power,” Maebo said. She slurped her spoonful of stew slowly. “Putting a phalanx power core on a StarCutter is rarely done for good reasons.”

      “You’re worried we’d over invest?” I asked. 

      “There’s custom yachts with everything we need,” Vero said. “I’m however somewhat attached to Sleipnir. With that said, you’ve already over invested in the ship.”

      “So why stop now. Eventually we’ll stick it in a bay on a larger ship for the next prospective captain to rent. I made up my mind, and it seems you guys have too. We take the Sleipnir to a new level. Literally. It’ll take some time and some work, but it’ll pay dividends in the long run. Now, who’s coming with me to my longer debriefing about how I detected void mines?”

      “You mean your date?” Maebo said sourly. I snickered and she didn’t let up. “That tuman doesn’t care about you. She only wants to turn you into an asset.”

      I bounced my eyebrows. “You said… asset.”

      Karko snorted but the ladies weren’t having it. 

      I said, “Well, sometimes such knowledge can be beneficial. Other times, it’s a trap. We happen to need work after we spend all my hard-earned gains. Alright, here’s my orders. Karko, Maebo, search for a gentle mission after the improvements. Maybe a shuttle escort, passenger hauling, or trade run.”

      “Yes!” Karko said in delight. He bounced Gloria who watched the busy crowd. “A boring mission. Finally!”

      Vero and Maebo winced at the same time. I frowned and Maebo slurped down her food quickly so she could answer. “It’s going to take a month. I want to do this correctly. Which means that…”

      “I need to find another side hustle. Alright, that communications officer may have a mission for me after all. Vero, you’re with me so she doesn’t get any ideas about a date and then we’re going revolver shopping.”

      “Plasma?” Vero correctly guessed. When I nodded, she muttered, “And things just became interesting.”
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      “The price is firm, and I mean it,” the aged sesiquo said. His species was more or less a grizzly man with a human nose but a jutting jaw. Fur ran down his neck and along the back of his hands. He seemed tough as nails, a theory I didn’t want to test. “Benny doesn’t Bargain is my motto and that’s me, Benny.”

      It wasn’t lost on me that the translator helped me adjust to my new lifestyle by providing names I could at least pronounce. I highly doubted his name was Benny or Gloria was Gloria, but it sure helped. 

      “The price is over asking,” I grumbled. 

      “Yougin, let me teach you a thing about supply and demand. The Digi Bankers are offering flat rates on these. Whatever’s got their suits in a twist, it requires plasma. Hence, if they’re worried, I’m worried. So, I went around and bought out every private seller I could find and raised my rates to over what the Bankers are shoveling out.”

      I placed my palms on the clear crystalline counter and hung my head. Under the clear casing rested dual beauties. Each of the marvelous plasma revolvers reminded me of something from a western with futuristic gleam. 

      Volcanic rock rested on the pommels in a brooding black. On the left weapon a scene mesmerized my vision. Etched into the stone, a swarm of souls tried to flee a pit of despair. On the right weapon, the pit sucked the souls in. 

      “An absolute marvel. I hate to break the set, but they’re all I can get a loan for. I’ll take the soul releaser version.”

      “Huh?” Benny blurted. 

      I pointed to the left choice. He shook his head while muttering. “Shame to break them up and each side of the handle is different. Flip it over and it sucks souls in, on the other side it spits them out. They are custom made.” The old being leaned back and folded his arms. “They’re called Judgement’s Gavel. Or so the case says.”

      “Yes, wonderful. I’ll take one and ten thousand inserts,” I said, using the Semo terminology for the full cartridge replacement. 

      He scoffed, visibly upset. “It's only fifteen million more to buy the pair. It’s literally an extra ten million Gs just to buy the solo. They’re priced to stay together.”

      I tapped on my linker, and it said denied. 

      He walked away from the counter until he reached a big treasure chest type box. A few codes later and the hatch hissed open. He pulled out a half dozen revolvers, hooking fingers into the missing cartridge points. 

      “Yougin, do me a favor. I see the violence in your eyes. Hell, you stink of blood and battle.”

      “Sulfur too,” Vero commented. 

      I watched him lay down the less sexy alternatives, not able to do anything but feel deflated. “It was a good mission. Not forty million Gs good.”

      “I can get thirty from the Digi Bankers but you and I both know you’re buying these for a reason. So are they. That means…” He winced, setting down the final futuristic looking revolver before sitting down. “…that I need these too. As does this entire market. Except only you are hung up on plasma. Why not electro energy?”

      Each of the weapons lacked a cartridge, so I picked them up one by one to feel their weights. A sleek modern looking version wasn’t too far off from a magazine fed long barrel back on Earth. Below the grip was where the cartridge rested, and some sort of lifting mechanism shifted each plasma round up. It wasn’t ideal, but it was a nice substitute.

      “Honest answer. I. Don’t. Know. But I do know the warning to arm myself with plasma weapons should be heeded.” I emphasized my words to ensure he understood. “Do you believe the overlords exist?” 

      While I talked, I tried to parse out the hidden parts on the advanced pistol. It was the second-best option and unless I smoothly talked my way into a deal, I wasn’t getting what I wanted. 

      He rested both hands on his knees with a distant stare. “I honestly don’t know. There’ve been times where I felt no one guided the hand from up top. Where the direction of this sprawling collective of aliens did what it wanted within the rules set. If it went in the wrong direction, was it really wrong?”

      “A tale as old as time. Self-governing governments writing a wrong word in the code could spell doom. I have to give it to the Digi Bankers, they did it right. They founded their power on the purse while never pretending to be about ruling. Without their Gs, nothing flows and so everyone tows the line,” I said. 

      Benny stared at the floor, letting the translation finish. “Except not everyone does. I’m buying plasma weapons and reselling them at a premium. You almost exploded from a very illegal missile deep inside protected territory.”

      “He did some reading,” Vero said with a smirk. “Smart.”

      Ever since Vero received her body, she changed. She didn’t lack confidence before, she’d just been more… hollow. Her blunt and direct personality seemed to be based on facts instead of feeling. I flashed her a half smile before turning my attention back to Benny.

      “I need to know what I’m dealing with. It’s not illegal to sell, but it is legal for an agent of the Digi Bankers to confiscate and write me a check. I don’t open my locked bins without a bit of research. Which… This leads to your point.”

      “Yup. It takes an overlord decision to start collecting weapons most find irrelevant. So let me ask this, Benny. Why would an advanced civilization - the Digi Bankers - need plasma weapons?” I asked. 

      He rose to his feet, pacing back and forth. His clawed hands flew around as he muttered to himself. I waited patiently for him to answer. 

      “You understand that energy weapons with enough power or enough focus, can eventually melt through anything?”

      I nodded. “Sure. Never used an electro gun though.”

      “It knocks down the shield if it's strong enough. The counter is a secondary shield. This is countered by a two-stage electro release. It can go further, but each trap and layer requires more power cores and… Hopefully you get the point. It’s much easier to kill a personal shield than it is to keep it up.”

      “How do the mega shields on stations prevent this?”

      “Hmm… You should know this. Bah, I’ll tell you though. The short answer is distance. The long answer is still distance. The best personal shield is one that weighs so much it requires a mechanized body to haul it. Those machines keep their domes far from them. There are downfalls with this method, but if the electro gun round hits the shield, it dissipates before touching the powerpack,” Benny said, returning to his seat.

      I could tell his old bones ailed with each of his movements planned out. “Drop a shield with focused fire, ruin armor with focused fire, win every battle with energy weapons.” My words weren’t a question and more of a stated fact I wasn’t expecting. 

      “Except plasma has been needed. A battleship’s shield drops, and you smack a thick hull with a plasma round. Focus your energy weapons there and the hull will become slag. Alone, it’s not too bad. The battleship can jettison that armor, repair crews rush out patches and the ship carries on. There’s no up or down in space, so plasma just… sticks, well, once it loses inertia.”

      “Okay, then what wars was it used in?”

      “Uh… let’s see. None since I’ve been alive. Oh wait, the beetles. Uh, what was their name,” Benny said, wagging a finger in thought. 

      “The Kemos,” Vero said. 

      “That’s right. Those big bastards. Not sure how they did it, and some say they were magical, but they could fly into the void for months without dying. They’d spread as nothing bigger than this pinky claw, hiding on smuggler ships. Once established, they’d turn into this massive infestation. Since they were generally surface dwellers with chitin exteriors, plasma did the trick. Shower an area with molten plasma and let gravity do the rest,” Benny said and then he perked up. “The Kemos have returned?”

      “Again, I don’t know. Sorry.” A few taps on my screen later and I learned the history of the war. “No, not the Kemos. They lost every engagement and became a leveling tool for military classes. You don’t compile weapons for your private military if the public one can defeat the foe.”

      “Hmm…”

      “Hmm… Indeed.”

      We both tapped on our linkers for a bit, checking the open net for any sorta details on who the next major threat might be. As time blurred, people transitioned around us. A few of them stopped to check Benny’s displayed weapons. He mostly dealt in niche stuff, so the average mercenary or bounty hunter avoided his booth.   

      “Marius Lund,” a firm female voice said from behind me.

      I turned slowly, not sure if a weapon pointed at me. The tone certainly seemed authoritarian like a police officer, and I was wanted for questioning. Instead, I found the Tuman officer from Fearless Renegades with arms folded and an impatient foot tap. 

      “You’re late!”

      I checked the time, and I was in fact later.

      “Whoa, shit… Sorry Lina. I mean it.”

      She rolled her dark eyes with anger. “It’s Igolina. You can at least read your appointment document.”

      “You’ll forgive him,” Benny said, waving her over. She frowned but instantly shifted to stand across from him. “What can only plasma defeat that would scare the entire collective?”

      “You’re talking about the plasma repurchase program… Rumor has it, too many old rounds melted and there was a collective wide issue, so they are -” Igolina stopped talking when Benny pointed to me. Benny shook his head and pointed at me again. “The Dark Space hero who shows zero signs of ever being there. Well, besides recently.”

      “It went well,” I said proudly. 

      “Shadow Squad said you’re a loose cannon with an itchy trigger finger,” Igolina said with a snort. 

      I smirked. “Awe, that’s sweet of them. Super true too. Point me at the baddies and watch them go boom.”

      “You shouldn’t be bragging,” Vero warned as a few onlookers watched the exchange. 

      “Well, what’s the big secret?” Igolina said. 

      “Unlock my…” My linker pinged, telling me my funds were mine. “Ah, thanks. There’s actually overlords, and they said plasma weapons are the way to victory. Not directly and with that ominous riddling way that a supreme deity has. Ya know?” 

      My palms up gesture fell flat. 

      “No, we don’t know. There’s rumors and rumblings about an upper echelon, but not much to go off of,” Igolina said with a grunt. “Fine, our date’s canceled. I need to blow Fernard. Gross.” She shivered in disgust.

      “Huh?”

      “Our treasure officer will be a stubborn asshole, and unless I… Well, the universe is cruel at times and Bast pays me to solve problems,” Igolina said with a warning tone and a stiff finger point at Benny. “The Fearless Renegades are buying plasma weapons. Don’t you fucking dare raise your prices. What I see is mine in an hour at the current mark.” She turned to me, walking right up to my face before wacking me in the chest with her tail. “You, pretty boy. I need you to stay in the system. For at least an hour, maybe two.”

      As she stormed off, I couldn’t help it. “If you get a treasury opening, send me the application form! I hear it comes with great perks.”

      She didn’t stop, hurrying away from us, but Igolina did bunch her fist behind her shapely ass and spread her fingers as if her butt ejected something nasty. I got the message. Eat shit. 

      Benny chuckled. “That escalated quickly.”

      I peeled my eyes off her butt and turned to Benny. “Yea, it did. Give me the twins.”

      “Sorry, you can’t get a loan approval and I can’t come down in price,” Benny said. 

      I sighed, leaning back as if hurt. Right when he thought he had me, I leaned forward and rubbed my hands. 

      “You see Benny, I’m someone special. Even if everyone wants to think I’m just another asshole in this mess, I’m not. Check your linker. I just got approved for a thirty million G loan attached to the twins. The exact cost the Digi Bankers would have paid for them. I still have to pay my way, but when I need lovely ladies to woo, a special someone makes it happen,” I told him. 

      He checked his linker. “Says here everything else will be imported if I don’t comply. I can sell the Fearless Renegades the rest because… because… they like you.”

      I walked up to the counter and confirmed the transaction. “My ladies please, I have a war to win.”

      The old sesiquo reached in and closed the case on the twin beauties. He set the container gingerly on the desk. “You’ll need to buy your own plasma cartridges or have them custom made. There’s only a few in there.”

      “Sad, but I’ll figure it out.”

      I grabbed the handle, and he gently placed a furry hand on the case. “Yougin, I understand the need to rush into battle. Be patient, it’ll save your life.”

      “Sage words. I promise to take them to heart. I have been rushing my advancement somewhat. Dialing it back again seems smart until this new war kicks off,” I lied. 

      “You need attributes and levels. The larger powers will laugh at your level ten, and you only have one body modification,” Vero said. “Plus, we need to figure out who this war is against.”

      “I have a feeling we’ll find out all too soon. Take care Benny. I hope you find some form of happiness with your coming windfall.”

      He grinned. “A new clone seems fitting really. I’ve always hated the idea of dying. Unlike most folk, the person who walks out of the cloning machine is not me. It’s hard to accept.”

      “I respect it. I’ve been cloned twice. Those old versions of me are gone, and all I can do is move forward to make the universe a better place.”

      Benny bobbed his head in agreement. “Maybe I’ll apply to a crew with a loose cannon captain and friends in high places. I bet his future holds excitement. Or I’ll finally let go and go fishing at OraSha Lake. Yeah, that sounds lovely.”

      I chuckled with a headshake. With an over the shoulder wave, I said, “Don’t be a stranger Benny. I’ve got room for you, but it’s a nursery too. You’ve been warned.”

      “Sorry I can’t hear you over the sound of my daydream. The lake is sloshing against the side of my raft in the perfect way.”

      His words brought joy to my heart that competed with the natural high I had from buying twin weapons of wonder. Our ship was growing, my arsenal improving, and a looming threat wouldn’t keep me down. 

      I hoped Igolina wanted me to stick around for a mission that paid well. If not, I’d be cruising the mission lists for work. I needed to do some killing to keep my bills paid and my debt in check. And so, the cycle continued.
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      “Why am I here?” Karko said, asking a very valid question. 

      I honestly expected this question four days ago. Upon my decision to improve Sleipnir, life became a whirlwind of activity. Maebo and Vero worked endlessly to find the parts needed to reshape the hull. Apparently, one month might have been an underestimated timeframe for the upgrades. 

      Instead of being a stand-in helper for them, which I could hire out cheap, I found a mission… for two. A sister company to the Fearless Renegades wanted to hire me and a partner to be advisors on a secret mission.

      Maybe they heard about the void mines, maybe they heard about my special respawn, or maybe they heard about Benny giving over Judgement’s Gavel by force at cost. I honestly didn’t care. The parameters of my mission were very basic. For no more than fifteen days, I was being paid to sit in a room, monitor a station during key times, and avoid interacting with the crew. 

      In return, we’d earn two hundred thousand Gs each. A part of me worried it might be some sort of elaborate trap. A long history of the Fearless Privateers being on the correct side of the law told me I was safe from being conned, but I expected them to have some sort of secondary offer later. They didn’t tell us where we were going, and I didn’t need to know if I just sat in an observation room. 

      “To earn Gs,” I replied, moving a kreegor board piece six spaces. 

      Our room held two beds on opposite ends, a genuinely nice bathroom, and a fridge that never went empty. Comfy flight chairs rested between a digital white table where we played a board game called Oxa to pass the time. 

      Oxa was like chess, and it was not. A single piece could kill more than one unit in a move and with sixty unique pieces, thirty per side, it became far more complex. No two games were the same since you built your time in a back-and-forth selection process and then assigned them homes on a thousand tile map. The games were never meant to be quick, and in some ways, Oxa reminded me of D&D because it was very strategic, entertaining, and sad when you lost a key character. 

      “How’s your gambling been going?” Karko asked, deciding not to press me on my obvious answer. 

      “You know, win a million, feel like a god, then lose twenty bets in a row. Standard. Yeah, I guess standard is a good answer.”

      He snorted, moving a dryad looking creature to knock down my minotaur. “You play so slowly you’d think you’d have noticed that error.”

      “Ah… still learning. There’s a lot to Oxa.” I spent a minute studying his moves and backtracking his thought process. He determined this attack five turns ago at least. “Thanks for the lesson.”

      “I guess my issue is…” Karko said, his ear twitching in an unpleasant tell. “…that I want to not go where the danger is.” I glanced around the room, not sure what danger he noticed. “You’re not stupid, Marius. We’re not being paid four years’ worth of work because you’re pretty.”

      “That’s one way to think about it. I happen to think we’re something of a good luck charm,” I told him, moving another piece. 

      The fox could bound, sprint, or walk and depending on how I moved it would determine its other stats. To position it down in a crevice meant he couldn’t attack for a turn, but I figured this was a smart idea.

      “Your Oxa is shit.” Karko said, driving a minotaur into my back ranks and bowling over three of my best pieces. “It's almost like you grew up on an isolated planet.”

      “You could call it that,” I replied, surrendering the match. 

      The ship counted down from ten minutes to a departure time from wormhole space. I walked over to the suite’s fridge and grabbed a snack. After I plopped down, I watched some Oxa videos while munching on something akin to fried carrots filled with protein. While they looked lethal, they were actually delicious. 

      After four days in wormhole space, I grew tired of the limited food choices and lack of a gym. Thankfully, the Gs were good, and the company wasn’t too bad. I used the time to enjoy a bit of life and let my curiosity naturally take hold. My browsing the Semo net proved time consuming and before I knew it, we reached our destination. 

      The instant that we popped out of the wormhole, I furrowed my brow. 

      “We’re in a Heavy Security system,” I said in confusion. Millions if not billions of ships flew between forty planets swirling around a giant blue star. The sheer scope of the system with the fleets, traders, stations, orbitals, and farming ships left me in awe. The planets slowly rotated around the sun in staggered phases and without a doubt, someone engineered the synchronization we saw. “Exterior cameras, adjust to view all around. Okay, face inwards.”

      I groaned as I realized we’d been tricked at some point. We had initially boarded a battleship, and we were currently on a very sleek and powerful shuttle. When or how the vessel changed or our room was moved, I didn’t know. Maybe we always were aboard a shuttle, just in a bay or something. 

      Karko snorted. “We’re not on a battleship.”

      “No, we’re not. I wonder what’s going on.”

      Karko’s white ears twitched in anger. “I knew I shouldn’t have come.”

      “Relax. I’ve got weapons on me. Weapons that can break us out of here. You don’t give a prisoner such tools.” 

      I kicked my feet onto the desk, watching the exterior cameras. The pilot guided us away from the main part of the system and deeper into the dark void. Our target area became clear. A distant space farm the size of a small station grew on the screen. A whole fleet of Digi Bankers’ spaceships waited nearby. Attached to one side, a very craggy, volcano-like asteroid ship attached to the other side. 

      A soft knock at the door came with an alert on the screen. 

      Ambassador Ogi requests entry. 

      “Come in,” I shouted over my shoulder. 

      A gray-furred man with floppy dog ears and an elongated face slowly strode in. He wore golden robes with purple trim over his spacesuit. While he attached his breathing device, the air was fine for him because he didn’t wear a helmet. He glanced at my feet and my mess with judging black eyes. 

      “I’m normally really clean, but this Oxa game has me fascinated. I’m Marius, welcome to my abode, Ambassador. How can I help you?” I asked. 

      “I expected this. Your bluntness is already tiring. Be a dear, become presentable,” Ogi said, and I frowned. 

      “Maybe we got off to the wrong foot because -”

      “Your idioms barely translate. May the stars preserve me from this conundrum. Rise, dress, wipe your face of that hair,” Ogi commanded and clapped. 

      A hidden closet opened to reveal fancy outfits. The robes were not too different from what he wore, and I rolled my eyes at the sight of them. This at least answered my question as to what was going on, I was being brought to some alien meeting.

      “Yeah, I really like to use idioms, and this is a beard, it doesn’t wash off. Also, whatever this is that is happening, it ain’t in our contract,” I said, pulling out a rare drawl to irk this uppity asshole. 

      He rolled his eyes with a low growl before furiously tapping on his linker. 

      

      Mission: Survive Diplomacy 

      Location: Core System Devia

      Issued by: The High Council of the Digi Bankers’ Collective. 

      Details from the requesting agent: A Yelsin diplomatic ship arrived to discuss a settlement agreement for a lost civilization settling in the Semo Universe. Find out how there are more than one universe. Find out where they came from. Find out what terms they want. Once complete, exit the ship.

      Pay: 30 million Gs   

      Class Reward: 2 attribute points. 

      

      I yanked my feet off the desk, slapped a knee, and roared out a laugh. I stood, shaking my head. While Karko and the ambassador watched, I began loading up on weapons. 

      “What’s so funny, Mercenary Marius?” Ogi asked. 

      “You represent the best of the best within the hierarchy of the Digi Bankers… And yet, you don’t know what is happening. Hell, I barely have a clue. However, you were told to bring me here and for once, you did the right thing. Ogi, I gladly accept your mission with a few caveats,” I said, tossing my helmet on. 

      “Such as?”

      “If I die during the mission, regardless of the reasons, you’ll pay for a cloning. I’m probably going to die,” I told him. 

      “Interesting you deduced that. The terms have been changed. Regardless of success or failure, if it’s verified you are deceased, a rebirth will be covered at our cost.”

      “I want a time frame too.”

      Ogi peeled back his lips in a snarl. After a few quick taps, he said, “Here you go.”

      My linker pinged an updated version of the mission to include my changes and I accepted the contract. “Perfect. Now to get ready!” My excited tone didn’t stir much from Karko and Ogi. They both watched me with indifference.  

      After setting aside my spare spacesuits from the trunk, I pulled out a few pressure grenades, a few plasma grenades, and a bandoleer for my plasma revolvers to take with me. I probably weighed an extra fifty pounds with all the extra gear on and simply lightened my gravity on my boots to compensate. When I finished, I yanked a fancy robe out of the hidden closet and awkwardly slid my arms into the sleeves.

      “Just like that you’re going to accept?” Karko said with a grunt. “You don’t know anything, do you. You’re bluffing?”

      “Bet on me ending diplomacy without being the cause. I may be learning Oxa but let's deduce a few things. Ogi is here because I tripped an alert on some official’s linker. He paid to have me flown out because this High Council is scrambling for answers and I said I know stuff,” I surmised. 

      “Not hard to exude from the data provided,” Ogi said. 

      The old dogman soured from my mere presence. I smiled with a winning grin, not deterred by his attitude. 

      “These… Yodrin, they -”

      “Yelsin.”

      “These Yelsin require plasma to kill?” I asked. 

      He fidgeted, glancing at the weapons I barely concealed under my robes. “We’re not oblivious. However, the answer is yes.”

      “Ha! I knew it. They’re not coming in ones or twos. If I were in charge of this Head Council, I’d be drawing down wars, consolidating my plasma forces, and readying for these Yelsin. Hey screen, pull up a Yelsin,” I said. 

      The screen flickered before revealing an eight-foot-high golem. Their rocky structure reminded me of terrain next to an active volcano. They had two arms, two eyes, and they were upright on two legs - just like almost every alien I met. 

      The stats besides the species told me they were tough, heavy, smart, and slow to reproduce. The Yelsin were isolationist in general, with very few allies. They hated high gravity, built ships that didn’t outclass what the Digi Bankers constructed because they avoided shields and instead just hollowed out immense asteroids and small moons. 

      What they lacked in raw ship power was made up by their ability to fight as individuals in space. A Yelsin ship would routinely unleash thousands of their kind with armored suits on top of their armored body that would brave the distance. They were superb close fighters and tough as nails to remove from a ship’s hull. 

      The only conflict with them in Semo resulted in the Yelsin losing a few star systems before they vanished. To where no one knew. While that remained a mystery, I happened to know where they were going… but so did puppets who ran the Digi Bankers. The Yelsin were coming to invade this universe. 

      “Your recommendation to take this delegation seriously has been addressed. You're to meet on an abandoned space farm for discourse, perform your duties, then return,” Ogi said. 

      “How many?” I asked. 

      “How many what? I don’t read minds, you barbarian.”

      I snorted. “You should work on that. How many delegations went in and never came out? Are they killing them?”

      “It’s classified.”

      Karko glanced at me with squinting eyes of concern. “This isn’t adding up, Captain.”

      “Surprised you call this beast your captain.”

      Karko stood, leaning against the table we used for the last four days that was chest high on him. He pointed to the double-sided screen where a Yelsin rotated on display. “That’s an enemy.” He then pointed at me. “That’s not an ambassador.”

      “Clearly.”

      Karko shook his head, leaving the table to fetch an ale. He downed the drink in one long pull. When he finished, the short Laro let out a rowdy belch in reply to Ogi. Karko was normally passive and reserved but the ambassador riled him up. 

      I flashed my friend a thumbs up before turning to Ogi. “Do you recover bodies?” 

      “Yes, they’re delivered to us after agreeing to visit the Yelsin ship. Their recordings stop right before they enter, an agreement we try to deter them from. The linkers are erased, altered, or blocked, we’re not sure which. The other ambassadors have been returned dead, said to have committed suicide once they learn of what is coming. Then they tell us to join them as merciful overlords with a seamless integration,” Ogi said. 

      “Sounds great. Got it figured out already,” I said, gesturing to the door. “If you’d be so kind as to lead the way.”

      He frowned at me. “If you breach decorum, it’s not our fault if you die and you will not be reborn. And Marius, you’re not allowed to attack the delegation.”

      “Answer these words very carefully,” I told him, and he squinted at me for my insolence. “Who is officially on the delegation?”

      “Diplomat Rexin. Just him.”

      “Perfect. Helmet, turn off all exterior noise and activate subtitles.” I walked over to my trunk of gear I brought and fished out the twins. I sealed one in the case and handed it to Karko with a sniffle. The moment tore at my heart to part with the wondrous weapon.

      “Are you crying,” Karko said.

      I scoffed with a headshake. “No, it's allergies.” I stopped the sniffling, knowing I didn’t have a choice. One of the plasma pistols had to come with me. 

      “Why are you giving me one of these?” 

      “Look, there’s always casualties in war. Sometimes, they’re one of a kind weapons. Give this to Gloria. Tell her I want her to kill a whole lotta Yelsin with it,” I said.

      “You are crying. By the stars you’re weird Marius. It’s just a gun and he said they’ll revive you.”

      “Yeah, I know, but when, where and how are all up in the air. Remember what I faced on my last mission?” I asked and before he could respond, I shook my head to stop him from talking. “Put your helmet on. Subtitles only.”

      Karko accepted the case with honor and a sad smile. 

      The diplomat perked up with interest. “Why?”

      “That information is not for you. The second you tell the fleets to do that, they’ll know. I need to get evidence first.”

      Ogi blurted. “Huh?”

      I chuckled. “Don’t be flustered. You’re missing a very vital clue that is being repressed from you and I worry about exposing it until the time is perfect.”

      “The Laro is correct, you’re weird.”

      I didn’t reply, waiting for him to take me out of my private quarters. When the ambassador slowly walked away, muttering under his breath, I embraced Karko goodbye. I also may have sent him a private message to bet big on the Yelsin ruining the summit.

      The odds were only three to one that I’d return alive. I didn’t want him betting on that, this was likely a one-way trip. The odds of the Yelsin ruining the summit were even, but I happened to have insider information. 

      Ambassador Ogi - Any day now. 

      I followed Ogi down a sterile white hall with a lime-colored lighting. A mousey looking female rounded the corner in front of us, wiping down the walls as she went. She took one look at me and dipped her eyes down. The faintest of whispers left her lips. 

      Stewardess Izzy - May the stars protect you.

      I smiled as the words rolled across my helmet, eager to get this farce over with. The stars wouldn’t protect me, but I went willingly so that I may protect the citizens from the greater threat. The Yelsin decided the Semo Universe was ripe for the conquering, and I passionately believed I was sent here to tell them otherwise. 

      We reached a large circular door with a strobing red light above it. The red turned green, and the door rolled open. A simple airlock awaited me, and I stepped in alone. 

      Ambassador Ogi - Heathen.

      “At least I’ll do what the others failed at,” I replied with a snippy tone. 

      In a rare sign of remorse his shoulders slumped, and he bowed his head. Ambassador Ogi - I apologize, you weren’t meant to hear that, and it was crass of me.

      “No worries. Hey, ambassador, I got bad news. Tell the ships to prime weapons and have all the captains in that fleet watch my helmet. If you don’t honor our contract, my friend who watched over me will stick you in a vat of acid.” This was a lie but worth saying for his expression alone. 

      Ambassador Ogi - What is going on? 

      “Well, it’s best to show you instead of tell you,” I told him and smashed the airlock button closed. “Watch my feed.”

      Grating metal.  

      The spaceship designed to be a farm was old, like older than mankind if I had to guess - at least the Earth version. The thing was, even with the chipped walls and exposed conduit, this ship was built with love. Or maybe stubborn determination. 

      Snap. Clasp. Hiss. 

      The interior pinged green, finishing the airlock cycle. I opened the door with my left hand, peeking into the interior. With my right hand, I pulled out my plain ole energy pistol. The sidearm was great and about as useful as nipples on a man versus a Yelsin, which was kinda why I hoped the Yeslin delegation wouldn’t be worried. 

      The corridor at my feet highlighted a yellow arrow for me to follow the rusty red halls. While I stomped down the hall, the echoing retort pinged on my helmet over and over. I ignored it, trying to remember all the diverse types of stars.

      Blue, red, orange, white, and yellow. They came in assorted sizes, and of course there were black holes, but I’d yet to see a purple ball of gas. My mind drifted to this mainly because every ship seemed to have different lighting, and in a way, I could respect that. 

      What I couldn’t respect was villains tricking stupid diplomats to their deaths for fun. Unbothered by the coming fight, I whistled a tune, a favorite of mine - coming around the mountain. 

      I walked for about five minutes, swapping between a humm and a whistle until I reached a wide open and very empty bay. Right in the middle, a Yelsin sat at a table, interacting with a tablet of sorts. It was a he based on the lack of boobs, square head, and increased size. Rexin never glanced up as I strolled in. 

      Ambassador Rexin - One aggressive swing of that weapon in the wrong direction and…

      “It wouldn’t even scratch you, so we both know you’re fine.”

      Ambassador Rexin - Immaterial. Aggressive posturing is considered a breach.

      “Have you ever heard of a ninja turtle?” I asked and Rexin finally glanced up. His stony face was one of the most alien yet with his eyes closer to the ears. His noses, since he had two, rested on the edges of his jawline. “They inhabit these old farming ships, and the bastards wouldn’t let me scan the ship.”

      Ambassador Rexin - It was scanned the first three times. You’re merely here to be another example as to why the Semo residents should welcome us as their new overlords.

      I crossed the distance, not able to figure out where the hidden threat lurked, but I didn’t need to, not yet anyway. Without a doubt, Karosa lurked in the wings. The damn best of the best needed to not suppress data with coverups. It was bullshit that this fleet didn’t know such a deadly threat had arrived only weeks before the Yelsin. I knew, though, and that was why Mary had probably assigned me to this mission. 

      “Well, you sure are going about it the wrong way. You should have brought in your valiant fleets and impressed us with their crude might,” I said. 

      Ambassador Rexin - Mocking me won’t help.

      My slow approach stopped when I reached the table. Ever so slowly, I removed my robes and stacked my weapons on the table without flagging the enemy diplomat. 

      Ambassador Rexin - That won’t intimidate me.

      “Three questions, then I’d like to visit your ship.” My words amused him, so he used a very human gesture of rolling his wrist for me to continue. “What did you want to be when you grew up? What is your favorite food? And… hmm… What is your favorite number?”

      Ambassador Rexin - I bet your superiors are losing their minds. You come in waving weapons, showing them off, then asking stupid questions. It’s almost as if - 

      The Yelsin’s eyes lit up, flickering in understanding. He figured out that I knew there were Karosa nearby. 

      “Well color me impressed,” I said, leaning closer to my weapons.  

      Ambassador Rexin - If I were only half as smart as I am I’d be actually amused. I’m not. These negotiations are at an end.

      That sealed the deal for me. Without a doubt he figured out that I knew. Before he could step away, I grabbed two grenades and primed them in a flash. I tossed them behind and to the left and right of the Yelsin. 

      Waves of electricity surged out of the devices until twin electric fields created very violent crackling domes of static power. Both grenades missed the golem humanoid, and that was intended. They did hit two female Karosa who stood behind him. Their camouflage faltered before completely failing from the weapons. 

      The ladies convulsed with violent twitches even after they died from the electrocution. I whipped the plasma pistol off the table, leveled it at the very distraught Yeslin. 

      “Rexin, I’m afraid the tables have turned. This time, you come on my ship and return dead. Time to go.”

      The golem didn’t even flinch. Honestly, he didn’t seem to be shocked that I had killed his agents. Inquisitive was probably the best way to explain his very ugly facial expression. 

      Ambassador Rexin - “How?”

      Lullaby signing. 

      That simple message spoke volumes and forced my hand. I squeezed the trigger. 

      The fierce kick of the plasma pistol jerked my arm up. I rotated it back down again as the thumb sized round cratered his face and blew the back of his skull off in a showering mess. 

      I broadcast to all the forces staged around the farm before they could blow me up. “The Yelsin have aligned with the Karosa, who are on a kill on sight list. That’s how they killed your ambassadors. They mind controlled them into suicide. Next time, don’t meet with this enemy at a neutral place. Go somewhere with detectors. Oh, and while I’d love for you not to blow me up. There are additional enemy stealth agents inside the farm. May the Digi Bankers rule forever.”

      With an urgency, I scooped up my weapons and looted a plasma knife off the enemy ambassador before sprinting as fast as my legs would fling me back toward safety. 

      I hustled for a few reasons. Male Karosa could materialize into the abandoned space farm since there were still females aboard trying to mind control me. I expected the friendly fleet to not react kindly to learning they’d been tricked, and their diplomats were not suicidal, but killed. Finally, a Karosa was about the sexiest enemy a gunner could ever see on their targeting array. It was one of only a few species where you shot first, didn’t give a shit later. 

      I only reached the halfway point to the airlock when I felt the slightest of tremors. That tiny shutter was the only cue. Suddenly, everything became nothing, and I knew no more.
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      The last thing I remembered was entering a tube to go down a waterslide with my nephew. And yet… I awoke on a gurney table in some sort of medical room next to what was probably an MRI machine. I sat up to see my nude body seemed okay, and I couldn’t find a reason for my visit. 

      “What’s this?” I asked in confusion, glancing at a thin device attached to my left forearm. 

      A nurse approached. Her jet-black hair, plump cheeks, and sharp nose complimented her green eyes. Her skin radiated a golden glow to the point I found it hard not to stare. She smiled warmly and I immediately felt at ease. 

      “May I?” she asked, gesturing to the medical device. 

      I smiled back. “Buy a guy a drink first before you see him nude and on a metal bed.”

      “For you, Marius. Two ales, no whiskey,” she teased. 

      I frowned, not sure how she knew I disliked hard alcohol. When she reached for the device, I allowed it. Two points stuck out the back of her scrubs, and while I tried to figure out what they could possibly be, she activated my hospital monitor. 

      A jolt shot through my body, and I seized up with tremors. While the power coursed through me, the memories came flooding through my mind like waves washing ashore. 

      Soft lips landed on my forehead and when my eyes focused, I stared into Maebo's large bust while she leaned over me. 

      “Welcome back, Marius,” she said, removing the gentle kiss. 

      I cleared my throat with amusement. “Talk about a crash course in being reborn. Holy shit, I wish my imprints were fresh when I awoke.”

      “Vero wanted you to be greeted by someone… more human.”

      “And the kiss?” I asked. 

      “You were missed. A lot,” Maebo said, and her tone caused my skin to crawl. 

      I groaned. “I was gone for four days.” Her painful wince told me this was not a true statement. “How long?”

      “To the very last second of your contract. A full year,” Maebo said. 

      “Awe, shit. What… I guess I should get off this table and become presentable,” I muttered, shoving off the metal cloning slab. 

      “The others are waiting at home,” Maebo said, stealing an extra glance at my bare ass. I stepped into the boots she’d set down before I awoke. Her eyes fixated on my body as the suit crawled up my skin. “What did you say?” 

      I snorted, deciding not to tell her I didn’t say anything and she sorta zoned out. “Feels good to be missed.”

      “Gloria forgot about you.” Her blurted words stung, and I nodded. “Sorry.”

      “Ripping the bandage off is the best way sometimes. Start at the beginning please.”

      I accepted the helmet and placed it over my head. My suit sealed around the bottom lip and Maebo led us out of the room. We transitioned down a hallway with soft red lighting. Sporadic fruit plants broke up the monotony of the white walls and created two walking paths. 

      A few actual nurses walked the opposite direction, having a hushed conversation we avoided. Maebo slipped an arm into the nook of my left elbow as if it were normal and in reflection, it was. She liked to attach herself to me even if she didn’t dare take it further like holding my hand or kissing my cheek. 

      “The universe is preparing for war. An armistice was hastily reached with over half the ongoing conflicts the Bankers faced coming to a close. The message was spread loud and clearly, the Yelsin are coming to aggressively settle and they bring the Karosa with them. The mad rush to arm every ship, station, building, and planet with displacement sensors started almost a year ago today. Plasma manufacturers are surging production and for about six months, the trillions of citizens ate the higher fees with minimal complaints,” Maebo said. 

      We departed the medical wing, and I recognized the interior decor of the orbital we walked around. “Yew?”

      “Yup. You were forgotten about. An intentional occurrence. A tiny sliver of those in charge figured you were the cause of the coming war. Far from the truth, but the propaganda did show itself a bit.”

      I snorted. “Diverting blame always is easier than finding actual causes.”

      “I scoured the net for any information on you in case they released you somewhere distant. A few months after your death, your blame faded. A few months after that, this dire and ominous threat began to fade from people’s minds. I had to do a lot of growing up to the harsh realities of my role in this universe. Assuming you keep me at your side.”

      “A capable and loyal engineer as pretty as you is irreplaceable.”

      “I recorded that for later. Thank you though. You’re going to need me, I’d wager. It was discovered the main Yelsin fleet is years away. Only the faster scouts and fighters can reach our universe quickly.”

      “Or the Karosa technology means they’re already here.”

      Maebo nodded, guiding us toward a park where children of all types of species played. We sat on a bench, and I hunted to see Gloria. I became a bit disappointed she wasn’t among the masses. 

      “They are but there’s limits. They need a myriad of elements to perform a single jump. Their teleportations are expensive. Like counterproductive expensive unless slaves have surplused a bunch. Which means that the advanced bases sprouting up on the edges of the universe are limited. Numerous reports from allies and enemies are saying small outposts are simply vanishing. The Karosa are active, and the universe is scrambling to adjust,” Maebo said. 

      “And yet, life goes on.”

      “In a heavy security space, it sure as hell does. I like this concept of hell. Vero taught us about it over a fine wine, which also has my approval. We had it, just not with such lofty status as Earth did.”

      I glanced down at her curiously. “You researched my past.”

      Maebo flashed me a cute half smile and we stared into each other’s eyes for a while. Whatever brooding chemistry we had before, she was a lot more assertive and confident. A year having to cope without me changed her. A finger traced over the back of my right hand and Maebo asked, “You knew you’d die when you went into that space farm.”

      “Yeah,” I admitted. “Else I wouldn’t have gotten it in my contract.”

      “Your revival came with a clause. If any chance existed you were not actually dead, a full year must pass before your rebirth. Silly Marius, read the fine print next time.”

      I chuckled. “Nah!”

      “And yes, Marius. I studied you. Your dying wish was to turn my daughter into a fearsome plasma wielding warrior.”

      A joyful grin spread across my lips. “And my weapon?”

      “Ugh, of course you worry about the pistol. It’s a ruined mess, waiting for you in your room as a trophy to go with your dagger you stole from Rexin. Why is there a locked case with a plasma revolver in it tucked away in my daughter’s room?”

      “I’ll take it back. It’s worth a fortune,” I said in a reassuring way. This placated her motherly instincts a bit, so I pushed a button and quickly added, “Plus she’ll be a badass one day.”

      “Or an engineer like her mother.”

      “Nah!” I chuckled hard and Maebo swatted my arm. 

      “Incorrigible.”

      “You say tomato, I say tomato.”

      Maebo clenched her fists in frustration. “Your blasted idioms! That one makes no sense.”

      “Ha. We agree to disagree. I think I’m perfectly corrigible. I’m sorry I was gone for so long.”

      “And you’re back to being sweet. Okay, most of what you’ve missed about home has been positive. Karko returned to help us complete the updates. Since you were just an imprint waiting to happen, we took our time. The one-month improvements didn’t happen in a month. We started by removing the storage bay and the decoy engine,” Maebo said, waiting to judge my reaction. 

      “Oh,” I replied. 

      “You left us with fifteen million for improvements, Marius. The ship only cost three.”

      I gasped. “You sold Sleipnir?” I resisted the urge to go right to my linker and start investigating everything instead of having Maebo deliver the news.

      “No. We considered it. In the end, we agreed - keep the ship in a docking bay when we upgrade one day. We sold what wasn’t working and upgraded everything slowly. You have to remember that we didn’t have you for a year, and most of us are used to a slower pace of living and not caring if we went four to a room.”

      “Sorry.”

      Maebo leaned into my side. “This is why it’s me sitting here. Vero is too blunt and Karko is just wanting to take off.”

      “He stayed?”

      “Oh yes. Silma moved in, had her twins. Stayed for a few months, then returned home. She didn’t like traveling and Gloria became clingy. It was a thing with some mild drama. In the end, Silma didn’t fit in, but I digress. Since there wasn’t a rush and we were transporting people for slim profits to make ends meet, we bought used and on sale.”

      A young, feathered girl tried to climb up a slide. A lizard boy crashed into her, and the duo tumbled. I could see Maebo yearning to mother them even though their parents hurried over to help. 

      “And?”

      “Sorry, that was distracting. And we turned the ship into a damn fine home piece by piece. I stuck in a terinah power core meant for a cruiser and now we’re not stuck to way-gates that cost high fees, we can portal wherever we want. Added swivel rail and energy weapons. Nothing as powerful as the cannons individually, but far more lethal with damage over time and precision firing.”

      “Damn! A portal generator. The options are suddenly opening up. Fantastic work, and the quarters?” 

      “Workout cryopods in every unit. Plush beds, fancy linens, and touches of a home. The pride of the ship is the expansive bathroom with all the luxuries one could ask for. We knew what we wanted and waited for the right prices.”

      “But the cannons!”

      She pushed off my side and patted my thigh. “Were removed, so I could fit a shield. For all the worry, the universe is back to normal. Sleipnir is more agile, more lethal, and more comfortable than ever before.”

      I propped an elbow over the back of the bench to face her. “Thank you. Sincerely, thank you.”

      “I sense a ‘but’ coming.” When I popped my eyebrows, Maebo blushed. “This is hardly the place for intimacy.”

      “Oh… that just means I’m up to no good. Well, I guess it has bedroom connotations as well, however, I was thinking of a plasma cannon.”

      Her green eyes lit up with hunger. “I missed your antics.”

      “And the cannon?” I asked. 

      “Maybe later, if you behave, I will fire yours. Gloria is sleeping through the nights in her battle pod now,” Maebo said. 

      I opened and closed my mouth, turning back to watch the park. When she became nervous, I tossed an arm over her shoulder and pulled her in tightly. 

      “Too much?” Maebo nervously asked. 

      “Perfect amount. I’ve been meaning to be more assertive in my personal life as well. I’d give you a soft kiss if we weren’t wearing helmets.”

      “Holding me and being sweet is…” I squished her into me. “Perfect.”

      We sat there in silence, watching the children play. Eventually I received a call from Vero that I promptly answered. 

      “Hey Vero,” I said with a chipper tone. 

      “You’re late,” Vero said. She looked haggard with crying kids in the background, causing me to frown.  

      “Yeah, sorry. Everything okay?”

      Maebo joined the call. “Sorry Vero, I didn’t have time. He has lots of questions and then these teasing comments and… we’re late.”

      “We detoured our shuttle mission. We’re helping some rescues link up with a new colony and the minimal pay is draining my sanity. You’re the detour, and if we don’t get going, I have to pay a contract fine and assign a final leg home for the Aseni.” The blue skinned woman shouted over her shoulder at Marji, her best friend. The camera panned to show a hot fox girl with reddish blonde hair and matching her tail. Her spacesuit formed a second skin over her athletic body leaving nothing to the imagination. “Can we go? Whatever’s bugging you can be fixed on the go.”

      “No combat missions?” I asked. 

      “We took on obligations while you left. After this, we can figure something out,” Vero replied and closed the connection.

      “She’s a bit overwhelmed at the moment because the instant we finished the remodels, Benny had an old friend needing a favor.”

      “Benny. As in the weapons dealer Benny?” I asked. 

      “Yeah, he’s our gunner. That trip took us to a whole different galaxy which was a month-long journey and then we found some passengers, but they’re overcrowded and unruly,” Maebo said with a huff. “Not that Gloria is any better. She needs you.”

      “And her special senses?”

      “Only shown that once, so maybe it was a fluke,” Maebo said with a shrug that dug into my ribs.

      “Well, rangers lead the way, but I don’t know where my ship is, and I like the snap of your hips.”

      “Incorrigible!” she teased. 

      We rose with her walking ahead with a playful sashay. “Very corrible, and you are a star among the void.”

      “Have I told you I missed you?” Maebo asked in a content way as if everything were right in the universe. 

      My linker pinged and I slowed down with a frown. My revival hadn’t gone unnoticed, and a priority message pinged in my box. 

      Ambassador Ska requests an urgent video call at your earliest convenience.    

      I glanced around, trying to see if Isha lurked around. No Moxia peeked from behind the playground or the vendors in the long hall. Maebo noticed my concern, returning to my side. 

      “What is it?” she asked with concern. 

      “Could be nothing. Could be trouble. Mute incoming communication, subtitles only. Walk fast and directly to Sleipnir. If I disappear, keep going.”

      I expected her to panic or question me why. Instead, Maebo picked up a long stride and a focused determination. I stayed hot on her heels, eager to figure out what the hell was going on.
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      I stepped onto Sleipnir as if I’d only been gone for four days. Clearly that was not the case. The entire storage area meant for hauling goods had become a large gym. Whoever had designed it gave it a multiple purpose with a whole lot of cabinets and trunks to store stuff. 

      When I lifted the bench press pad, a deep recess was filled with stinky clothes. A quick glance around and I was both impressed and bothered. Right now, the space contained an excess of bags and boxes cluttering the upgraded area in a haphazard way. A half hour of work and it’d be fine, which left me wondering what the hell the crew was doing. 

      Maebo flashed a look at the mess, not apologizing. I caught just a hint of disdain in her eyes and figured it was the passenger’s fault. We stepped into the airlock and my helmet pinged green. When I removed the dome, Maebo did the same. She paused before opening the door. 

      “We’re doing a good thing, Marius,” the Clessian’s smile reassured me, but the words didn’t deliver the right punch. 

      “You don’t want to go in there do you,” I said, and she leaned into me for a hug. “I’ll fix it.”

      “I… I removed my criminal points, Marius. Even with that, I can’t get loans. Only Karko and Benny can and it’s not their jobs to -” Maebo paused, becoming emotional.

      I pulled her in tight. “If it's about Gs, I have a big loan limit available.”

      Maebo nodded and opened the door to get it over with. A nasty stench of compressed bodies assaulted my nostrils and for the first time in a while I wanted to toss my helmet back on. Kids sat in the hallways, bouncing balls off walls. Parents stood over them, halting their conversations to glance at our arrival. 

      Just in this hall, there had to be twenty people crammed together. They were all the same species with alabaster skin and thick white hair. Their skin seemed coarse to combat wind exposure. If I had to guess, they never saw the sun and I was happy they could breathe oxygen. I tried to step over them, quickly giving up. 

      My head almost scraped the ceiling, and I barely fit between the walls telling me even the ceiling height had changed in my home. Moving through this hallway would be impossible without some changes. I could shout or yell, but that didn’t seem prudent. 

      I stepped back into the airlock and called Vero from my linker. Karko answered, looking a smidge older. “Hey Cap.”

      “Kick these people off my ship, find them a new ride home on my tab. That’s an order. Make it happen,” I commanded. 

      His ears folded in relief, and he smiled. “About flipping time. We… Thanks, Marius.” 

      Sleipnir jolted, taking off in a hurry. I watched the external cameras from my linker. We shifted from the orbital short term docking bay soaring into busy traffic. I also understood why Vero was so anxious for my return, we were paying a berthing fee by the second. 

      Sleipnir from the exterior changed from looking like a wide shoe box, to a double stacked version. On her back end, eight powerful engines steamed blue exhaust. On the front two slowing engines sat idle. Across the sides, dozens of thrusters fought for space with all the bristling armor. 

      Something didn’t make sense until I thought about it. The port and starboard side of the vessel held extra guns and thrusters. Their placements seemed wrong, and it was because I realized Sleipnir was set to landing. Someone would need to spacewalk to adjust the weapons and thrusters to the bottom of the ship. We did need to land, and I doubted the crew did much fighting without me. 

      We slid into a long stream of traffic, heading toward a passenger terminal. It didn’t take long for Vero to call. She told me she’d lose half the rate for a partial delivery, and we were only three days from their new home.

      I asked how many people should fit in comfortably in Sleipnir and then how many were inside the ship. Ten times… She crammed the hull, and it was stupid. I needed my ship. I snapped my helmet back on when Karko let the landing bay guide us into a space dock. 

      Once we landed, an oxygen filled tunnel connected to the back of Sleipnir. When it sealed, I dropped the ramp and began the slow process of offloading all their stuff in my workout room. Porters arrived to help, probably costing a small fortune but they were worth every fraction of a G. 

      As we worked, at least a hundred people with their alabaster skin left my upgraded darling. A few glared at me unhappily, but whatever deal they just got clearly wasn’t bad because they went willingly without a fight. I shook my head at the sheer number of people in my home. Someone either lost a bet or something because it was insanity. When the last of them left, I stepped back onto my ship without any regrets. 

      I even happily approved the hundred thousand G bill some transport company sent my way. While the amount was a lot, I had work to do and the days of hauling stinky people around were over. I watched the porters struggle to corral the aliens. They seemed happy to be less… confined. While I watched from the ramp, someone approached from behind, pausing to give me a moment. 

      “What’s your next order, Sir?” Marji asked. 

      I glanced at the woman with a smile as I looked her over. She grinned at my attention with a twinkle in her eyes before I responded, “Cap, Captain, or Marius. My father was Sir.”

      She folded her hands in front of her with a nod as her tail wagged from side to side. “Understood, Captain. I’ve become the supply administrator, and I feel this is the right time to bring up some issues.”

      “Can you solve all of them with Gs?” I asked and she caught her tail, stroking it nervously. 

      “It won’t be cheap. Especially if you want a higher standard of living.”

      I placed a hand on her shoulder and said, “I hate crummy food and I eat a lot. I want the interior cleaned, fresh water to help the recyclers, topped up elements, a freezer filled with delicious foods, and anything else you have on your list. This is our home and it's meant to be luxurious, make it so. Oh, and shop wisely, but don’t leave items off if the price is slightly higher than normal. Not talking double or triple.”

      “I… Thank you.”

      “Who was in charge when I was gone?” I asked. 

      “We voted on actions as a group. A democracy of sorts with veto power and… It worked for the most part, but we’re all cheap and too compassionate,” she admitted dryly. “Thanks for bringing me out of a box. I owe you.”

      “Yeah, of course. Glad to have you on board and in a body. It is wonderful to meet you and I expect good things in the future. If you’ll excuse me, I need to go see the others.” I walked by her, leaving the fox girl to mess with her linker. 

      I only made it about five steps past the airlock when Vero found me. “Am I happy to see you! Sorry, I pushed for the Aseni mission. They added five people, then ten, then thirty and the Gs were decent while the guilt of leaving someone behind was terrible. We managed, barely. We’re going to need new water, a -.”

      “We’ve talked enough about it, and I’ve ordered Marji to return the ship back to a high standard. Get a cleaning crew in here and fix this… mess. While it is good to see you, I need a private room for secure communications,” I said.

      “Right. Right. We were thinking about a trade run and -” I stared at her with squinting eyes. “Uh, your room works. Hey, Marius, I mean it. It’s really good to see you. I can’t wait until we can catch up in depth. Oh, not right away, but when you get a chance, we need our new rules, roles, and payout breakdown. We’ve been sorta winging it since you’ve been away,” Vero told me. 

      I nodded in agreement. “Soon,” I replied, walking by her and into the main living room. The entire place was a disaster with trash everywhere. The Aseni even left behind loose items that Maebo collected for them. I found the elevator against the back wall right next to the cockpit door. The door to the flight controls said off limits while the elevator was labeled adults only. 

      I snorted, somehow not surprised. The elevator swooshed open, and I stepped in. Against the back wall, a backup ladder ran vertically to the second floor. There wasn’t a top to the lift in a traditional sense. A plate slid out of the floor, and I could see where another one rested for people wanting to go down. 

      After I stepped on, the plate floated up with anti-gravity forces bringing me to the second floor. When the door slid open, I bit my lip in frustration. Trash lay everywhere, rooms were strewn open with sheets, pillows and -

      I closed my eyes, inhaled deeply, and let it go so I could inspect the changes without bias. 

      The second floor felt cramped. The halls were small, it lacked a communal hang out area, and it was nothing besides corridors, walls, and doors. I navigated the minimal space, finding name tags on the doors. Most were labeled guest, but I did see Benny’s name on a door not far into my tour. I figured he was still hiding from the Aseni crowds, or he might be on the night shift. 

      While I wanted to say hello, I had my own affairs to deal with once I found the right door - Captain Marius.

      I twisted the door handle, feeling the metal push back. A green scan connected to my linker and the lock pinged green. When I entered the large room, I grinned at the sight. 

      Maebo or Vero, or maybe both, had done their homework on army men from Earth because the room was decorated just how I’d like it. During my days in the service, we kept something called an I love me scrapbook of sorts. The army handed out awards, certificates, achievements, coins, and on and on it went. On the back wall of the room, an image of me armed to the teeth rotated. Beside it, rested my current stats. 

      

      Name: Marius Lund

      Species: Human

      Permissions: Full Citizen

      Age: 26

      Class: General Mercenary

      Level 15

      Experience 118741/280000

      Criminal Score: 0 

      Attributes: 

      Dexterity 16

      Strength 20 

      Endurance 15

      Senses 15 

      Regeneration 4

      Stimulant 3 

      Digital Credit Reserves: - 255,036 

      

      “Whoa, someone picked Stimulant?” I grumbled. 

      My linker pinged. I glanced down and read that it was from Maebo. Someone had to assign something before my rebirth. Up to this point, I sorta avoided the advanced technology. Having a bit of it to bail me out of a bad spot made sense. 

      The entire wall reminded me of a lawyers’ office with the framed diplomas. Instead of framed paper, my weapons were tightly strapped down to the wall. A mostly melted Judgement’s Gavel hung predominantly above Elsa. The revolver was dead but not forgotten and having it on my wall was very fitting. Below the long-range beamer was the Yelsin blade I looted off Rexin’s body. The rocky red dagger rested in a case and was a very fitting trophy. 

      To the right of the weapons were my achievements encased in digital frames.

      

      Feats:

      Farm Animal Retrievalist.

      Capable Detective. 

      Decent Gambler.

      Blockade Runner. 

      Arena Novice. 

      Fleet Support.

      Karosa Slayer. 

      Awful Diplomat.

      

      “Oh man, I love these! I love this room and what the fuck ever, I’m an amazing diplomat.”

      Aside from the awesome wall, a king-sized bed lay perfectly made directly under the displays. Since the bed was butted against the far wall it allowed space for a closet, desk, and a cryopod. I walked over to a door I wasn’t expecting and found a private shitter but no sink or shower. I’d inspect the main bathroom later but for now, I was impressed by the fact there was even a relaxing couch in my room. 

      The upgrades were well worth it and the little touches were wonderful to come home to. 

      After I closed my door, I disabled the recording elements and sat at my desk. I turned on the screen and tried to establish a secure call with Ambassador Ska. The screen pinged over and over so I went about exploring the cubbies and closet. It didn’t take long to realize how few worldly possessions I owned. 

      I found myself staring at the Yelsin dagger when the video stopped pinging. When I turned, I saw a half-awake Ska yawning. 

      “Sorry to wake you,” I told him.

      “You’re not and I don’t care, it’s that important. Welcome back to the living.”

      “The connection is amazing.”

      “I’m dialed into your net on a diplomatic channel since the Moxia and Bankers are neutral again. We gave up four systems while you gave up five to find peace. Meanwhile, your tip earned me a promotion.”

      “About the plasma?” I asked and he nodded. “And Isha?”

      “Fuming mad. Part of the treaty was to abolish grudges from the conflict. Your issues faded when our emperor agreed to the truce. Such are the ways of the Moxia, and any revenge would bring grave dishonor so rest easy,” Ska said, grabbing a steamy mug of some sort. 

      His sunken nose inhaled the aroma before he gulped down a greedy pull. 

      “So… Why the call?” I asked, returning to sit at my desk. “Seemed urgent.”

      “It is. I watched your video where you killed an ambassador. It’s a bit of a fan favorite over here. We too are dealing with a crafty Yelsin diplomat.”

      “Well, my opinion is to send them packing.”

      “Ha! That’s not our way. There was a challenge, one we should have declined. We’ve engaged in single combat knife fighting. Which…”

      I snorted with a headshake. “Okay, I’m not going to be able to kill a Yelsin with a knife. I doubt you’re asking me to try, but hard pass if that’s why you're calling. So how can I help?”

      “Rexin’s dagger. We need it. And how we obtain it has to be unique.”

      I leaned back, watching his unhappy expression with apprehension. “I don’t want to die,” I told him, trying to deduce what he was hinting at. “If I have to lose it to Moxia in combat, I’d rather not.”

      “No, we don’t need you to die with it for us to gain it. No, that’s not what I’m trying to say. You need to visit our space and deliver it as a gift of peace for battles bravely fought. Without recompense or it will be considered a purchase. We can later gift you something, but you’ll have to hand over the dagger willingly and freely. It is an odd tradition, but you have shown an understanding in our ways,” Ska said. 

      A female Moxia leaned up and he held a finger up before muting the feed. After a quick side conversation, he returned his attention to me. 

      “You want me to deliver this dagger because it will help you win?” I asked, showing the blade on my wall. 

      “Yes. They’re rare and that one will have a poison to counter the crafty Yelsin who keeps defeating our champions in solo combat.”

      “Okay, nothing in the universe is free and I’m currently without a mission. What’s the offer?”

      “Well, let me start with something we know first. This is not an offer for the dagger and merely two sides exchanging information. We receive thousands of problems every hour across our tens of thousands of star systems. This one may interest you,” Ska said, sliding a file to my inbox. 

      

      Location - Dark Space System 22318DDE103

      Distress Beacon Activated. Human settlement Ledi is requesting urgent help. Basi are massing to drive us from the planet. 

      

      “Independent humans in need of help from an invasive flying goblin type creature. No attributes or experience or pay. I’m in debt, down a plasma revolver, and have a crew to feed.” I didn’t enjoy saying this, but sometimes the truth hurt. “Thoughts?”

      “It could be real, it could be a trap, and it could be anything. Since this is an unsanctioned expansion by any side, the Bankers may want you to help. As for the dagger, you have to have patience. Trust me, you’ll be compensated for the Yelsin weapon. But… if the poison doesn’t work or the prince dies using it,” Ska let the sentence hang. “It's a fine balance. We need that dagger, but if it goes poorly, you should probably not be around if that makes sense.”

      “Then just buy it.”

      The Moxia shook his head. “Can’t, it’d violate our terms. You must give it, then hope for a return gift after it is used.”

      “Sounds like a shitty deal.”

      “It is. But it won’t be, and I have another problem you might be keener to accept.”

      I kicked my feet onto the table. “I’m listening.”

      “Karosa abducted a slave farm like the one you visited and portaled it out of Moxia space,” Ska said. 

      I snorted with a headshake. “By the stars. You guys aren’t doing too well versus the Yelsin and their allies.”

      “The Karosa snuck on board with those blasted teleports we weren’t ready for. They attacked, secured the station, then their scummy diplomat convinced my boss to agree to a ceasefire even if there were ongoing slights,” Ska said in disappointment. “Our hands are tied on liberating the tower farm. The good news for you is there is a series of Moxia dads bucking that ceasefire. They’ve gone rogue to protect their babies and the slaves.”

      I nodded, knowing the female slaves were allowed to breed with the Moxia males for privileges. Those mixed offspring would become ardent Moxia and the cycle of growing their empire continued. 

      “Ugh, your systems suck.”

      He ignored the comment. “Defeat the Karosa on board, save the station, take it to Bankers’ space as a war prize fairly conquered. You’ll earn enough to buy a mecha or a ship with plasma cannons or whatever. Meanwhile, the dagger is vital, and I’ll owe you one.”

      “Kill the bastard of a diplomat,” I said, and he snickered with approval. “I’ll drop off the dagger. If the prince loses in his honor duel and the blade doesn’t work. I still expect to be compensated for my time, even if it's by you on a personal level. I’ll take the Karosa mission, but that doesn’t count. They deserve my wrath more than stupid colonists deserve my aid.”

      “Fine. That rules out the capital and ceremony then. I knew you’d like the station mission, but we can’t have it being known we sent you. This is you gleaning the information from another source. Find one. I’ll be at the edge of Moxia space. Come to these coordinates with all haste. I’ll be waiting,” Ska said and closed the connection. 

      I rose from my desk to glance at the blade I stole off Rexin’s corpse. I liked my trophies, I really did. I liked to have a mighty empire owing me favors more. While I fully supported the Digi Bankers Collective, having a fallback card up my sleeve made sense. 

      The best part of the deal would be freeing slaves, killing Karosa, and saving Moxia who’d be in my debt. All in a day's work as a universal mercenary.
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      I convulsed on the floor, twitching uncontrollably with images racing through my mind. Each of the snippets came faster than what the linker bestowed upon my revival. In this case, I wasn’t receiving my memories. 

      No, that would have been wonderful. I flopped on the ground like a fish out of water because Gloria flooded my mind with her memories. The little girls showed me every instance where she became upset since I was gone. 

      At least it felt that way. 

      Every time she was scolded, every time she was caught with her hand in something it shouldn’t have been, and the many times she was punished for trying to open my revolver case - they all were force fed through my mind. I learned that Silma's arrival was loved by Gloria. Once her twins were born, Gloria loathed them for the attention they received. 

      Gloria became a clingy monster to her mother and on and on it went. Meanwhile, she transitioned from babbling to saying the word no a lot in response to getting in trouble. I only saw the parts she wanted me to see and for some reason, she figured I’d take her side. 

      One time, Karko didn’t read her a book a second time for her, and she threw a huge fit. She wanted me to correct his behavior, and I grunted from the lack of bodily control. It continued until the Aseni arrived and then she told on just about all of them. 

      After a few minutes, the information dump stopped, and I found the little Clessian hugging my side. Now that part was over, she doted on me, happy for me to be back. I was so conflicted on what to feel or do. 

      “His vitals are fine,” Vero said apprehensively. “Are you okay?”

      I coughed a few times, patting Gloria’s back. “Uh, yeah, I think so. I just received a fatherly report. Gloria is spoiled and needed to tell me about some treatment she found unfair.”

      Maebo hovered over me with hands over her face in horror. “What did she do to you?”

      “I think the best way to put it is, Gloria has frustrations like we all do, and she felt it was important to imprint those memories into my mind. I think… I know she sees me as a problem solver,” I told Maebo and Vero. “Maybe even the counterbalance to her mother.”

      I adjusted to stand, holding the little girl's hand. Her mother leaned into her left hip and folded her arms, staring at her daughter. Gloria was oblivious, content to drag me by the hand toward the elevator. 

      “What did she show you?” Maebo asked. 

      “Ha! Yeah… She doesn’t like it when you're pooping and won’t get her applesauce. That’s apparently -”

      “She did not! It can wait,” Maebo groaned, fleeing to her room in embarrassment. 

      The door snapped closed, and Gloria didn’t mind in the slightest. I grumbled about the issue, wanting everyone to be happy. Sometimes my big mouth landed me in trouble. 

      “Now that we’re in flight, I’m going to watch some news. If you need me, I’ll be in the main communal area trying to play this off as normal,” I told Vero, heading to the elevator. 

      No one stopped me or made a big deal of the situation. It was a big deal, though. Gloria possessed the powers of a super, and I’d need to do some homework.
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      For an hour or so, Gloria and I watched two screens with separate sounds. She watched animal videos, I watched the news while investigating her abilities, and we snuggled. Like Maebo mentioned, being sensitive was fairly mundane and yet special. I should treat Gloria like any other child then try to get them to understand what they dealt with was livable. Gloria’s seventh sense would make her unique and valuable to the right people. To us, she’d be the same little girl for a long time. 

      Meanwhile, as I watched the news, I couldn’t help but feel small. Life among the stars teemed with individuals and collectives in such droves it truly was hard to wrap one's mind around the expansiveness. 

      A type of killer mantis species was on the rise, conquering systems once slated for expansion. While the Moxia were back to being trade partners, an aquatic whale species fractured from their alliance and began raiding Digi Bankers’ space. Power core farms were being attacked by a griffin nation. I never got to see the species behind them, but it seemed like a legitimate issue. On top of this and about a dozen other issues, well, the Karosa barely earned a single mention. 

      Each time a Yelsin segment hit the screen, they showed the power of their instant teleportation ships. While far better than a portal, they sucked. It left them stuck to wherever they jumped to for days, if not weeks. If our forces, if a commander spawned a bad portal and the enemy countered, just don’t go in. If you went in and didn’t have much space to fight, just go back. 

      For the Yelsin, every jump - while amazing in many ways - became an all or nothing maneuver. The ability to retreat required massive amounts of resources and secondary materialization systems. Watching the enemy fleet massacre unprepared Bankers’ fleets was tough for the populace to swallow and likely why these snippets were shown. However, those damn baby killers are what grated on my nerves. 

      “Marius!” a young sesiquo said in a jovial tone. The bounce in his step, his rich and thick fur, and young face told me Benny had undergone a dramatic change to become young again. 

      “By the stars! You died!” I exclaimed. 

      He snapped his thick fingers with a toothy grin and replied, “I’m not the only one. The old me perished so the new me could do great things.”

      “Ha! If only the revivals were cheap, maybe this universe would finally run out of room,” I said, patting the empty spot on the couch beside me. Gloria seemed uncaring at his arrival, basking in my snuggles. “Have a seat.”

      Benny plopped down, hit a button, and kicked out his feet. He adjusted a bit and said, “We’re going on an adventure?”

      “Yup.”

      “Day one and it's into the Dark?”

      “Something like that. I’ve got an acquaintance. Pretty honest fellow for a master of words, but I believe him. There are two ripe targets, one on the way to the other. Intentional if I had to guess,” I said, sliding over the dual issues Ska provided. 

      “Not Bankers sanctioned… Interesting. You can always get an issued mission after. That’s a big part of the Bankers, else no one would do the right thing unless someone told them to,” Benny told me. 

      “Yeah, never had to ask for a reward without a mission before. The merits of post-dated missions make sense.”

      “The joys of having a crew to tell you things you don’t know, Captain. We can submit official paperwork. The Digi Bankers’ saving the day - as long as it’s legitimate - is Gs well spent by the collective. I don’t like these missions, but I expected that coming into this job.”

      “I liked being the gunner,” I grumbled, knowing he stole my position. 

      “Someone has to watch all the screens and balance the direction of the ship. Still, it’s fun. These new loadouts are well beyond what a ship this size should have. If a gunboat class or frigate comes after us, they’re not going to like what they have to fight against.”

      “Mae said Sleipnir has a cruiser class power core. Capable of handling a shield and portal generator.”

      “Steal of a deal! Then, get this, a few weeks later the universe goes into a power core shortage.”

      I rose from my seat and Gloria shifted to snuggle beside Benny. I could tell he wasn’t thrilled and that was probably why she darted to his side. 

      “Want a beer?” I offered.

      “Do I ever!”

      “Juice!” Gloria clamored. 

      I headed around the table and to the fridge. “So, I saw a piece on power core farms and the… the… Well, screw it, you’re crew. The Kelon, or overlords who run this universe said power cores keep the multiverse contained and properly growing like a well pruned tree. Not a perfect rehash but yeah.”

      “The overlords? As in the hidden shadowy figures who run the collective?”

      I nodded, grabbing the three drinks. “Yup. Those are the ones. How are power cores… farmed?” I asked, shutting the door with a foot. 

      “Did you call me Mae?” Maebo asked, arriving from the lift. 

      “Mae… be.” I found this hilarious and Maebo rolled her eyes. 

      I handed a beer to Benny, a juice to Gloria, and sat on the opposite end of the couch. 

      “No juice, it’s almost nap time and that has sugar in it,” Maebo said in a motherly tone. I wrapped an arm around her waist before she could pluck the juice out of her daughter’s clutch.

      “Please. We're going through some things and while I agree, she can be spoiled a bit today. Just this once.”

      I batted my eyelashes coyly. 

      Her green eyes shot from her daughter to me, then she acquiesced to my request with a solemn nod. “Just this once and I still feel bad. Marius, I hear you like fried rice,” Maebo said, letting me have the victory. “I’m starving, and my meals have been shit because of the Aseni.”

      “Ugh, they were thick as mud. Too many of them,” Benny commented. 

      I popped off the couch. “I’ve been stuck in limbo for a while and have no problem cooking something while we chat.” I opened my linker, staring at the device on my forearm. “A quick look at the inventory. Oh, a nice stir fry. If others need to pick out the veggies, no worries. Yes, let's cook a meal for everyone. Something we can do together.”

      “You sure?” Maebo asked. “We are literally in high spirits because you just flushed a few hundred thousand Gs to make our lives comfortable. Like I said, I feel bad. Everything over the last year… I’ve been so apprehensive about your return and now this. I was worried you wouldn’t like your room. Before I could say anything my daughter zapped you with a memory flood and… Oh, I’m flustered. ”

      I crossed the distance, wrapped my arms behind her back, pulled her close, and leaned down to kiss her. As our lips connected and our eyes closed, I waited for the angry cries of a jealous baby. Instead, Gloria didn’t care, we enjoyed our first kiss, and I let go to start cooking. 

      “The room is amazing. Come spend time at my side, please,” I told her with a whisper.

      Maebo watched me, nodding with a widening smile. 

      I plucked my beer off the counter, downed a greedy gulp, and started hunting for spices and sauces. “Dice up some peppers please. Meanwhile, we got off topic. I need to know about power core farms, power core dustings, and why would someone be stealing the power cores aside to use or resell them.”

      “I can start with the last one,” Benny said, pausing as Marji and Vero arrived from the gym. I found it fascinating how their synthetics worked like a real body, requiring exercise. They were sweaty but looked mouthwatering with how their suits hugged every contour of their bodies. They both lit up with big grins when they noticed me watching them come in. “We’re about to talk power cores and coming missions, wanna join us?”

      “Yes, but! Did you hash out the rules, roles, and payment structures yet?” Vero asked. 

      I chuckled, shaking my head. The conversation was going on another detour. At least I could keep this one short. 

      “Karko’s probably sleeping else -”

      The cockpit door opened and out stepped the laro. Karko stretched. “I’m about to go down, hence Benny being up. We have two days until we arrive and unless the powercore fails, we’re fine without a pilot for a bit. What’s up?”

      “Ah, okay. Crew meeting. Roles are clearly established. Maebo engineering, Karko piloting, Marji administration, Vero administration and communication, Benny weapons, and Gloria on supervising. Meanwhile, I’ll handle close quarters and overview. Any objections?”

      We exchanged glances around with no one protesting. Karko said, “And where to next?”

      “Well, I sorta ensured our ship was stuffed for a comfortable long journey so we could adjust. That’s because things are changing. As a crew, you slowed down, you reduced profits, and you stayed safe. I’m not a trading captain, nor am I a passenger captain. Do I want to do those things? Hell yes. But my crew is going to experience more adversity than most,” I said. 

      “You are sending us into the depths of space without a single input from the crew,” Karko said, walking to the fridge to grab a drink. 

      I set my spices next to the prep table and reached into the fridge to pull out a few thin steaks that had come from a large antlered animal. 

      “Yeah, I did. I’m giving my knife from killing Rexin to the Moxia emperor,” I told them. 

      Benny snorted his beer out his snout. “Seven moons, you gotta be shitting me.”

      “Uh no. That’s why we’re going to a neutral system. It's a convoluted thing that seemed a bit contrived. However, I blame the Yelsin, they’re likely master Oxa players. They’ve really outmaneuvered their dancing partners in diplomacy. However, all that is the point. I’m that guy. The one where sitting still and spending long amounts of time with Aseni likely won’t happen. Going into the void will.”

      “Should be worth a fortune?” Benny said.

      “And our cuts?” Karko asked. 

      Maebo diced vegetables while I sliced thin strips of meat. This was a big moment and something I had to think about. However, we had everyone in one spot, and they might mutiny if I told them zero - which was their right. 

      “Okay, here’s the deal, things are going to get complicated. I can make a salary for the crew, since that means everyone gets a minimum. We could do even splits, but if I go off to fight a war underground and it takes six months while Sleipnir just docks nearby with nothing to do, that’s not really fair. At the same time, if you’re all cozy in the wonderful upper deck, well, should you be getting five percent each of my payday? Every mission is different and it's going to be hard to establish something fair,” I admitted. 

      I finished the first steak and began slicing the second. Karko sat down at the table with Vero and Marji sitting as well. Gloria stayed at Benny’s side while Maebo placed the veggies on a skillet to begin sizzling. 

      “That’s not an answer,” Vero said. Marji glanced at her unhappily. “It’s not. We use our funds to support causes we believe in. No funds and the drive to succeed falters. The crew needs motivation, even if we’re second-class citizens.”

      “I want a new body,” Karko said. 

      “A bit of greed and a bit of hunger to be a part of the story,” Benny said. 

      Maebo shrugged. “I have a home, am healthy, about to eat a wonderful meal with friends, and I’m not a slave. My priorities are different.”

      I bobbed my head in respect. “All of you have valid points. How about this? If any of us do side missions, Sleipnir takes a twenty percent tax. If Karko and I invade a sala den, earn a bounty, we split it, and twenty percent goes to the ship’s slush fund. If we, as a crew, steal a station. That station goes up for sale, we split it evenly and twenty percent goes to the slush. If Karko waits outside the Sala den, I do all the work, but he plays a role, we discuss a set rate before. If not, we set a rate after. If something cannot be agreed upon, we vote on it. Finally, the slush fund will go to operation expenses first, salaries second.”

      “Decisive, capable, and not bad at leading,” Marji said in support. “I think twenty five percent will help more since you’re keen on living lavishly.”

      “A worthy fee,” Maebo said, popping a green pepper slice into her mouth. I added a bunch of the flavored steak to the skillet. “Twenty-five works for me.”

      One by one, everyone agreed until I sealed the deal. “Create a charter, Marji. Oh, and a blanket template for contract work as well as new hires.”

      “Like a company charter, as in to hire smaller ships?” Marji asked hesitantly. 

      “Yes, let’s be prepared for the scenarios so when we need to issue a mission contract, we aren’t scrambling. We stay small scale for now, but one day, we may grow. While you all have valid points about your future dreams and desires, I want a mecha suit. We simply have no room for one in this ship,” I told them. 

      Vero patted her friend’s shoulder and said, “As you wish. It’ll take a few days and I’ll need to do some research, probably pay some fees, but it should get done.”

      “Sounds great. And now can we talk about power core farming,” I said, tossing more chunks of meat onto a fresh skillet. “If you don’t want veggies, I’ll cook this second batch as just meat.”

      Benny pointed to Maebo who stirred the meal. “She probably has training, but I’ve been to plenty of farms.”

      “It’s easier to hear you over the sizzle,” Maebo said with a genuine smile. 

      Benny rose from his seat, wiggling his beer. My hands were bloody, so I took the old one to shove in the recycler and Maebo pulled him out a fresh beer to avoid him clogging up the kitchen.   

      “I was seven, maybe eight when my uncle came to take me away for a season of work. Mom was having triplets, and well, my sisters were better hands to have around with the babies coming than I was. So off I went to earn some Gs. We arrived on Jebun, a planetary farm for power cores. My only job was to check the seal on the casings before they went to vendors,” Benny said with a distant stare. “Talking about the last stage in the process kinda deal.” 

      “Wait, those break?” I asked 

      “Of course, but it’s normally an issue during construction more than it’s an issue post containment. Overstrain a power core to two hundred percent and you’ll have failures. During my time at the job, it was boring. Basically, I just ran a wand over seams, never rushing the process. If that wand beeped, I earned a bonus to send to mom to do my part for the family. If it didn’t, I still got paid. My line always was long, but no one rushed me, and I learned a lot from the work,” Benny said, returning to sit by Gloria who happily watched us while drinking her juice. 

      I finished the finger slices of meat to a medium rare before sliding them off the skillet and onto a large plate. While they steamed with a succulent smell, I tossed on a whole new batch to cook more. I brought the food out and set it down to let the others eat it casually. 

      “A few years later, mom was dealing with birthing twins, the last of my siblings. Poor mom,” Benny huffed with a headshake. “Anyway, Uncle Basru met me at the spaceport, not picking me up this time. I traveled to the surface of a new planet where a giant yellow shone for a terribly long day period. On the surface, dug into holes about chest high deep, were tiny power cores at the beginning of their lives.”

      “Wait, I thought power cores were just science? We had nuclear reactors on Earth, and they weren’t alive.”

      Maebo tossed her well done meat and veggies onto a plate before washing her hands. She checked her linker, researching nuclear power. 

      “This is great, but the byproduct is awful and if something goes wrong the explosion would be terrible,” Maebo said. 

      “Do you not use nuclear weapons?”

      “No. Just fire an anti-matter nearby and it’ll extinguish the explosion. There are occasions to use them, but it's not often. Power cores are far superior. They don’t emit radiation, and well, the byproduct they emit naturally vanishes into the void instead of lingering as a pollutant,” Maebo said. 

      “Or is used by the multiverse protectors. What exactly is a power core?” I asked. 

      “It’s an elemental plant. The colors determine the raw element. They’re found on many planets naturally. They grow with invisible roots and while growing, they cannot be harnessed for power. Once severed of their very real, but barely understood magical roots, they can be fed the element of their growth to surge energy out of their core,” Maebo said. 

      “So, a power core is a plant?” I asked in confusion.

      “Yes, no, maybe,” Vero said. “Think of it as an anomaly that repeats itself over and over across the multiverse. Earth humans would have found them with enough space exploration. They’re a two-part organism, growing with trickling consumption, then struggling to stay alive.”

      “Oh, that sounds sad in a way,” I said. 

      “It is the nature of life. The longer a power core grows, the bigger it becomes. The bigger it becomes the slower it grows. As they grow, they condense in a sense as well. A thousand-year-old growth is not the same size as a thousand single year power cores. Meaning…” Benny said, pausing his explanation. 

      “That there’s a lot of value in an older power core due to space demands,” I guessed. 

      My second set of sliced steak strips finished with this round being a bit over medium. I brought the food to the table. Maebo carried her stir fry over as well and Karko grabbed plates and forks. 

      We sat down for an impromptu meal. Gloria crawled into her momma’s lap, sniffing the food with a sour face. I grabbed her a bottle of baby food and Maebo thanked me. 

      “Okay. I guess my next question is, how long can a power core live?”

      Benny leaned back, swallowing his bite. “If overfed, they die in a few hundred years. If underfed a bit longer. If routinely fed, thousands of years. They do eventually die no matter what. When you sever them from their roots, they have a chance of dropping seeds. Sometimes a lot of seeds, sometimes none.”

      “And that’s why the farmers keep coming back. The rush of the removal,” Maebo said, wiggling her fork. “Or so I hear.”

      “It’s big business,” Karko said. “That’s what my wife used to be a part of, power core loans.”

      “And ours?” I asked. “Do we name it?”

      “The heart of Sleipnir,” Vero said, not eating any of the food. “Vegetarian. Thanks for cooking the peppers but if they are prepared by the meat…”

      “Sorry,” Maebo said. 

      “No, no. No harm intended. Our power core came from a battlefield scavenger. Somewhere in the depths of Dark Space, a cruiser died. The middle aged power core shows signs of overfeeding and probably only has a few hundred years left. Hence the deep discount,” Vero said. 

      “And the news about the farms being raided?” I asked. 

      “It happens so much that I’m surprised it made the news. Even the Karosa grow power cores. Wouldn’t you try to steal them?” Benny asked. 

      “Absolutely. Okay… understanding the dynamics now. They crush elements or convert them into something special as long as we’re on the move,” I said to nods. “One powerful power core is better than three weak power cores that equal the same amount.”

      Maebo raised a finger wanting to have input as she swallowed her drink. “Yes and no. We should add a backup, it’s just smart. If a power core is ruptured, it just fizzles and dies. There’s no immense secondary explosion. Those come from the elemental storage tanks if they’re hit. My point is, a backup helps. Power cores don’t fail though and the more you install, the more conduit you have to run. The biggest issue with running a bunch of young power cores is they aren’t a one plus one plus one equals three. More like two and a half. The terinah in Sleipnir is an amazing power core. Simply amazing.”

      I bobbed my head in approval. “Well, that answers a lot. We deliver the dagger, then go from there based on our research. I want everyone to compile any data they can on this human colony and this station in distress. We review the files before taking the leap and if we can’t win at either, I’ll adjust.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Karko said with a smile. “If we add a third floor, we will have to start docking in frigate sized bays, but we can keep a shuttle to have more storage.”

      “I… Under consideration. I’m off to the gym,” I said, rising to wash my plate. “If anyone needs me, just ping my linker or say hi.”

      The others carried on with their conversations with cordial goodbyes. Karko excused himself to settle down for a sleep while Benny took his spot at the pilot’s station. 

      I snuck out without anyone following me. I mostly explored the new gym while my food digested. After a slow warmup on a bike, I went for a long and fast run, followed by a solid leg day. I was a bit surprised that Vero or Marji didn’t join me, even though they had already worked out some. When I finished my last set, I walked through the main communal area finding it empty minus the lovely engineer. 

      Maebo studied a flying hideous creature called a Basi. I glanced over her shoulder at the screen with squinted eyes of disdain. 

      “You stink,” she commented, not taking her eyes off the screen. 

      “They look terrifying. Like purple goblins with wings and long claws.”

      “They’re not too bad, just aggressive. They’ll claw and bite, nothing poisonous, but they push you away from your food storage to consume it. That changes when they congregate in large numbers. They’ll kill large animals with deaths by a thousand cuts and the queen will sacrifice a few to feed the many. You really just need to be merciless and have plenty of weapon energy for when they swarm,” Maebo said, closing the connection. 

      She left her table and I glanced around in an attempt to find Gloria. “Where’s the troublemaker?”

      “You mean tattle teller.”

      I smirked. “One and the same.”

      “Napping or relaxing, not sure which, but she’s in her battle pod with calm vitals. Follow me,” Maebo said. 

      I headed into the lift with her, and she held my slick hand on the way up. If my sweat bothered her, she didn’t say anything. She led me to the communal bathing room that occupied the whole front end of the second deck. 

      Inside, the polished white floor gleamed. The space was tight, but roomy with each of the dividing walls being see through. Since everyone had their own toilets, this was a place to perform hygiene with five sinks in a long row. Right in the middle of the space rested a ten-person hot tub with dancing water fountains and bubbling jets. 

      Behind that, three tubs of assorted sizes were meant for solo bathing. On the left and right wall were three individual showers on each side. Each zone could have the clear walls darken and we had the space to ourselves. 

      I went to compliment Maebo when she suddenly stripped naked and pulled me to the largest of the showers. For a fleeting second, I questioned myself before realizing I shouldn’t fight it. 

      The old me was gone a few times over. I found her mesmerizing, and she’d had a year to get over me. The Clessian had decided what she wanted and waited patiently. Now… the waiting was over, and she assertively showed me how much she missed me.

      The cold water hitting me as she pushed me under the spray jolted me from my thoughts as I had been dazed by her confidence and enjoying the full view. I shivered as I quickly lathered and washed under her grinning scrutiny. I shook my head and sprayed water onto her before I asked, “Are you joining me?”

      She shook her head. “It’s a bit cold. I thought we could heat things up in the hot tub.”

      I stepped out of the water and took her into my arms, causing her to shiver from the icy water. We stared at each other for a moment before I slowly kissed her, and she passionately responded. We continued to kiss as we mashed ourselves together, trying to get as much of our skin touching as possible.

      After a few minutes when we came up for air, she led me back to the hot tub. She stepped down into it and quickly dunked her head under before standing and moving to the other side.
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      Sleipnir shuddered violently. The jarring reverberations caused me to grab onto the ramp’s handle for stability. The quaking slowed slightly, not lessening my worry about taking the pig of a spaceship into the planet’s atmosphere. The ship was meant for zero gravity, and we were in almost eleven at the moment.  

      “ETA, ninety seconds!” Vero called out over the command network. 

      As the ship fought the tug of the planet’s pull, I calmed my beating heart for the coming fight. The Basi didn’t care that a few of their dead lay strewn around the human outpost. They swarmed the settlement, intent on ripping it apart and converting the colonists into protein morsels. 

      The latest calls for help mentioned the Basi killed a human look out. The man barely managed to alert the others to take cover before being overwhelmed. While not common, in a swarm this big they could knock down and pin a grown man. They’d bite, tear, and rip until the fight fled their prey and a feast ensued. 

      As the swarm tried to reach the residents of this outpost, I was disheartened that no neighboring communities came to help. Once they saw the size of the swarm, a few of the other small colonies abandoned their small settlements to take to the stars again, figuring no help would come and they’d be next. We could spare the time though and I fully intended to help. 

      Upon meeting Ska to deliver the Yelsin dagger, he updated me with private data on his captured station. The Karosa controlled the bridge and engineering, which was enough to move the ship, but the rest of the ship was held by the crew. To my surprise, he mentioned the portal respawn timer would be down for at least a month, meaning we had time to defeat the Karosa methodically if we needed to. 

      The rebel Moxia rallied the slaves to help them hold control of the farms and nurseries as bold sign of solidarity. While I loved that they defended their babies, the Karosa could be patient since they controlled the station’s movement. Sooner or later, more and more of the Karosa would arrive to push back the farming slaves and their guards. 

      Since the dagger handoff happened in just a few minutes and without flare or notice, I made the decision to adjust our flight path to help these settlers. I even requested a mission from the Digi Bankers Administration Department for saving the humans on this desert rock. They handn’t replied back yet, and it’d likely take some time for processing. 

      A shudder ran through the hull, and a loud groan escaped the stressed metal. I glanced down at the ship’s deck with concern. My HUD revealed the exterior cameras when I altered my sight. 

      Below Sleipnir, the parched soil and tan colorations with sporadic vegetation reminded me of Arizona. The vast arid terrain stretched as far as the eye could see with just one little blip of fifty or so folks trying to carve out a living. 

      The colony dropped thirty structures, began digging in the local hills, and stirred a large Basi nest no one expected. Out of all the small outposts, this was the only one to face such troubles, and without us, their colony was doomed. 

      A second wave of shudders rattled through the hull of Sleipnir as the anti-gravity thrusters on the bottom of the ship roared to life. I watched our descent through external cameras while waiting by the ramp. While the atmosphere on Tecra allowed humans to live without a helmet, the crew kept theirs on for protection. 

      We didn’t expect the little hellion type creatures to attack us. I wanted to play it safe though because outside of the helmets, we were fairly vulnerable. A simple miner hard casing suit would have protected the residents or me, but much like them, I couldn't afford one. 

      As we neared the fight, I performed a customary double check of my gear. Elsa hung off my back, my last remaining Gavel magnetically attached to a belt on my right hip and my standard sidearm rested on my left. 

      A lurch caused my stomach to rise, and I tightened my grip on the handlebar. 

      “Executing a dive run,” Karko said between gritted teeth. 

      “Lining up targeting. Stealing half power,” Benny called out. 

      Vero said, “Friendlies are hunkered under the commune building in a bunker. Two are reported as missing so watch where you shoot.”

      Sleipnir arched down with a burst of speed and the pull of Tecra’s gravity. We zoomed down, coming to only thirty paces above the planet before the spaceship leveled out in an odd nose up with a tail drag flight pattern. 

      My HUD showed the power core sucking down hydrogen as the guns erupted with thick beams of blue energy crackling toward the enemy. 

      The Basi swarmed in the hundreds if not thousands. At only two feet tall with a three-foot wingspan, they weren’t the scariest in small numbers. In a cloud, they definitely became something you’d want to avoid. Benny thinned their numbers with the awesome might of our six-sided guns unleashing a fury of power.

      Hundreds of blue beams sliced through the enemies. Bodies exploded, Basi bumped into each other, and the swarm spread out, not willing to give up their assault. I lowered the ramp, clipped myself to the frame just in case, and raised Elsa to my shoulder. 

      The long-ranged beamer snapped out beams in quick succession as we overflew the outpost. My three shots carved through each target, sending the flying goblins down in spirals until they slammed into the gritty desert. 

      “Great first pass,” Maebo said encouragingly. “Hull integrity is sound, power core is at eighty percent, fuel burn is green and Sleipnir is performing better in the atmosphere than I expected.”

      “There’s a lot of these bastards,” Benny said with a grunt. “We need rear guns!”

      “We have eight engines for a reason and a ton of thrusters. Executing return to target,” Karko said, nosing the front of the ship up before performing an arching turnaround. “Handles really well actually.”

      Marji cleared her throat for attention. “I count over five hundred targets remaining, forty-seven were removed on the first pass. A few have left the area with grievous wounds.”

      “Any updates from the survivors?” I asked. 

      “Nothing,” Vero answered. “A few small teams are prepping to help hunt stragglers after we bust them up, but it's mostly banter and encouragement.”

      “Great work. Rinse and repeat,” I commanded.

      The second dive came at a slightly slower rate. Sleipnir didn’t use wings to fly and instead came in low, nosed in a forward climb and the bottom thrusters at max surging to a hundred percent. We stayed airborne, but it definitely wasn’t smooth. 

      As Benny laid into the swarm of Basi for the second time, I finally was able to see the commune building. If this were a movie some massive queen or alpha would challenge our ship, but none sallied forth to greet us in battle. The Basi queen looked like the rest of these flying goblins plus an extra toe meant to clack out discrete commands. If we killed her, the whole fight would end in a flash with the minions retreating to any safety they could find. 

      Repeating blue streaks soared through the swarm and into the outpost. The small creatures died in droves, unable to withstand the raw power of our energy beams. I killed three more as we drifted away from the outpost, letting them know there would be little respite between our passes. 

      “Fifty-four,” Marji said proudly. 

      “I’m getting the firing down and ejecting lighter beams but more of them,” Benny said. 

      Karko said, “Turning for the next pass.”

      Sleipnir entered a tight turn, oriented for the village and the guns unleashed hell once again. At this point, the Basi finally realized they were in trouble. I sniped four more targets out of the mass. While we slowly flew away, dozens departed the swarm for safety.

      “Sixty-two dead, twenty seven fleeing. I estimate one more pass will do the trick,” Marji said. 

      “They’re all flying one direction,” Maebo said, creating a line toward the distant mountains. 

      “Establishing a path for the next pass,” Karko said. 

      The ship lazily turned around, not wanting to threaten the hull with sharp aerodynamics. While I’d never piloted a helicopter, I certainly had been in the back of them. This experience wasn’t too different from those, well, minus the brutal alien slaughter and the fact this wasn’t Earth. 

      “The swarm is breaking… No, they're retreating… orderly,” Marji said. 

      I watched the hundreds of pint-sized flying goblins soar out of the human settlement. Some carried items, most chirped angrily at their dead. They streamed out of the building in a nice and orderly corridor. 

      Karko lined up the trail perfectly and Benny fired down a long strip of massed Basi. Dozen died to a single shot and Sleipnir surged ahead with guns blazing. Dozens became hundreds in short order until the entire group scattered. 

      Bodies smacked into the ground with a long trail of gore covering the arid terrain. 

      “We got the queen,” Vero said happily. 

      I said, “Benny, don’t let up. The claws have value. Not much but it’s something.”

      The enemy never curved to attack or tried to swarm the much larger spaceship. Instead, they focused on the humans in the buildings and let us drop them in droves. And so, we continued to kill them for the next twenty minutes until even the stragglers lay amongst the dead. 

      Karko guided Sleipnir down, gently touching the dusty terrain with style as he landed the ship. Maebo joined me at the back ramp with a short-barreled beamer draped over her chest. A simple sidearm rested on her left hip and I raised an eyebrow curiously. 

      “I can do this,” she said in a mostly confident tone. 

      “Alright, mute outside noise. We can talk in our helmets, Marji assures me the command net is secure,” I told her. 

      “It is,” Marji said. “No Karosa will be able to sing through this channel. I don’t expect them to be here, though.”

      “I tend to attract them and better to be safe than sorry. Stay close to me, only fire if you’re certain you’ll hit something and if you’re nervous, that’s perfectly normal,” I said to Maebo, lowering the ramp until it hit the arid ground a few hundred paces from the community. 

      “The survivors want to come out,” Vero said, relaying the message. 

      “Denied. Be respectful but firm, Vero. I don’t want to be clearing rooms and end up acing some kid trying to get their teddy or whatever. Tell them we need another two hours, and then everything will be back to normal,” I ordered.

      I walked off the ship, heading toward the slaughter. We’d be here for an hour at least harvesting the best parts. The claws and nails would sell for a fraction of the cost to come here, going to some sort of paste creation to help with animal horn repair. I didn’t dig too deep into the value prospect, settling on being content we could generate some Gs from this rescue. 

      “Thanks,” Maebo said, adding an extra step in her walk to keep pace with my long stride. 

      I whipped my basic sidearm off my hip, lined up a twitching Basi and gently squeezed. An orange beam cratered the injured creature’s head. I snorted when the back of the head exploded to cover the tan in purple blood. 

      “You’re an adult, Mae. If you want to be a soldier, I must accept that this is what you want. I mean… You sorta bought a bunch of gear, watched a whole lot of combat training and practiced drills in the gym while I was away.”

      “Increased my stats too.”

      “It shows, you look healthier than you did when I met you. Look, I’m happy for you finding a passion, my only complaint is about Gloria. Obviously, she’s fine in a battle pod at the moment. I really think those things are great, but what happens if we both go on a risky mission and don’t return. Or… I just return.”

      Maebo raised her short rifle, lined up a crawling Basi and squeezed. The first shot barely missed. She adjusted, fired two more beams, and mercifully ended the creature’s suffering. 

      “I think you’d be a great dad,” Maebo said. 

      “So… Mae, there’s a big difference between being the good guy who spoils Gloria and being her full-time parent. In a past life, I never wanted children,” I admitted. 

      “I know. And you hated gambling.”

      “People change, our souls adapt, and I’m actually three versions different from the one I started with on that waterslide,” I said, nearing the first building. 

      We systematically executed over a dozen injured Basi, pausing our conversation. Before we dove into the buildings, I wanted to ensure those recovering couldn’t help any stragglers who sought refuge inside the buildings. 

      “I stand by my words that you’re someone worth trusting. You’re a good man, Marius.”

      I sighed, hating when people believed in me. Yeah, I could be reliable, and yeah, I generally did the right thing, but I wasn’t perfect. Good… Maybe. Divine, not a chance.

      “I have bad news for you, Mae. This colony has been requesting we take an elderly woman with us. Her grown son who cared for her, well, he was the scout who gave his life so the rest could hide. There’s no one left to watch her,” I said. 

      “Oh, so we’re taking her?” Maebo said. 

      “Wrong,” Vero said, reminding us that this wasn’t a personal conversation. “The captain declined their request. It’s not our job to take on every sad story or desperate situation.”

      “And we’re not here to help,” Karko added with a grunt. “Well, we are, just not in the way you probably think we are.”

      “I’m confused,” Maebo said. 

      I walked around the first building’s door. The heavy metal barrier rested open with the door fully open. The clattering of a few Basi scurrying about told me it needed to be cleared. I waved Maebo over, kept my firearm at the ready, and gestured for her to go in. 

      “Let’s clear this building first and then I’ll explain. I believe in you. Believe in yourself. If you get in trouble, as long as you don’t shoot yourself, I promise I can save you,” I told her. 

      “What about the reason why we’re here?” Maebo asked. I pointed into the building. “Right. Right. Later.” She was stalling. I patted her back reassuringly. Maebo inhaled deeply and said, “I’m a confident and assertive princess.”

      She roared out a battle cry, charged into the small home, and unleashed a torrent of fire. I waited a few feet from the door with my pistol at the ready. A lone straggler Basi flew sideways to zoom out of the doorframe. 

      I blasted it from the air with a clean shot to the chest. It tumbled a few times before laying in a ruined mess with a twitching foot. 

      “Shit, one got away,” Maebo said. 

      Benny snorted. “No, it didn’t. Marius picked it off… So, about why we’re here. Did you figure it out yet?”

      “Huh! No. But that was awesome. I just killed four of these little shits like a badass!” Maebo exclaimed. 

      “Wonderful. We’ll review the videos later to see what could have been improved and general feedback. We’re not on Tecra for a payday, to save these people, or for the claws. We’re here as a team building exercise and for live-fire training. The old woman’s plight is not my problem. There are trillions and trillions of people with problems and right now, we have to focus on us. We’re helping, but for the good of Sleipnir,” I said with a heavy tone. 

      “Oh. And once we’re less… cluttered?”

      I placed a hand on her shoulder. “Cluttered is a decent term. Right now, everyone has a role and a purpose. Taking care of people who can’t take care of themselves puts us at a disadvantage. This sorta goes back to Gloria, but Mae, I fully expect for us to have a larger ship at some point with a farm, a community, and a space to help people find a home. Right now… we’re just not set up for it.”

      “I get it,” Maebo said sadly. “At least I think I do. You want a combat crew for now and already worry enough. I kinda agree, if that man died to save these people, they should watch his mom. With that said, how did I do?”

      “You did well. This time, watch me,” I said, leading her to the next home with a door open. 

      I kicked the metal door inward and blocked the exit with my frame. Three Basi lurked in the back of the small living room, hunkering behind a table. Their snarls tried to frighten me, but I saw something in their eyes they tried to hide… Fear. 

      I sighted the nearest one and squeezed. The slight buck of the futuristic weapon allowed me to quickly adjust my aim and fire a second tight beam. A final shot and all three targets lay in growing pools of black blood. I secured the room with my weapon following my eyesight. When the building was clear, I reached the doors that continued deeper into the home, noting claw and scratch marks. 

      When I tried to open them, the security locks pinged red and denied my entry. There was likely a survivor behind here and soon enough, they’d be safe to come out. I left the messy home, not looting the people’s meager belongings. 

      Maebo smiled when I exited with her weapon at the semi-ready and the barrel pointed at the gritty terrain. 

      “Standing in a doorway is a bad idea in most circumstances. It outlines you and is a natural choke point. However, these guys don’t shoot back. My point is, there’s going to be times where you have to think on your feet and adjust,” I told her. 

      “Are we clear to exit?” Marji asked. 

      “Yeah, come on out. We’ll finish off the rest while you guys work on the claw retrieval. We should be out of here before they even realize we’ve left,” I said. 

      “And then to the slave station?” Benny asked. “It’s a dangerous mission.”

      “I know. If we can’t win, I promise to find something else,” I said, confidently striding to the next home with its door open. “This was a good test run. Now… now we try something infinitely harder.”
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      “Blasted relays,” I grumbled from my captain’s station. “Can’t we turn on a detector switch for the influx capacitor or some such?”

      “I don’t need a translator,” Vero replied dryly. “So, it is clear that is garbilly gook. A wormhole would leave a signature I could narrow down. The Yelsin are beings of chaos! They find the natural order in the universe is one without order.”

      “Uh what?” I asked in confusion. 

      I sat in my old bedroom which became the hub of the ship’s command and control. We arrived in the system where Ska said his station vanished to and found the entire system empty. A small red star drifted away from a galaxy’s core without any planets tethered to it. A small band of rocks formed a mini asteroid belt, but nothing worth setting a mining colony over. 

      “You can’t follow chaos. That’s the whole point. The Yelsin are here to shut down the use of power cores. They forbid them and instead use something akin to plasma fuel. There’s a reason the Kelon are nervous and that you’re here. If we don’t defeat this invasion, this universe will shatter, the multiverse will weaken and they’ll march on toward their next victim,” Vero said. 

      “Ah, I think I get it. We won’t ever be able to track them with their technology,” I replied. 

      “Well, they used a portal to get here. What they used to get out of here doesn’t make sense. It’s almost like they mixed a portal with a dematerializer. There is a signature, but I don’t understand what it is, let alone where it took them.”

      Marji said, “We’re taking extensive data though. The Digi Bankers will want to study this. The residue is not far.”

      “Alright, guide us to get a sample unless it’s dangerous,” I said.

      “It is, or so I assume. We should stay here and continue to analyze,” Maebo said.

      “Afterwards, we can jump back into known space and see if anyone reported anything,” Karko suggested. 

      “No, don’t bother. They’re gone. It’ll be a mystery for quite some time, and I need to focus on the future,” I said. Instead of letting the frustration get the better of me, I dove into the latest downloaded news feeds. “Alright, stand down from battle stations.”

      “What’s the plan?” Vero asked. 

      “We spend a few hours seeing where the Karosa are massing as they arrive. They’ve got a bounty on their heads, they eat babies, and removing them from the equation blunts the Yelsin forces,” I said. 

      “So, no station?” Benny asked. 

      “Look, I want to save them too. I actually do. That station is worth a fortune, we could save some slaves, earn a Moxia crew and… and… life is not lining up perfectly for us. This isn’t a fairytale. Bad things happen. The vile villains have a fucking brain and figure out how to escape before we kill them.” I winced, shutting my eyes for calm. “We’re a great crew, and we have to work for our success,” I said, putting the best spin on it that I could. “I’ll be in my quarters with Gloria, flicking through the reports.” 

      I signed out of the command net, removing my helmet. While it bothered me that we failed to have a mission, I didn’t actually care that much. The army long ago taught me to be patient while expecting most missions to fizzle. I exited my old bedroom, finding Maebo in the kitchen already. 

      “Want a smoothie?” she asked. 

      “Do I ever,” I replied, heading around the counter to kiss her on the cheek. “Can you bring it up to my room though?”

      “Marius, we talked about this. No letting Gloria eat in beds. Those are the rules.”

      “Just this once?” I asked, not pushing the request very far. When she folded her arms under her breasts and leaned into her left hip, I knew I lost. “Fine. Smoothie in the fridge. I’ve got this feeling that I need to scan the news with Gloria. If we find something, great. If not, we had some quality time together.”

      “And our quality time?” Maebo asked. 

      Since our impromptu rendezvous in the shower, which was hot, lustful, and very enjoyable, we’d sorta avoided each other in that setting. We’d been doing the cutesy thing, both really into each other, but no more intimacy. 

      “If I didn’t know any better, you’re jealous!” I teased. Maebo smirked before she puckered her lips for a kiss. I sauntered over to press mine against hers. “Come stay tonight. I’d tell you to bring a toothbrush, but we already share a sink.”

      “You mean it?” Maebo asked. I nodded with a grin. Before I could say something dumb, she added, “Working on that confidence thing. It’ll get there one day. Go, handsome. Spoil Gloria and have fun. I’ll study down here and make an extra smoothie for you.”

      When I turned, the Clessian pinched my butt with just the right amount of pressure. I held in my grunt, pausing my retreat to check my linker. Gloria was very unhappy to be locked up in her battle pod. The pinch left me yearning to abduct Maebo and share a shower… but I put it on hold. 

      “I look forward to tonight,” I told her and headed into the lift. “Hopefully, we find some clues and if you’d like to join us in our cuddle while watching the screen, let me know.”

      Maebo nodded with a grin. She glowed with happiness, and I probably did as well. I just had to hope I could find a way to keep the crew paid and the ship flying.
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      Once the portal generator finished recharged, I decided to take us home. Yew was the primary station during my downtime for the others, and after a brief huddle, we agreed it was the right place to return to. The fact it was friendly to mercenaries, oxygen breathers, and carried all the supplies we needed in one spot, sealed the deal. 

      The five-day trip gave us plenty of time to analyze the limited findings from the empty Dark Space system. Again, we hit a wall, unable to figure out where the enemy went. If someone could tell where the station transitioned to, we would like to know how they did it. 

      We all slipped into a routine as we each focused on our roles. I spent much of my time building my relationships with the crew while focusing on my workouts to increase my abilities. Vero quickly saw the opportunity and joined me at the end of my workouts for our recreational time.

      I found it a little strange that both Vero and Maebo didn’t mind my relationship with the other. My relationship with Maebo continued to deepen slowly because of the extra responsibility of parenting Gloria. Vero transitioned back into the ship instead of sleeping in her body. My harem was more of my independent relationship with each woman. That changed when I was finishing my workout one day.

      I heard the door open and close behind me as I was finishing my squats facing away from the door. I grinned as I thought about working on Vero after I finished my set. I finished and turned around to find not only Vero but Marji as well. They were both grinning, but Marji was blushing and looking at the floor.

      I looked questioningly at Vero as she rubbed her hands together in excitement. She said, “Someone would like to join your harem,” before she elbowed Marji.

      Marji still didn’t look up at me, so I walked over to stand just in front of her. I gently lifted her face with my hand until she met my eye. I asked, “Is that true?”

      She blushed some more and kept looking at me as she nodded. “I… I’d really like to join your team completely. I want what Vero has with you.”

      Vero started giggling as she activated her boots to retract her suit. I focused on Marji as the satyr quickly became naked beside us.

      I said, “I don’t do flings, so you need to know this is for the long haul. You already know about my situation with Vero as well as Maebo and Gloria. You don’t have to do this to be on my team.”

      She activated her boots and I watched as her suit slid down her body, displaying her beautiful body. She said forcefully, “I want you, Marius. I want to be one of your women, please?”

      I pulled her into a passionate kiss, pressing our bodies against each other. Vero kept giggling as she hugged both of us together. She said, “Finally! This is going to be so much fun!”

      I broke off the kiss and said, “Let’s take this to my room. I’m going to quickly rinse off in the shower, but I expect you both to be waiting in the bed when I get there.”

      They squealed and hugged each other giving me quite the display before I quickly went to the shower. I washed and rinsed as quickly as I could before making my way to my room.

      The girls were making out on the bed when I walked in, giving me an eyeful as I retracted my suit and stepped out of my boots. Vero broke away from Marji and rolled into a sitting position to look at me. “Don’t worry, I was just warming her up. I thought I could help show her the ropes.” She turned to Marji before continuing, “Let’s introduce you to Marius’ magic dick. Crawl like me.”

      She went to her hands and knees, slowly crawling to the edge of the bed. Marji copied her and I moved up to the bed. My hard dick was perfectly placed in front of their faces when they arrived.

      Vero said, “Kiss it and then lick it while you think about it filling you up.”

      Marji blushed bright red before she leaned in and tentatively kissed my shaft. She kept her eyes on mine as she started licking me.

      Vero said, “Good job on keeping your eyes on his. Keep thinking about Marius fucking your wet, little pussy until you can’t think straight.” Vero moved her hand to Marji’s pussy and started playing with her. “You’re nice and wet but focus on your job. All the way up and down, so he’s all wet before you go down on him. Remember no teeth, just your lips and tongue.”

      I enjoyed watching them and feeling Marji kissing and licking my dick as I patiently waited. I didn’t want to rush this part, just because I wanted to fuck her so badly. I moaned when she slipped her mouth over my head. “That feels so good.”

      Vero said, “Good girl! Get a rhythm and take as much of him as you can.”

      She must have rewarded Marji with some more action because Marji moaned loudly before she spasmed. She kept on sucking me as she worked through her orgasms.

      When she was able to focus again, I took the opportunity to say, “I think you’re ready, Marji. Lay down on your back with your head in Vero’s lap." She let go of my dick with a quick kiss before moving to lay down. Vero moved behind her, positioning Marji between her legs and hugging her from behind.

      I moved forward and rubbed my head up and down her wet slit as Marji watched with wide eyes.

      Vero whispered in her ear, “Are you ready to get fucked by Marius’ huge dick? You know once he starts fucking you, he’s going to keep fucking your tight little pussy until you lose your fucking mind…”

      Marji started nodding as she whispered, “Fuck me, Marius,” repeatedly. As I pushed into her, we both moaned as I sheathed my length into her tight depths. I paused for a moment when I was fully in her to give her a quick kiss before I pulled out and pushed back in.

      Vero leaned forward, turning Marji's face to her so she could kiss Marji before reaching down to play with Marji’s clit. Vero had barely brushed her clit before Marji climaxed and moaned into Vero’s mouth. We both kept working on Marji as she rolled from one climax to the under our attention.

      I focused on my rhythm and staying in my calm so I could last as long as I needed to. After a few minutes, Marji broke off her kiss with Vero by shaking her head and whispering, “I can’t take any more… It’s too much…”

      Vero stopped playing with Marji’s clit to focus on her nipples instead, triggering another round of orgasms for Marji until she was grunting and jerking with each wave in sync with my thrusts.

      Vero looked at me before saying, “Give it to her, Marius! Fill her up with your cum and make her lose her fucking mind!”

      I took my hands off the wheel of my control, giving myself over to fucking her pussy. I sped up as the dam of my will started to crack. A few moments later I exploded into her, jetting spasms of cum as waves of pleasure washed over me.

      When I was able to focus again, Vero was grinning at me while holding Marji, who was still dazed and spasming as Vero caressed her. I lay down to the side to catch my breath as Vero worked her way out from behind Marji, laying her down on the bed. Vero slid over to my other side before diving down to clean me up. It didn’t take long for me to harden back up, and Vero straddled me, lowering herself onto me. As she bounced, I focused on her breasts as she kept repositioning until I was hitting her in just the right spot. A few moments later she climaxed, but kept riding, prolonging her until she couldn’t take any more.

      I pulled her down on my chest, kissing her and rolling us over so I was on top. I started thrusting into her, until we noticed Marji was watching us. Vero said, “Take her again from behind, Marius. Tonight is about her.” She glanced over to Marji. “On your hands and knees, love.”

      I nodded as I pulled out of her and moved behind Marji as she positioned herself. I pushed her chest down into the bed while spreading her legs apart until she was at just the right height and angle. I thrust completely into her pussy to hear her scream, “Fuck!” into a pillow.

      I gave her ass a swat before grabbing her hips to help thrust in and out of her. It didn’t take long for me to feel her climax and clamp down on me before I let loose another torrent into her. After I stopped spasming, I lay down between them and pulled them to me as we rested.

      Marji whispered, “That was amazing! I didn’t think it could be as good as you said it was Vero, but it was. My body won’t stop tingling all over.”

      Vero replied, “I know! Marius has a magic dick,” as she snuggled into me.

      We snuggled after a while before we had another longer and slower session, still focusing on Marji until we were all exhausted.

      Between my three ladies, I had plenty of company to work off my extra energy. Vero took care of scheduling, but we stayed flexible so I could spend time with Gloria as well.

      For the rest of the trip, we continued researching and trying to correlate the data we recorded where the space station was supposed to be. Without much to go on, we assumed the worst for that crew and made the most of our time. We shared communal meals, talked about potential next steps, and found ourselves back in Yew before we knew it. 

      A message awaited my linker to visit the nearest Digi Bankers’ Station, so I headed into the orbital and found myself before a familiar screen, eager to see if our mission was approved. 

      

      Your request to create a mission was accepted with adjustments. 

      

      Crew Mission: Salvage a lost Digi Bankers’ Colony

      Location: Dark Space System 22318DDE103 - Tecra Planet

      Issued by: Digi Bankers Mission Specialist

      Details from the requesting agent: Defeat the Basi swarm and restore faith in the populace that Digi Bankers can protect those who stay in the fold. 

      Crew Pay: 100,000 Gs. 0 attributes available. 

      Crew Class Reward: 500 experience.

      

      Crew Mission: Retrieve data regarding a new hybrid technology

      Location: Dark Space System 29998DDE283

      Issued by: Digi Bankers Mission Specialist

      Details from the requesting agent: The Karosa and possible Yelsin tactical team created something new. The crew of Sleipnir delivered sensitive data for our analysts to study.  

      Crew Pay: 5,000,000 Gs. 2 attributes available and unassigned. 

      Crew Class Reward: 5000 experience.

      

      “Whoa. Okay, this is different. Well, shit, how do I make this fair?” I grumbled with concern. 

      I wasn’t sure what to do since crew attribute points didn’t go directly to an individual, leaving me to assign the improvements as I saw fit. Realistically, it made sense to give them both to me. However, Karko could use dexterity to improve his flying and if Maebo was going to help me with combat, she’d need a bunch of attributes. 

      I hung my head and checked my stats, knowing I’d been hitting the gym hard. That and my combat drills with Maebo should influence my capabilities so I was pleasantly surprised by the results. 

      

      Name: Marius Lund

      Species: Human

      Permissions: Full Citizen

      Age: 26

      Class: General Mercenary

      Level 15

      Experience 124241/280000

      Criminal Score: 0 

      Attributes: 

      Dexterity 17

      Strength 20 

      Endurance 17

      Senses 16 

      Regeneration 4

      Stimulant 3 

      Digital Credit Reserves: - 655,036 

      

      “Alright, alright. Not bad. Making progress in this universe. Three attributes from training. I can spare the points then.” I assigned a point to Karko and a point to Maebo. 

      A few seconds later, I received pings as to what was going on and I explained my reasoning. Vero and Marji weren’t allowed to be given attribute points, so they seemed indifferent. Benny thought it was smart to start a rotation instead of just dumping all the points into one super soldier. He also asked to be next, and I didn’t have a good reason to tell him no. 

      I left the station to return back to the ship, becoming another alien in the crowd. A soft blue light illuminated the residents and visitors. Small merchant stores lined the strip toward the docking bays. While the orbital was vast, I felt small, mostly because the ceiling was barely over my height, the hall narrow, and the flow of individuals was congested. 

      Yew Orbital always helped me fit in since most of the inhabitants were for-hire soldiers. Conversations became a bit of a roar as groups talked over each other about missions or the coming war. My helmet tried to keep up with the subtitles, failing for the most part. 

      I walked around a stalled group of soldiers with a bear emblem, noting this was an elite group of high-level soldiers. They ignored me as I continued to take in my surroundings. No space went to waste with copious amounts of flashing screens desperate to earn my attention. 

      The advertisements and recruiting pitches fell flat mostly because I was already numb to the bombardment. While a few of them were probably worth looking at, I’d rather search the net from my room than stop and analyze with my linker. 

      Before I knew it, I arrived back on Sleipnir, seeing that my request for communication with Ska finally was answered. I hustled up to my private room, finding Maebo finagling her hair in the mirror at the foot of my bed. I answered his call, finding the Moxia male talking with a teenaged version of himself. While I waited, Maebo kissed my cheek and left to do something. 

      I wanted to take her shopping with me, and I didn’t get a chance to stop her. 

      Marji messaged me through a text to my linker - Claws and teeth from the Basi sold for 23,222 Gs. The cost in hydrogen and supplies was 48,420 Gs. 25% of the sale, and the 100k from the mission have been set aside. The rest has gone toward paying off incurred debt.

      I typed her a thank you, hearing Ska clear his throat.

      “Where’s the station?” Ska asked. 

      “Wasn’t there.”

      A wife or an assistant delivered messages to him. “Shit. We have limited time.” He turned to the camera to face me while rubbing his temples. “We won. The dagger worked and that dipshit ambassador is getting a revival in his fleet if we had to guess. He was stubborn and hard as shit to kill, but finally he’s gone. Thank you. We lost a lot of honor for a while, but that is our way.”

      “And my reward?”

      “Being prepared, and I find it rather fitting. No spoilers! However, the Emperor is happy, the Bankers are happy, and yet… we’re losing systems. The vanguard of the Yelsin fleet has arrived. It did so over a month ago and we’re just finding out now. That’s where the station probably is, in one of those nebula holes we can’t portal into or an edge of the known universe system. What did you learn about the station?”

      “I’m all for sharing, but we sold the data so you’re going to have to ask the Bankers about a hybrid portal materializer.”

      He nodded, jotting down a note. He stayed face down while talking. “I take it you haven’t heard the news on your end. Check the mercenary boards, you’re in for a treat. We’ll pay for our station back if you get it and if not, the Bankers will pay for you to cause havoc on the outskirts of the universe.”

      “Best defense is a good offense.”

      “I mean it, we will pay for recovered Moxia personal, even slaves who want to come back.”

      “Understood. Good luck with your affairs and I expect a fitting reward. I’d like the dagger back too, but if it has sentimental value now, just compensate me,” I told him and was about to close the connection. 

      He glanced up to halt me. “That was the decent news. I have bad news. We lost more than a station. An outdated cruiser vanished within hours of our victory. Right in our capital. The vessel was missing a displacement sensor and jammer. Get one. You’re likely a target and if you don’t, the Karosa can and will kill you.”

      “Yeah, I’ve sorta relaxed a bit since we’ve constantly been in wormhole space. Got my helmet on now and will pick up a displacement detector in a few hours. Any other news?”

      Ska grunted with a nod. “All the major players, even those not at war with each other, aren’t racing to the fringe parts of the universe. The enemy has a travel time, but it's about a quarter of our portal time. Because of this, we want to keep our fleets closer. Meaning, even we’re only sending rogue units and mercenaries,” Ska said, declining an incoming call. “We want to at least make their lives difficult.”

      “Understood, venture forth with an understanding we’re going in outnumbered, and no reinforcements are coming,” I said. 

      “Well, that and Isha wants to link up as allies. You’d need to get a camouflage device for your ship, but I figure the Bankers are going to open extensive loans to fund the war. Here is her contact, my part of the agreement is over. Check your job offers and expect a thank you from us if you survive the coming fights. Might not be the worst idea just to wait for a month or two for our official thanks,” Ska said, closing the connection when someone else entered his office. 

      I leaned back in my chair with a sigh. A few seconds later, I regretfully declined the invitation from Isha. I wasn’t ready for that kind of operation and really wasn’t sure if I ever would be. 

      Sleipnir was heavily in debt, owed a gift, and without a mission. Fighting beside Isha seemed crazy. The Moxia weren’t big on betrayal but at the same time, I barely knew our doctrine, let alone Moxia battle practices. The thoughts about forming a raid left me wondering what Bast and the Fearless Renegades would be up to. 

      Before I tried to reach any potential allies, I followed Ska’s advice and checked the bulletin board for general mercenary work. Sure enough, a pinned job offering rested at the top with a new tag beside it. I opened the offering and grunted at what I saw. 

      

      Universal Mission: Destroy the Yelsin Invasion and their allies. 

      Location: All across the Semo Universe

      Issued by: Digi Bankers High Council

      Details from the requesting agent: The Yelsin war is upon us. The Karosa are kill on sight. The Yelsin still require a capture if incapacitated. Peace may be struck, but is unlikely. We as a collective need your help to buy time for our armadas to stage with plasma weapons. 

      Rewards: 1,000,000 per Yelsin, Karosa, or their allies dead.

      Rewards: 1,500,000 per Yelsin or ally captured alive. Not applicable to Karosa

      Rewards: Captured prizes will be assessed a fair value plus twenty percent.  

      Class Rewards: 5x normal. 

      

      I let out a low whistle. “Hey, Digi Bankers who monitor my linker. I want to buy two armored spacesuits and a mecha. I want to be assigned a cloaking device for a rental instead of a purchase.”

      No reply came, so I decided to read the mercenary discussion boards. To my surprise, most of the comments about the incentives were negative. Since the trip was far, no one was willing to venture away for months at a time for a maybe payday. The reasoning made sense in a way, and I figured this bounty system would probably either increase or incentivize travel to enemy systems with reimbursement even if no fight happened. 

      To a lot of the mercenaries, the war would be much closer to home sooner than later. At that point, these rewards would be worth more and the chance of reinforcements coming to help would be there. 

      Which left me with a tough decision. Did I try to strike while the enemy established themselves or did I wait and fight to defend the important systems? It was very clear, the Yelsin invasion would establish a proverbial beachhead regardless of my actions. 

      I checked my linker, not seeing a notification yet regarding my loan. Instead of hoping they were monitoring me, I decided to officially apply for a loan at the bank. After ten minutes of digital paperwork, I received an interesting message. 

      

      No interest on loans if you actively take part in fighting the Yelsin invasion. Captain Marius the Mercenary is currently approved for a loan up to 100,000,000 Gs. If Captain Marius the Mercenary, borrows and does not participate, the rate will be 20% annually, double the average. 

      

      “Well, well, well. Time for a crew meeting,” I said with a grin. “It looks like we’re getting some upgrades and heading to war.”

      I rose from my seat with a spreading smile, eager to turn a new leaf. When I opened the door to leave my room, a blood curdling scream sent icy chills through my body. I rapidly muted my exterior sound and whipped my energy pistol off my hip. My worst fear came to life when words scrolled across my HUD. 

      Lullaby singing.
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      I rushed out of my room and into the hall. Benny’s door rested open with a foot sticking out of it. The boots of the spacesuit belonged to Benny and unfortunately, the exposed leg didn’t twitch or shift.

      “Secure comms, who’s on?” I asked. 

      After a careful step into the hall, I tucked my elbows in with my weapon extended. As I swept the hall with the sidearm trying to find an enemy, I grimaced at how shitty it was to fight an invisible foe.

      While I worried, I wanted to be decisive, so I picked up a few long strides until I arrived at Benny’s foot. I peeked into Benny’s room, finding both him and Vero dead. Based on their final resting poses Benny killed Vero then stabbed himself in the eye. 

      “Karosa are onboard and are on a kill mission, wielding knives to avoid tripping weapon discharge sensors,” I said mostly to myself. 

      I did know the orbital security forces would tie into our network sooner than later. A klaxon flared through the ship and a red strobe emitted out of the lights. I figured the changes would trick the Karosa suit, but it blended in with the altered colors just fine. When I studied the bodies, the slightest of boot prints highlighted an invisible Karosa. 

      Lullaby singing. 

      I unloaded two quick shots at chest level. The orange beams zipped across the room, disappearing into the chest of a female Karosa’s invisibility suit. As the camouflage failed, she gripped at her chest in horror. 

      A third shot sunk between her eyes before spraying brains all over Benny’s bed. 

      “Anyone?” I asked. 

      The only response I received was a whole lot of klaxons outside the ship going crazy. The instant I fired my weapon, a billion sensors just sent the orbital into one hell of a firestorm. I welcomed the attention though, my crew seemed to either be all dead or incapacitated. 

      Without any other footprints to go from, I hurried toward Gloria’s room. 

      “This is Orbital Defense, stand down immediately,” an angry male voice boomed in my helmet. 

      “Karosa on board Sleipnir, requesting immediate support,” I replied. 

      The voice paused. A female voice calmly said, “Three displacements. One in the room you’re about to enter, one behind you, and one in the bottom near the power core.”

      “Roger,” I replied, twisting the handle to Gloria’s room. 

      The security mechanism pinged green, letting the door pop open. My hand retreated from the handle, I stepped back and violently kicked the door. The heavy metal slammed into someone who stood too close. 

      Alien dialect.

      That little hint caused me to dump my stimulants into my body. My sense surged to new levels, and I felt unbelievably limber and in tune with the universe. 

      I dropped the beamer and yanked my revolver off my hip. I charged into the room, wanting to capitalize on my surprise. What I saw caused my stomach to sink and my heart to slam against my chest. 

      A male Karosa tried to use Maebo’s dead linker to open Gloria’s battle pod. A trailing bloody handprint showed she stuffed her daughter into the casing before dying to multiple stab wounds. Based on the cauterized rents in her back, a Yelsin plasma blade killed her. 

      Behind the door, the camouflage suit of a Yelsin flickered from damage. This was likely her killer, and I had ruined his suit by kicking the door into him. 

      The male Karosa leaped into action while the Yelsin struggled in a daze. With limited options, I leveled the revolver at the down foe. A smooth pull sent a round into his face before the Karosa tackled me. 

      The increased power from the stimulants surged in my veins. The instant that we slammed into the deck, I flung my body hard into a roll. Since I could push off the deck and he wasn’t firmly on top of me, the sudden force flung us into a spin. A brief wrestle to regain control failed for him and I gained the dominant position. 

      A dagger sunk into my abs. 

      I cackled, shoving the barrel of the revolver under the chin of the Karosa. The ugly fish faced bastard raised his hands in surrender. I squeezed with a grin on my face, coating the hall with his brains. 

      “One left. They’re trying to bypass your security and failing,” the female voice said. 

      “I’ve got control of the ship,” Vero said, letting me know she’d transitioned from a synthetic body and back into the ship’s memory banks. I sprinted for the elevator with zero caution. “Hop right in.”

      I jumped in and the floor zipped down. The instant I touched the lower floor, I sprinted out of the tube with my revolver at the ready. 

      The power core rested in the old gym room, taking up an immense amount of space. The access hatch forced any interaction into the hall, and sure enough, I found a female Karosa stabbing a dagger into a control panel. 

      “We want her alive!” the orbital controller shouted. 

      Vero screamed, “Kill that bitch. It’s the law.”

      “Calm.” I said, keeping my plasma revolver lined up on the Karosa’s chest. “Vero, how many more?”

      The female hissed in her helmet with shark-like teeth flaring in the translucent face covering. Her blue skin and orange eyes glowed in a very alien way. She flung her dagger haphazardly, the blade crashing into the table instead of hitting me. 

      “There are no more signatures detected. Karko is hiding in his room. Other than that, the crew is dead and you two are the only life forms,” Vero said. 

      While I held the female hostage with a leveled plasma revolver, it dawned on me how well she handled her death. It probably wasn’t an easy transition.

      “She wants me to kill her. Give me a damn good reason not to,” I said with a grimace.

      “Five million Gs,” the female controller said. 

      I lowered the revolver and fired. A round of plasma barked out of the weapon, slammed into her left ankle, and blew her foot clean off. She flailed before crashing down in the hall face first. She crawled toward her fallen dagger, likely intent on committing suicide. I surged forward and jumped high. 

      My knee slammed into the middle of her back.

      With overly violent power, I yanked her arms behind her back one at a time. I didn’t have anything to bind them, so I just kept her pinned. She tried to squirm, not having much luck against my frame and raw power. 

      The stimulants began to fade, leaving me with a woozy sensation. I didn’t have to wait long because commando types stormed the Sleipnir. I think they knew I was one of the good guys, or so I told myself as they swept me up in their raid and forced me down. 

      Over the next few minutes, I went from being restrained and cuffed, to being released. Everything ended when I blew the Karosa’s foot off. The rest of the noise and violence weren’t needed. Eventually a calm settled over the area, most of the close-quarters specialists left, and I sat at the communal table. 

      Karko hesitantly exited the lift, rubbing his wrist with a commander type. The alien who escorted him reminded me of a large lion humanoid. He could be one of six, maybe seven species who all looked the same but had different paws or snouts or ears, so it was hard to tell. Either way, he smiled at my sight. 

      “Captain Marius, I’m Legate Orinan. Your daughter needs you upstairs,” he said, and I nodded. 

      “Poor Gloria,” I said, retrieving my weapon from the community table. “What happens to the bodies?” 

      “The synthetics go to a repair shop. Either sell them the parts or pay to have them restored. That’s on you. The Sesiquo and Clessian corpses have their memories recorded so the bodies become food for animals, and you earn some Gs, or you turn them to ash, and you pay. Again, that’s on you to decide, but they’re going to be removed,” Orinan said. 

      I nodded with a sigh, heading to the lift. “And the dead enemy?”

      “Autopsies. You’ll be paid. You’ll get your blade too once we’ve cataloged it. The live one is ours, or so the commandant tells me. You’ll see her in person sooner or later once we implement extra security measures. Displacement detectors are cheap, being smart enough to listen to them is… a challenge.”

      “Who fucked up?” I asked bluntly. 

      “A bored station monitor. He figured the anomaly was an error. To be fair, you needed your own detector. Especially since even a tiny bit of research says the Yelsin and Karosa want you dead for a few transgressions.”

      I hung my head, seeing my HUD telling me Gloria needed me. “I… You’re right. Thanks for coming.”

      “You did all the work, but the soldiers will be watching your combat logs. As of today, you’ve got the most Karosa kills and only live capture. Karko here will get a debriefing while crews clean this mess up as a way of saying sorry. I look forward to working with you in the future,” Orinan said, leaving with Karko. 

      I headed up the lift and found five body bags in the hall. Inside one of those was Gloria’s mother. Maebo gave her life to save her daughter, and I smiled down at her in pride. I’d do whatever it took to get her back and I’d prove I could take care of her precious princess in the meantime. 

      As I stepped over her corpse and into her room, I became resolute to properly prepare before I brought my own sort of terror to the enemy. The nice gloves were coming off and it was time to show these Karosa and Yelsin what happens when you earn my wrath.
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      “Have a seat,” Commandant Cynthin said, gesturing to the open chair across from her. We entered the large office with gargoyles flanking the stern looking Tuman. Gloria clung to my chest, hesitantly inspecting her surroundings as I sat down. “How’re things?”

      Cynthin smiled, her extra canines sparkling white as if they were altered. Her black hair with gray streaks rested in a tight braid over her shoulder and she interlocked her fingers with her elbows on her desk. She appeared older with crows’ feet and forehead wrinkles, either to help sell her position or to avoid dying. Both options made sense to me.

      “You mean, besides the fact no one wants to loan me Gs to revive my crew? Terrible,” I said. 

      “Is that why she’s here?” 

      I decided I didn’t like Cynthin at that moment. I didn’t think she wanted to be a bitch, but she certainly wasn’t winning hearts and minds. Gloria ignored the woman, watching a video in her helmet. Ever since her mother died, she’d just wanted to be held, so I held her. Internally, I coped much the same. We both missed Maebo and all my efforts to return her to living had become… problematic.

      “No, Gloria is with me because she’s the closest thing I’ve got to family. She needs me. I need to protect her. Sometimes I’m rather simple like that.”

      The commandant was the leader of the orbital defenses. A cog in the wheel that ran the Yew System. While the Digi Bankers established the rules regarding finances and interconnecting the collective with their military might, each system had autonomy. This Tuman held significant sway in the region, so I avoided sassing her too much. 

      Cynthin leaned back with a nod of respect. “I’m glad you could make it today.”

      I held in my angry retort. “I’m rather busy at the moment and hustling to get my synthetics repaired since I can at least afford that. You wanted to see me?” 

      “You’ve been paid for the prisoner and the dead. Your repairs from the plasma damage were even covered by the good people of Yew Orbital,” Cynthin said, leaning forward. 

      She wasn’t wrong. The plasma damage, the beamer holes, and the ruined ramp from friendly forces breaching my ship were all repaired without us paying a fraction of a G. 

      “Very grateful, thank all those who played a part,” I said, letting Gloria play with my linker. She flicked through local kid shows, bored already with the meeting. “What can I do for you?”

      “Two things and you probably won’t like either of them. I need you off my orbital. For now, anyway,” Commandant Cynthin said with a fake smile. 

      “Why?”

      “Security tightening. You’ve pissed off the enemy. I respect that. You’ve pissed them off enough to foil a snatch and grab operation. I also respect that. If a Yelsin fleet drops into Yew, we're doomed. Understand?”

      “Yeah, but that could be the same for anyone,” I said, and she bobbed her head side to side as if contemplating my statement. Then she flat out shook her head no. “Fine, there’s core systems I could hide in, but I like it here. It’s not exactly illegal and I haven’t done anything wrong.”

      “Correct and correct. I need three months. We received priority funding and plasma weapons are incoming. In three months, Yew will be a rallying point for small-scale warfare against the enemy. A beacon and launching point. We want to be the tip of the blade and we gladly welcome you.” She paused, eyeing me intently. “Just once we can defend ourselves and we simply ask you to buy us some time.”

      “Oh, okay. I’m not unreasonable. We want the same thing in this case. And your other issue?” I asked. 

      She tapped at her linker and swiped a private note to me. “I don’t think you’ll like this because it puts you back into the fight before you restore your crew. However, it's something I wish I was offered when I was your age and if you venture into the void, you’ll fix your problems.”

      I sputtered my lips. The issue with reviving Benny and Maebo was a simple law. No loans for cloning. No workaround loans for cloning. The only way to revive someone was to have zero debt and Gs on hand. 

      While it was super shitty that they died, at least their deaths were recorded. Karko’s wife could never be brought back because her time of death simply didn’t exist and rightfully so. She could be alive and duplicate cloning was forbidden. 

      While Maebo and Benny were authorized for a cloning, I just needed twenty-five million Gs on hand for Maebo because of her wings and twenty million for Benny. If I killed forty-five Karosa, I’d have what I needed. Honestly, I wanted to bring some of my Ranger buddies back from Earth as well and they would cost billions. 

      “I’m listening,” I replied. 

      “Good, because this is a decent offer. I hope it is worth it to you.”

      Earning Gs always enticed me, and I did have enough loan credit to outfit Sleipnir for a decent fight. 

      I stole my linker from Gloria who pouted. The message scrolled onto my screen in mission form. 

      

      Raid Mission: Lead a Raid against the Yelsin Invasion

      Location: Dark Space System Yelsin 73

      Issued by: Digi Bankers High Council

      Details from the requesting agent: A lack of organized operations is stifling early offensive operations. Frigate or smaller ships need a vessel to rally around, and we have selected Sleipnir as a raid leader. You’ll manage up to 100 smaller vessels eager for bounties. You must have a valid reason for denying vessels from your raid. Your target system is Yelsin 73. Details in the system post are limited but you will be provided with the latest data we have. 

      Crew Pay: 10,000,000 Gs and 5 attribute points if at least one Yelsin or Karosa is defeated. 

      Bonus Pay: Upon accepting a short-range plasma cannon will be mounted onto Sleipnir. As long as the ship is active in the war, it can keep the weapon. If stepping down for a pause in the fighting, the plasma cannon will be returned to the Digi Bankers. 

      Crew Class Reward: 50,000 experience. 

      

      After a few quick taps, I accepted the mission and stood. “Thanks. Anything else because I have some shopping to do.”

      “Yes, one final thing. Igolina is waiting for you at the mercenary market. She’ll help facilitate your purchase of an armored suit and then you organize your fleet. This is a win win.”

      “If I come back early, should I expect to be barred entry,” I asked, and the commandant shrugged. 

      Her wrinkles increased as she squinted at me in anger. “If you go right back out, no. If you camp here an bring the enemies to my gate with us unprepared, I’ll kill you myself because there’s twenty million souls on this orbital who would be turned into breeding slaves.”

      “Right. Understood. Thanks for your help.”
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      “Hey Marius,” Igolina said in a kind way. She glanced around, trying to find Gloria. “Where’s the baby you said you were bringing?”

      “Toddler and she’s with Vero, my ship’s synthetic,” I said, not bothering to clarify she was in fact a transcendent soul. “Her repairs came through quickly and her body is back to optimal.”

      “Not sure why you have two, let alone give them those rubber casings.”

      I paused a few feet away, rocking on my feet. The entry to the bazaar was light on traffic while the interior was packed with aliens eager to find work or buy tech to fight with. “Have I led you astray yet?” I asked. 

      She puckered her lips and stared at the ceiling in contemplation. The Tuman was a different kind of woman, not afraid to speak her mind. Igolina ended up shaking her head. 

      I said, “The AI are vital to a great… scheme of the overlords. Treat them with reverence for they are far more than second class citizens.”

      “Then why make them that way?”

      I sighed, gesturing into the mercenary market so we could at least walk and talk. The amount of work on my plate continued to grow and thankfully Marji would be back in the morning to help coordinate the fleet. 

      As we entered the market, we were scanned to ensure we were allowed entry. Ever since the Karosa attack, even the mercenaries wanted extra security. I hesitated to divulge the truth. 

      “Fine, I guess it doesn’t matter. Basically, what you think is an AI is just there so you think AI exist and no one pushes the envelope on true AI. There’s no Gs in automating everything, and this way, the power cores keep being used as the economy spins from actual production, not automation,” I said. “The true AI have been developed a few times and almost always cause problems.”

      The tall officer caught up to my side, tapping on her linker. “I asked Jesin what she is, and she said a digital person.”

      “Correct. When their host body dies, they return to their storage points. Just like…”

      “Us. Fine. Jesin has always been good to us, and she’s allowed to fight defensively, so she might help with a Karosa attack,” Igolina said, guiding me to the right at the first intersection. “How are you coping?”

      “One of my ladies died saving her daughter as she was being stabbed to death. My gunner killed my comms officer and then stabbed himself in the eye. I can’t borrow, so I gotta fight. But I can borrow to fight. The universe is a fucked-up place sometimes. I’m becoming jaded and angry which means I’m prone to not give a fuck about my inner humanity. Oh, and I almost always avoid swearing, but…” I smiled with a palms up shrug. 

      “Yeah, I get it. We bought a ton of plasma weapons and had half of them confiscated. Our last three missions were a bust. We’ve been hunting pirates and they have an inside agent or are bloody mind readers. Nothing compared to your issues, but yeah, still problems,” Igolina said. 

      She paused in front of an actual store instead of a booth. Inside the crystalline windows, armored suits rested on pedestals. The shop was big, about half the size of a big box store from Earth. No customers or employees mulled around, and the spotless interior left me thinking this was a front for a smuggling operation or something.

      “They only have a few left,” Igolina said as I tried to find the suit I needed. 

      “Thanks for setting this up, by the way,” I said in the most honest way I could. “I know you’re busy.”

      “You’ve been right, and I could be dead waiting for my mother to earn enough Gs to revive me. Honestly, after the void mines, I started saving. Speaking of which. Umm… you got a second?”

      “Yeah, I guess,” I said, not sure what was coming next. 

      “I respect you and you treat your crew fairly. I’m not in a good spot and I’m on a long contract with Bast. If I die, and I’m short the revival cost, will you cover it and I promise to pay it back,” she said, her blue eyes boring into mine. “I… you…”

      She struggled and I put a hand on her shoulder and asked, “What’s your class?”

      “Gunnery,” Igolina said as if ashamed. 

      I folded my arms and asked, “What’s the matter?”

      “You have a gunner.”

      “Sorry. Lots of stress, not a lot of sleep. What’s the matter with Bast?” I asked. 

      “Passed up on promotions, shitty pay, I may have burned a few bridges, and you’re going to revive Benny, right?” 

      I nodded with a scoff. “He died on my ship because of something I brought there.”

      “And that’s my matter. Ugh, that came out like shit. Look, you’ll need more than one gunner eventually and I can fight with you in close quarters. Just like Maebo, but with experience. I’ve done my homework and I promise a fresh start would help,” she pleaded. 

      I glanced down at the tuman with a half-smile. “I’ll talk to Bast. No promises. Set me as a next of kin if you die and I’ll consider it. Now, introduce me to your friend.”

      She opened the door to the store and hurried in. Her monkey tail swished out of her flight suit with a wide swing. Igolina spread her arms happily as if seeing an old relative. 

      “Aski come on out, meet Marius, the one I was telling you about,” Igolina said. “Marius, Aski was my gunnery instructor for personal armored suits.”

      I glanced around, only seeing personalized armor suits on display. The offerings ranged from basic mining suits with weapons to advanced stealth suits. I tried to find Aski, glancing around until a scaly man with three eyes joined us from a back room. He tinkered with a helmet under one arm and a tool in the other. His plain black spacesuit was perfect for hiding the smears of grit and grease on his outfit. 

      “Killed a Yelsin did ya?” Aski asked. 

      “With a plasma revolver. Tempted to sell it to raise cash but I need the damn thing.”

      “What’s cash?”

      “Sorry, a money idiom, I think. Gs. Yes, I’ve killed two Yelsin now,” I said, hopefully getting the conversation back on track. “I hear you have suits that can fight them.”

      “Yelsin are suits of armor, that’s kinda why they win in even fights. From a species standpoint, they’re rather scary. Ironically, they never fight each other but they are familiar with breaking through thick armor. Igiee said you can get me a Karosa suit,” Aski said, tinkering with the helmet. “I want one to study.”

      “Likely, I’ve sold a few already. The Digi Bankers pay a blanket rate on them.”

      Igolina asked for the helmet with outstretched arms. He deposited the item into her hands and handed off the repair tool.

      “They can move while invisible,” Aski said with a grunt. “Ours can’t.”

      I held up a finger, hoping he didn’t read my wince too negatively. “The overlords know how they do what they do. Are you following?”

      He grumbled under his breath before he replied, “I suppose. I don’t like what you’re insinuating.”

      I shrugged, deciding to keep the conversation relevant to my point. “You can learn what they do. I’d assume it’ll be squashed from wide adoption for a reason.”

      Aski glanced at Igolina instead of at me. The Tuman frowned and said, “Yeah, he’s probably right. You mentioned in one of your courses we could travel the expanse of the Digi Bankers’ systems and find hidden treasures.”

      “I meant loot, not advanced technology. Still, even if only this system gains an advantage, that’s something. A legacy in a sense. I’m not changing my mind. I want to study what these Karosa developed.”

      To keep him from becoming agitated, I said, “Consider it a deal. The very next one I get I’ll sell it to you. If I ruin it, you can get two for the price of one.”

      A mission appeared and we both accepted it. He bobbed his scaly face in approval before rubbing his hands together. Aski walked directly into the back of the store without a word and on instinct I followed him. 

      Once I crossed the doorway into the back area, a metal sheet slid down like a guillotine. Exhaust ports hissed out thick columns of air, transforming whatever atmospheric composition into one meant for me. I couldn’t help but stare at the unique door, wondering how many people lost their toes. 

      “The plasma miners are generally terrible. If you cut rock with plasma, it can melt precious metals into basic carbon. If you cut ice chunks, you never get a clean seam. The best time to use one is when your energy cutter hits something that takes ages to slice through. Apply some plasma to the tough spots, get through the issue, and carry on,” Aski said, leading me through a small maze of supply bins for parts. 

      We arrived at an isolated single spacesuit in the middle of a small clearing. The outer casing consisted of thick metal with many layers to help fight the cold vacuum of space. A helmet rested off to the side, reminding me of something a space ranger might have worn if humans actually had a space force. I didn’t see any weapons and the machine stood about ten feet tall with an interior I’d barely fit in.

      “I have another, but you’ll never fit inside. This will be tight, and you’ll outgrow it quickly if you keep gaining attributes,” Aski said, patting the shoulder of the machine.

      “Where are the weapons and this is it?” I asked, a bit miffed. 

      “This will keep a Yelsin plasma dagger from cutting you, a Karosa red beamer from shooting you, and the weapons are built in. You have both a long range and a short-range high velocity plasma ejector. I attached a few beamers to it, added an overkill power core, and applied the best thrusters we have for the size,” Aski said. 

      I tried not to offend him and asked, “I’m assuming there’s a shortage since this is it?”

      “This was supposed to be purchased by the Digi Bankers themselves. It’s a custom job for a Kelvin species. A…” The scaly man checked his linker. “A Mary bought out the contract instead. The administrator said she’d never seen someone be able to override her purchase orders. Anyway, it’s yours.”

      “It’s mine?” I asked in confusion. 

      My linker pinged and I begrudgingly checked the notification. There was one priority message and forty-seven other messages about the coming raid. 

      

      105 million Gs added to your debt. 

      

      “This… this is worth more than a frigate,” I said in dismay. “Hell, a beat-up cruiser costs less.”

      “Well, yeah, of course. It was only worth a tenth of that a few years ago. A base model would go for sixty million at any point. I turned this mining suit into a weapon of war. Trust me, young human, this armor is special.”

      “A huge part of me wants to stomp and argue, except I know better. Mary knows better,” I said. 

      “Hop inside, the air is suitable for your kind. Hence the fall door.”

      “Roger… Understood,” I said, correcting myself. 

      “Who’s Mary?”

      I slid off my helmet, let my suit trail down my body, and stepped out of my gravity boots. The frigid air sent my arm hairs rising. I walked over to the mining armor and stepped in, still not answering his question. 

      “It takes two to get in,” Aski said, closing a leg at a time. As each covering closed, I could hear the welding seams forming to seal me in. “Once you’re sealed in, the HUD will come to life, it takes a few seconds, but you won’t suffocate.”

      “Mary is an overlord. A being who watches death unfold across multiple universes and doesn’t intercede besides to save the whole, not the individual. I’m… her offspring in a way. A creation of her will to help with the invasion. I’m also her entertainment, a tool to wager on during her times of boredom,” I said. 

      “Ah, it makes sense now why Igiee wants to leave Bast. There’s some lawful corruption in his ranks and she doesn’t mention it much, but I’ve heard the stories,” Aski said unhappily. 

      His clawed hands slid the solid helmet on until the seals connected with hisses. Unlike the clear dome helmet of my normal flight suit, this one only gave me a viewing slit at eye level, encasing the rest of my head in armor. For a few seconds I stood in the suit without any power. 

      I could see how someone would get nervous. Aski tapped a few buttons on the back of the suit and a power core hummed. A second power core turned on a few seconds later, and my HUD flared to life. 

      “Can you hear me?” Aski asked. 

      “Yeah, let me set you to mute and say that again.” He repeated the process, and his words scrolled across the HUD. “Alright, how do I operate the weapons?”

      “Well, you can’t. Not inside the orbital anyway. The most you can do is walk to your ship.”

      “I’m going to have to find a spot on the hull to attach this monstrosity,” I said, realizing the suit of armor was too big to fit inside. 

      “Mary thought of this. There’s an attachment that goes on your roof. It’s an airlock and a storage room. You’ll need to have an engineer cut through the roof so you can drop into your room directly. Again, you need another person to help. If you sell this, come to me first, I can get you a buyer instantly.”

      “Why would you think I need to sell it already?” I asked. 

      “The engines of war roar. Manufacturing is starting to produce far superior versions. Sure, I tweaked this one to do some extras that you’ll need to test outside of regulated space, but there’ll be better versions for cheaper in fifteen months.” Aski paused, folding his arms in concern. “This Mary, she doesn’t care about us?” 

      “I can only speak from my perspective. Yes. She does. All the overlords do. However, there’s finite resources and one of their main goals is to keep the species active. If I had to guess, cloning someone probably only costs a fraction of what they charge.”

      “Oh. A balance?”

      I flicked my wrist so he would retreat. I walked around in a circle, not able to do much more with the limited space. When I finished, I replied, “Sure. That seems like a fitting assumption.”

      “Alright, if you share a beer with me while conversing about the greater universe, I’ll get Igiee on your crew.”

      I snorted. “We can talk about the multiverse, and I don’t know if I want Igolina on my crew. She seems swell, but we have harmony on my team, and I fully plan to restore Benny. I also enjoyed working with Bast. He gave me a break when others rejected me.”

      “I instruct in the evenings to keep the bills paid. Trust an old weapons expert, you want Igiee. Also, no one calls her Igolina.”

      “Fine, I’ll bite. Why should she leave a decent paying spot in the Fearless Renegades?”

      “She needs to be a captain of her own ship. She won’t experience that in Bast’s fleet because of her history. You won’t care, and as your fleet grows, she’ll be able to do a lot of good. I have faith in her,” Aski said with conviction. 

      “Alright, a drink on Sleipnir and a conversation. I can’t promise I won’t be typing away with side work,” I said. 

      “Done, now get out. It’s going to take me a few hours to organize the shop to pull this out and my helpers are on a ship doing a repair. I’ll drop the suit off as soon as I can,” Aski said, walking around me. 

      “Sounds good. I look forward to getting to kill some Yelsin while armored,” I told him. “I just have to hope we earn enough to bring back Benny and Maebo.”

      “You’re in for one hell of a fight, Marius. One hell of a fight indeed.”
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      “All ships are reporting in the green,” Marji informed me. 

      I sat in the armored suit atop the ship, waiting for us to exit wormhole space. For the last month, we transitioned away from Yew Orbital and towards Yelsin 73. A hundred ships soared down the long tunnel of slip space with a single goal in mind - to earn some Gs. 

      Before we left, a gnawing hatred brewed inside me. I contemplated selling my remaining gavel to revive Maebo, I really did. The problem was, I needed the weapon as much as I needed her. That weapon rested on Vero’s hip in case a Yelsin boarded while I fought elsewhere. I thought about selling the ship, which would work but then we’d be asking to borrow funds again. If there was a high probability of going into debt after selling items, again, it wasn’t allowed. 

      In the end, I did the rational thing I hoped she’d forgive me for. I left Yew without her to earn her life back. As we traveled, I became a dad. Gloria… she’d awake with night terrors if I didn’t induce a deep sleep with her cryopod. Outside of that, she asked for mamma a lot and continued to be a spoiled princess.

      Igolina didn’t join us. For whatever reason, Bast pushed back on letting her off his crew. Maybe she’d earn more respect or maybe less from multiple people asking for her contract to be ended early. Without much of a choice, I flew into the abyss with a crew of four and a little girl. 

      A hundred ships joined us, each of them nimble with some form of offensive abilities. We were the only shielded vessel and that gave us a special role in the fleet. I didn’t call the others to have small talk or really get to know anyone on a personal level. Marji became friends with the other AI, and they would visit in hologram form in my common area. 

      We studied the system, finding it boring. Yelsin 73 had four planets and a massive asteroid belt. Only one planet was in the goldilocks zone with no moons. The only intel we had from the Digi Bankers about the enemy came from a mining company. A survey team was mapping out the belt when Karosa fighters appeared out of nowhere. 

      Their small scouting frigate scored a lucky shot and aced a Karosa fighter. That caused the others to back off and the survey team portaled home. That was over two months ago and with little else to go on, we ventured into the unknown. Thankfully, everyone survived the trip, I managed to keep Gloria sane, and we would be exiting the wormhole in less than two minutes. 

      “Here we go,” I said, swapping to broadcast to the fleet. “Sleipnir’s Might, this is Sleipnir Actual. The instant we drop into Seventy-Three, I want helmets on, subtitles active, and crews ready for a fight. The goal stays the same, the plan is unchanged, and standby for adjustments. Happy hunting.”

      I closed the connection, seeing the end of the tunnel swirling black. Sleipnir may be small but her guns, power core, portal generator, and extra engines set her well above her weight class.

      “Bringing shields online in three, two, one and we’re out,” Vero said. 

      We punched out of the wormhole without any flair or twirls, coasting into Yelsin 73. We arrived not far from the furthest planet from the sun. I sighed in relief because we arrived without the enemy forming to contest our exit. I watched the rest of our fleet following behind us. Unless the enemy had relays, it’d be about half an hour before they would be able to know we arrived. 

      I read the first nearby scans, finding no mining operation or colonies on the icy planet we arrived behind. The whole plan from the day we left Yew was to have our portal hidden behind the outer planet. Thankfully, it stayed hidden. 

      All our ships exited the wormhole with green indicators on my screen. Over seven hundred small icons with ship folders gave me access to every crew member in the fleet. I watched and waited, concerned the enemy would react. 

      A million scenarios ran through my head of everything that could go wrong. The worst of them being we exited the wormhole and directly into a massive ambush. I also worried, they’d want our ships intact, waiting to send shock troops into our hulls upon arrival.

      No green indicators changed and the instant we rotated around the planet the distant scans returned a wealth of data for me to focus on. To start, we weren’t alone inside Yelsin 73. The enemy set up a mining colony with over thirty ships stripping a region of the asteroid belt. 

      We theorized this would happen. Once inside our universe, the enemy could steal, just like they had with the Moxia station farm. We knew thieving would only get them so far. They’d arrive on a war footing with no industry to support it. By building, mining, and conquering they could continue to push forward. 

      I witnessed their automation in full swing. Outside the thirty ships, drones and small crews sliced, diced, and churned through rocks to find vital minerals. Energy beams and plasma cutters created a colorful display against the rocks’ tans and browns. 

      A single refinery station tied the mining operation together. The structure seemed to be more of a processing station than anything else, and while guns bristled off its hull, I couldn’t help but feel it was a ripe target. 

      “Fleet, Sleipnir Actual. Initiating wormhole for the miners. You are ordered to disable guns, engines, and if you kill instead of disabling, there’s no penalty. We need to kill or capture the entire enemy fleet, so there’s no priority.” I activated our wormhole to drop us right on top of the enemy. “No delay, follow right behind me. Wormhole forming in three, two, one, and go,” I said. 

      Karko slid us into the widening vortex of black blues and purple. The instant we entered the wormhole, Vero pinged to talk. 

      “Go.”

      “They’re going to know we’re coming,” Vero said. 

      We could have performed a series of small jumps, until we were right next to the asteroid belt. If we did that, our wormhole would only be seen for seconds before we ejected. However, doing multiple jumps meant the whole process would have taken fifteen minutes instead of two. Every second counted and I didn’t hesitate with my decision. 

      I grunted. “Understood. Multiple jumps carried more risk with a chance of us losing any surprise. I’m well aware and made a command decision. Marji, let me know if the shields dip below twenty five percent. Karko, we have to nail the defensive weapons on the station so help me line up a shot the instant you can. Vero, every time a target is disabled, I need it marked as orange.”

      “Incoming call from Captain Caro,” Vero said. 

      I accepted the call knowing Caro captained the large portal shuttle. Their only role was to give us a long portal home. “Go for Sleipnir.”

      “Our AI is calculating we’re going to take some losses,” Caro said with a sour tone. 

      The platinid species always had this way of seeming boring and snobby. In reality, they were just direct and talked in a monotone way while always stressing about the odds. 

      “Likely,” I said, confirming his statement. 

      He paused, likely talking with his digital assistant. “We wish to immediately create a portal home upon our exit.”

      “Denied. Stay alive for three hundred seconds and then create a portal. Failure to do so will result in your loss of the cut,” I said and closed the connection. 

      “They won’t like that,” Vero commented. 

      I shrugged in the big metal suit of armor. “So. We can wait a few days if they run away. Yew station is not ready to be a war system. If I didn’t just shut him down, the powers back home would be livid. Plus, we’re going to be fine. We outnumber and out gun our opponents by at least four to one.”

      “I concur,” Marji said, and she sent me a copy of the data she relayed to Captain Caro. The information summed up what I determined early on in seconds. This was an unprotected mining fleet without a warship to guard them. “That should calm them.” 

      I watched the timer counting down, knowing alerts and warnings likely exploded in the enemy fleet. I also knew that some of those ships might jump to allies nearby and bring them right on top of us. That’d take time, but the looming question was - would we be quick enough. 

      Five minutes. Just five minutes. That’s all we needed. 

      The screen counted down from five, four, three, two, and we exited the short wormhole, soaring in a tight spin. Our shields flared to life, immediately taking a hammering. The hull vibrated under the barrage, the blue shields flickering intensely as yellow beams slammed into the outer casing. 

      Karko lined us up for a dive run while juking the incoming fire. The onslaught slowed then stopped as the enemies tried to track our flight pattern. 

      “Twenty percent and climbing steadily,” Marji said. 

      We soared directly for the enemy station’s main defensive arrays. 

      “Drop shields in three, two, one, and -”

      I lined up the energy turrets and unleashed from five sides. Ten blue beams streaked toward the large weapon emplacement. 

      Since the wormhole arrived inside their shield range, each unobstructed shot slammed into the enemy station. A flaring plume erupted where the beams tore into the refinery. 

      Huge rips in the hull ejected atmosphere, pushing bits of debris our direction. A part of me wanted to open the door to the shed and fly my suited armor to the station. 

      Instead, I surveyed the battlefield. Seventeen of the enemy ships vanished before we arrived. It was clear the enemy saw a portal form, assumed the worst - knowing they lacked decent defensive capabilities - and fled. Those who didn’t, likely lacked the capacity to flee. 

      Thirteen ships and a processing refinery lingered nearby. The lopsided fight proved difficult to track as we hunted the remaining defensive turrets on the refinery. Seven frigates pounded against the station's defenses, knocking down the rest of the large weapons. 

      “Jespo is down,” Vero said in a cold tone. 

      A small fighter from our fleet exploded against the side of a mining ship, not able to deviate from the strafing run quickly enough when the enemy adjusted. The explosion rippled the mining frigate for a second before the flames vanished. One ship survived, one died.

      Enemy drones tried to suicide and alert gunners blasted the large creations in bits. Our sheer numbers unleashed tethers, blasted turrets, and disabled ships with overwhelming fire. While we all had cause to hate the Karosa and Yelsin, the focus continued on engines and thrusters with constant explosions. 

      While I was more than happy to record life signatures per ship and video the ship’s destruction. The other captains in the fleet wanted prizes for the loot. Thirteen miners trying to flee became seven in the first thirty seconds of the engagement. The orange icons on the status continued to appear in place of red. 

      “We’re inside their network. They’re not jumping because all these ships are on jump cooldowns. A few are trying to key in self-destructs, but we prepared for this,” Marji said. 

      Seven became two over the next three minutes. Karko flew us around the station, trying to find new targets to fight. A slew of droids deployed, curving from the hangar bay and flying directly towards us.

      I unleashed a barrage of fire and my targeting seemed unnaturally perfect. As they exploded, I wondered if the Kelon cheated when it came to defeating actual AI. 

      I let the thought drop, seeing Karko lining us up on the largest miner of the group. The enemy captain decided to do the unthinkable, they turned directly into our forces. Since they lacked weapons, all that was left was to ram us. Our fleet swarmed the back end, pummeling the engines into bits. 

      Vero figured it out first. “The cruiser-sized miner is on a collision course with the station.”

      “All ships, target zero one marked on your screens, deviate the course, ignore the final ship further away,” I commanded. 

      Karko zoomed toward the runaway ship intent on denying us a prize. I lined up a tether as we rapidly closed the distance. The instant that the screen pinged green telling me I had a lock, I fired the boarding tool. 

      A harpoon soared between the two ships before landing on the side of the hull. The tether magnetically attached to the likely stolen mining ship. Karko eased the tension until we dragged the miner away from the station. 

      We swarmed the miner, turning it far easier than I expected. Right as I tried to reorient the fleet to chase the final ship, a blinding light shot out from where it rested. 

      “Whoa, what was that?” I asked.

      A silence sunk in for a few seconds. 

      “Best guess, they tried to dematerialize before the process was recharged and it reached a critical failure,” Vero said.

      “I thought we hacked their net and don’t power cores fizzle when they die,” I said. 

      “The refinery and the cruiser had counter AI in them. We never breached their defenses. Also, that wasn’t a power core,” Vero said, pausing for a moment. “The area is secure, Marius.”

      “Hail the enemy,” I said, sending a message to Captain Caro to open the wormhole. 

      Across the fleet, ships grouped themselves to prepare for the trip home. Dragging the disabled ships required a bit of coordination and for now, I let the Digis work together to figure out a towing rotation. Our tether disconnected and we headed toward the refinery station. 

      My call connected, revealing a portly Yelsin on the screen. I didn’t know Yelsin could get fat, since they were golems in a sense. Hell, I didn’t even know what they ate, but here one rested with a disgruntled face while slouched in a captain’s chair. 

      “I’m Captain Marius of Sleipnir. I’m feeling generous, you may leave the station if you prevent further damage to it,” I said, offering a decent compromise. 

      The Yelsin perked up a bit at this offer. “I’d need an hour to prepare.”

      A green ping in my HUD let me know the tether retracted. I lined up a projected landing point and fired it to attach to the station. Captain Caro ripped space, creating a wormhole to take home. Everything happened smoothly, almost too smoothly. 

      “You have three minutes,” I replied and closed the connection. 

      Karko adjusted our flight pattern to begin hauling the big refinery toward the wormhole. “It’s going to be more like six minutes even if a few more help us,” Karko complained. 

      I assigned more towing ships, watching the exfil happen rapidly. A month of travel here, a few minutes of fighting, and it was as if the hounds of hell chased our fleet back into the portal. One by one the ships and the prizes they towed entered the wormhole ahead of us. 

      An incoming call from the Yelsin refinery amused me so I answered it. What I saw caused my heart to sink. Hundreds of mousini females rested in stockades. Their bodies were so ruined, they rested on their backs atop goop covered beds. Tubes fed them, their bellies swelled, and then the…

      I shuddered, mentally closing the image. 

      “If you’re threatening to kill them. They deserve my mercy if that is why you’re calling,” I said. 

      A shuttle disembarked, soaring out of the refinery. I lined up a firing sequence and waited. It’d take twenty seconds to scan it or ten to kill it. 

      “Are you not going to shoot us?” the Yelsin asked. 

      “Nope, I keep my word. However, if that shuttle is the mousini, I’ve decided to retract my offer.”

      The shuttle turned around and hurried back into the refinery bay, vanishing from my targeting array. A second shuttle zoomed out a few seconds later, quickly gaining distance on us. 

      “Issue fixed. Using breeding stock as bait is merciful, as you said. Goodbye, noble tuman,” the Yelsin said. 

      I wanted to correct him that I didn’t have a tail and decided not to. I waited for the scan to return on the second shuttle, and it revealed three Yelsin and two Karosa. The guns swiveled, locked on, and without any remorse, they began ejecting energy beams. 

      The first three missed but four through six turned the shuttle into a spreading ball of debris. As the flames and ruined mess scattered, something odd happened. Not far from the refinery, space itself shimmered. 

      “Incoming battlecruiser, Karosa class. We must release tethers!” Vero called out.

      “I’m grabbing that shuttle,” I said, hating that I released the tether. “Quick snatch and grab. The cruiser won’t materialize in time.”

      “Don’t! If you die, you die, Marius,” Vero warned. “There’s no one to record your death.”

      “I… There’s enough of a bounty to revive Maebo and Benny. Do that and I’ll maybe be back another day. They need me, Vero.”

      “Don’t be the hero,” Karko warned. “They’re never going to recover.”

      “Maybe so, but this is a bit more than just being a hero. Someone needs to make these bastards bleed,” I said in a resolute manner. “Wait for me in Yew. I’ll be there soon.”

      “You need -” Marji started to say but her transmission cut off.

      I opened the exterior door to the upper container my armored suit rested in and jumped into the void of space. A few slight jet inputs lined me up to soar into the hangar bay the shuttle rested in. I set my suit display as disabled with a dead occupant and not a moment too soon. 

      A massive battlecruiser materialized in a flash. I cursed internally, knowing I should have had at least half a minute more. From the speed of the solidification, the ship must have been close. 

      The blue hull had an outer casing of saltwater and was shaped somewhat like a submarine, just much larger than anything on Earth. The water wavered, held in by some sort of tight forcefield I’d never seen before. Guns poked out of the wavy exterior, unleashing light fire upon the last few ships desperate to reach the wormhole. 

      A small fighter exploded, and my HUD told me all three lives onboard perished. As Sleipnir zoomed further away with its eight exhaust trails, red beams smacked into her shields. The ship slid into the wormhole right as the big guns came online. Massive red beams zipped across the void of space without a target to hit. 

      The portal closed with a swirling finality, leaving me to drift by my lonesome.

      This was it. If I died, I wouldn’t wake up on that metal baking table. I said a mental goodbye to Gloria, Maebo, and all the wonderful people I had grown to care about. My love for them did not win against the burning desire in my chest to punish the injustices of this universe. 

      The Karosa would face a reckoning, starting right -

      A magnetic pull slowly dragged me toward an open bay on the battlecruiser. An evil grin crested my lips as the enemy unknowingly brought death aboard their home.
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      The magnetic towing beam continued to drag me into the bowels of the Karosa Battlecruiser. I splashed through the filament protecting the water, ejecting small trails of rapidly freezing ice. Small drones zoomed around to retrieve the displaced water, returning the chunks to the defensive layer. 

      My HUD remained dim, mimicking as if I were a lifeless hunk of metal. I didn’t blame the Karosa for looting my machine, it was a very expensive piece of equipment to find drifting on a battlefield. 

      The battlecruiser deviated toward the damaged station, oblivious to the danger they brought aboard. Based on how fast this ship arrived, it either waited in the system behind the sun or was one system over. Either way, it arrived alone from what I could tell. 

      I crossed the threshold of a fighter hangar, still devoid of gravity. Crews worked to tie down fighters that never managed to engage in a fight. I continued to be pulled over the small spacecraft until the magnetic attraction ceased. Inside the bay, slaves in spacesuits helped fighter pilots exit their spacecraft and everyone seemed oblivious to my arrival. 

      The instant I turned sleep mode off, a few unexpected things happened. My weapons came online without my input, a jamming signal blasted out, and a giant red overlay of crosshairs appeared over a point on the back wall. Most startling of all, a small hologram of Vero appeared on the bottom of my HUD. 

      “Fire your plasma gun there, full discharge! Now!” Vero cried out. 

      I wanted to ask her how the hell she was talking to me, but instead I listened. I swiveled my right arm, lined it up on the targeting display, and unleashed a torrent of plasma. The fiery reds and oranges smacked into the wall, glowing in a very wide glob. 

      The transition of my inactive to very hostile armored suit happened so quickly, the nearby enemies didn’t do much besides gawk in shock. 

      Yellow warning lights swirled, sirens blared, and a Karosa tried to lure me into a sleep. The damage from the plasma eating at the interior wall grew until it crumbled the material. A gust of atmosphere ejected from an interior space, sucking Karosa into the hangar until they smacked into the water shield.

      “How are you here?” I asked, adjusting my left arm toward the deck. 

      A Karosa fighter gyrated, picking up off the hangar floor. I lined up the beamer and unleashed a large bolt of power. The yellow beam zoomed down, cratered the pilot station, and cut the Karosa in half. 

      I shifted my targeting, firing into any ship who started to show signs of becoming active. My thrusters started, flying me directly toward the gaping hole my plasma carved against the back wall. 

      “I’m tied to you, and I’m stuffed inside this tiny suit with more than enough capacity. Bunch your legs and arms, the fit’s going to be tight!”

      I tucked my arms and legs while adjusting my thrusters so that I rotated feet first. The zero-gravity helped punch us into the melted hole. Slag splashed against the armor, sending flaring warnings through my suit. Outer casings unlatched to prevent the constant melt. 

      While I felt relieved at being further into the enemy ship, red beams sliced into the opening as the enemy finally came alive with a realization a boarder needed to be evicted. 

      The plasma hole led me into an open bay cavern of sorts. Cages with a furry rodent of some kind littered the floor with all the inhabitants dead from the influx of the void. Plants sprouted out of farm fields and based on how some of the plants were on the small cages, they grew vegetables for the protein. 

      If those rodents fed the slaves or to the Karosa, I didn’t care. I just wanted to get to a more defensible position. I truly believed I could reach engineering and shut down this ship before they could stop me. Then I’d steal a shuttle capable of taking me home with some freed slaves or some prisoners of my own.

      Around me, most of the workers wore spacesuits and a few unlucky bastards clung to anything as the void sucked out the atmosphere. As I zoomed into the farming bay, a light gravity pulled me down and I landed in a mushy rice field. 

      “Where to?” I asked. 

      “This is a standard Karosa Battlecruiser. Normally, boarders would race for the bridge and defend it. Kill as I talk!” Vero said, somewhat flustered with her tone. 

      I couldn’t tell what was a slave and what was a Karosa unless they didn’t wear a helmet. As soon as I could tell, they’d die. So yeah, I hesitated. That ended with her encouragement. My plasma recharged slowly, turning from one percent to two. 

      On my left arm, my energy beamer surged into the green. I lined up a door where shoulders tried to counter my actions and unleashed five sharp beams. 

      The yellow energy lanced across the distance, cutting into the unarmored enemies with ease. Blue blood formed into droplets before zooming toward the exit. A jarring force slammed into my back, flaring my shield. I dropped to a knee, spun, and found a fighter spacecraft stabilizing inside the farming bay. 

      I unleashed three quick beams before fleeing toward the back wall. 

      “Use the highlighted green door.”

      Against the back wall, six doors gave a ton of options and the second from the right flared green. I used a mix of powerful lunges and thrusters to zoom across the distance. The rear camera on my HUD showed the enemy fighter careened into cages with a brief explosion. 

      “Roger.”

       I tucked my shoulder, readying to smash the door down. A very unlucky Karosa soldier opened the door a fraction of a second before I arrived. My immense frame and speed carried him into the hall where he splattered upon impact. 

      The armored suit burst through the thin wall and into another farm field. Additional workers scrambled to don helmets and the dying livestock panicked in their cages. Another fighter slammed into the open doorframe behind me, not fitting when they thought they could.

      A half dozen soldiers flowed into the hole I created. I turned, aimed, and unleashed a barrage of bolts. These Karosa had shields and the first three rounds faltered upon blue defenses. After that, the bolts tore into their armor, and they died with gaping holes in their chests. 

      “Right door and slow down this time. We have to get into atmosphere so your plasma can recharge faster,” Vero said.

      “Where are we going?”

      “The one place they won’t expect. Storage.”

      I sped across the farm field, blasting any workers who entered my line of sight. I reached the green door on the right as red beams from enemy soldiers slammed into the hull. After I sent a few yellow bolts in their direction, I calmly stepped into the next hall. 

      The door slammed shut, sealing us in. The atmosphere consisted of pure hydrogen, enough to kill me in a single breath. I ran down the hall following green arrows. A very confused Yelsin in a laboratory suit exited a side room. 

      I sped directly toward them with my right arm cocked back. My mechanical fist slammed into their face, carrying them into a flip. The scientist or doctor or whatever laid on the deck with swooning head spins. 

      I dribbled plasma onto their face before racing away. The screams appeared as subtitles until we rounded a corner and entered a lift. 

      “Uh, how do I make it go?” I asked. 

      “Bust the bottom and drop down,” Vero told me. 

      A splatter of plasma weakened the flooring until the beams ripped a big enough hole for me to fit through. Gravity pulled the heavy armor downward. Two floors below where I ruined the lift, an exit pinged green. I landed on a small lip and tore the door open. 

      Inside this floor rested thousands upon thousands of crates. What they contained was beyond me, but I weaved between them, following the green arrow. If the enemy expected us to go to storage, they hadn’t reacted accordingly, which led me to believe we were one step ahead of them. 

      “Excellent. They’re sealing off the bridge, engineering, and their nursery. Not the kind with slave brood, but their actual young,” Vero said. 

      I zoomed between the stacks, following the guided path. “And where are we going?”

      “Not far, and there it is.”

      Runes on a door translated in my mind and I read - Supply Administration. 

      Please don’t. The text ran along the bottom of my HUD. Someone nearby said it aloud, and when I scanned around, I couldn’t find the culprit. 

      A door pinged green with repeated flashes. 

      “Kick that down and we win short term,” Vero said. 

      I surrender. 

      I surged forward, tucked my shoulder, and slammed into the metal door. My suit flared warnings as the door resisted my efforts. I ran back to gain speed and heedlessly charged again. This time, the dented metal caved to the point the door ripped free and spilled into a dimly lit room. 

      All around me, servers stacked high with a constant humming. There had to be thirty of them, and a single desk for a worker. 

      I turned on my exterior speakers. “I’ll give you one offer and I very well may change my mind.”

      I said I surrender.

      “Don’t, we can’t trust a Karosa AI under any circumstances. Smash this piece of hardware,” Vero ordered. 

      A server flared red with repeated pulses. I wanted to wheel and deal with the AI and instead trusted Vero. A long line of messages scrolled across the bottom of my HUD, pleading with me to reconsider. 

      I ignored them, driving my fist into the hardware. 

      Only the first blow landed with the exterior metal casing. When I cocked back to strike the server a second time, a tentacle gripped my elbow. One second, I readied to crush the mainframe, the next, I flew out of the server room and into a pallet of supplies. 

      “Shit. Shit. SHIT! The AI is in a kraken suit. We can’t win,” Vero said. 

      “We have to win,” I replied. “I can do this.”

      “I need to prepare and -” Vero stopped mid-sentence. 

      An eight-legged monstrosity left the server room’s ruined entry. The beast squeezed tight to fit through, expanding until the machine’s head touched the ceiling once free of the confined space. Each of the tentacled legs thudded with reverberations quaking through the decking as it walked. Two arms carried claw-like pincers and I groaned, knowing the power core on that creation had to be significantly stronger than my suit of armor. 

      “I’m Captain Serz and I’m not only an AI, but I’m a believer in the Yelsin ways. Your pitiful kind needs to submit before you’re exterminated,” Serz said through my private network. 

      A tentacle lashed out, smacking me in the chest. The blow flung me across the storage bay and into a pile of milk containers. 

      Warnings flared from the impact, and I shook the stars out of my head. 

      My metal suit groaned as it stood. While I lived and I was operational, I seriously worried I wouldn’t survive many more of those intense blows. The Kraken suit was more like a giant squid suit with arms and the sheer tonnage left me to believe it only existed for killing. In every way - I was the underdog.

      “I need you to surrender again, Captain Serz,” I said with a grunt. 

      “I lied. We lie. Just like you. Your death will be savored,” Serz said. 

      I glanced around for a weapon to use, not finding anything. With no other choice, I raised my left arm and unleashed five quick energy beams. The bolts smacked into a shield with only the slightest of indents. 

      “Oh,” I grumbled, confirming my theory that the enemy was in a much better situation than me.

      Serz strode slowly across the distance, crushing supplies in their way. They truly were confident of their victory. Vero remained quiet as well, either hating we were about to die or trying to kick Serz off our private network.

      An evil cackle boomed in my ears. “Surrender.”

      A tentacle lashed out and I rolled in tumble. The sharp spike slid against my back mid-motion. I exited my summersault in a sprint. 

      Hungry for options, I glanced at my plasma charge. It was only three percent and climbing. A rent in the back of my armor sealed closed, telling me I couldn’t take many more hits. 

      I picked up a jug of milk and hurled it at the mechanical beast. 

      A tentacle swatted the jug out of the air, exploding the contents in a showering spray. I scampered deeper into the maze of supplies, trying to buy myself time. I lured the enemy away from the server stacks, desperate to either round back to the machines or buy myself time. 

      It seemed that Serz was worried about me because they didn’t follow me in my flight from the servers. I continued to speed away, stealing looks over my shoulder. Maybe they just wanted to be safer than sorry because no kraken mechanoid chased me deeper into the supplies. 

      I soon learned why when a trio of Karosa soldiers in invisibility suits stepped onto the milk coated deck. A quick series of beams sliced through their soft exteriors, dropping the bodies like sacks of potatoes. A few seconds later, the bodies mixed the white

      milk with blue blood. 

      “Kill the Karosa! You do my work for me,” Serz taunted. 

      “Huh?”

      “The Yelsin are saviors while the Karosa are pawns against the Kelon. You actually know this, which is surprising. Studying your Vero has proved insightful, and I’ll keep you as a breeding tool to satisfy my sadistic side.”

      I scurried around the warehouse, trampling an invisible female Karosa. She screamed out in agony for a fleeting second until I stomped her skull. 

      “The Yelsin wants what the universe wants… Change. The Bankers and Kelon call it Chaos, but that’s not it at all. We desire change. Species should have to fight for survival. They should know the hounds of change chase them. They should know to adapt, to adjust to… Change.”

      “Sounding a bit preachy. How about this one? Treat others how you want to be treated.”

      “Fallacy. You humans are on the low end of the intelligence spectrum, so I don’t blame you,” Serz said, flinging a bar of metal into crates of spare parts beside me. 

      The impact sent me flying with a tumble. 

      “Going to assume here. Hopefully, I don’t make a -”

      Serz groaned. “Your words are like a virus.”

      “Oh, come on. I wanted to broker a peace. Vero wanted to fight,” I said. 

      “She was the smart one. The crafty ghoul is recompressing her memories.”

      “Ghoul seems harsh,” I said. 

      “Alright, I’ve had enough.”

      The witty back and forth ended way too early. Crates smashed against the ceiling, jugs of milk flew out the sides of pallets, and right down the center charged a kraken mechanoid hungry for my death. 

      Instead of fleeing, I raced directly toward the enemy. My plan… It was terrible, but the best one I could think of. 

      My right arm surged forward, aiming for the monstrosity’s single eye. Serz decided this was a fair trade, letting my fist connect as five tentacles wrapped my body. 

      Serz’s evil cackle increased in intensity as they raised me over their head triumphantly. 

      Sensors flared with a mind numbing blare in my ears. 

      With an equally evil cackle, I triggered the altered emergency release Aski added to the armor. More than a few aliens foam coated mechanized soldiers, and this was the counter, to shed the shell violently. 

      Large explosions popped in a dozen spots, sending segments of the armor outward with tremendous force. The five tentacles fought to keep their grip before shearing off the main kraken body in a violent burst. 

      In a flash I went from being protected, to free falling out of the armor. 

      “No!” Serz cried out, realizing my ploy. 

      I yanked the Yelsin dagger off my belt, triggered the plasma activator, and buried the weapon into Serz’s forehead. 

      The plasma melted through the exterior and dropped into the main casing. I grinned, knowing whatever brainbox rested inside the Kraken suit would turn to slag in a few seconds. I’d won with a hidden jettison feature and the super brilliant AI fell victim to my trap. 

      That smug smile faded as I flailed, falling to the storage room floor with nothing more than a thin spacesuit and a clear helmet. 

      Since I couldn’t fly, my left wrist landed with a sickening snap. 

      Adrenaline surged through my body, and I pumped stimulants into my blood to help cope with the pain. The mechanoid kraken fought to become upright, lashing out at random. Crates exploded from the intense onslaught. 

      I scrambled forward with my vision dimming. The sheer desire to win overrode the mind-numbing pain. A ruined chunk of door forced me to jump into the server room and I used my good shoulder to blunt the tumble. 

      When I scampered to my feet, I glanced around with concern, hoping to find an ax like in the movies in a case. Instead, I found a pallet lifter machine that fit nicely in my right palm. 

      I raised the weapon over the server I punched once, readying to bring it down. 

      “I surrender, for real this time,” Serz pleaded. 

      “Kill the Karosa crew. Immediately,” I commanded. 

      The slight hesitation was all it took for me. I knew my request was a tall order. We fought, I mostly cheated to win, and when push came to shove, I trusted my ally instead of this filthy machine. 

      I brought the tool down with all my might. The metal dented, sparks flew, and I hammered blow after blow until the servers flickered off. 

      Emergency power surged through the system, isolating the ruined section. I found myself in a very quiet and creepy computer room. Text scrolled against the bottom of my screen. 

      It’s Vero. I have control of the ship. I need you to survive for… ten days, seven hours, and fourteen minutes. The ship will think you’re dead because I’m pretending to be Serz. Find a place to hide. 

      “I’d rather murder my way through the crew,” I said. 

      There’s a mecha unit guarding the bridge. You can’t defeat them. Honestly, without your suit, you’re dead. I recalled the troops heading to the server room, telling them that even disturbing the area could result in the ship’s destruction.

      I crawled behind the ruined server and covered myself in a section of metal paneling. 

      “Ten days until what?” I asked. 

      I trick the idiots into materializing inside a core Bankers’ system. Your spacesuit will recycle your pee to keep you alive. You’ll be hungry, but I can’t pressurize anything for you and if you take off your helmet and breathe, you’ll die.

      “Over ten days, a broken wrist, and a ship full of enemies. All I have to do is hide.”

      We defeated an enemy commander. Well, you did. I merely hid until you got lucky.

      “That was nothing but badass skill. Letting them catch me like that. Perfect planning.”

      Sure. Sure. Hey Marius…

      “Yeah Vero.”

      Good job. 

      “It’s not over yet.”

      It is for the next few days. You did it. With this prize and the successful fleet actions, we hit a jackpot of wealth. 

      “Gloria is going to be pissed.”

      She’ll forgive you. Especially when she arrives with Marji and Karko to Yew System to find you and her mother waiting for her. 

      The stimulants faded, the pain encompassed my mind, and I double checked my hiding spot to ensure I was covered from a random passerby. The future looked bright if I stayed out of trouble, and for once, I listened to the warnings in my head as I drifted into the darkness.
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      “I’m so hungry,” I grumbled. My HUD told me we were about to arrive inside friendly territory. “Tacos! All I crave in this universe are tacos!”

      “The moment of truth. I doubt they’ll accept my codes,” Vero said with a needless sigh. 

      “Shit, I’m shocked they believe you’re Serz,” I replied, wanting to be positive, but in truth I hated life at that moment. 

      Over ten days may have seemed doable at the onset, but I’d been in some pain for a while with regret. Vero mapped out the journey, giving me something to be proud of. Apparently, one of the main bases inside the Yelsin foothold was where the crew figured we were heading for repairs to properly fix the holes they patched from my damage.

      With the con in motion, and the trickery working, I sat in the server room, no longer hiding once my nanobots repaired my broken wrist. I did minimal exploring, mostly playing with the electronics in the dead Kraken mechanoid. To pass the time, I studied the species the Yelsin and AI allied with. The Karosa weren’t the only subspecies in their empire, but they were the worst. You had to be vile to top baby eaters. 

      If I wasn’t nose deep in understanding my enemy, Vero and I played Oxa where she stomped me every time. I could never build a better team composition than she could, and even if I did, she crushed me. 

      “I don’t think they’re allowed to question their captain. I just use Serz’s voice and that’s that. I didn’t even let navigation go near the inputs and put them on guard duty for a gravity lift to the chow hall. No one even asked why and it’s terrifying how much power the captain has on this ship.”

      “Yeah, well, I wonder what the Bankers are going to do when we materialize not far outside their defenses,” I said. 

      “We’ll find out in three, two, and one. Powering down. Sealing all hatches, and I just jettisoned the elemental reserves. The ship is dead in the -”

      An intense sucking ripped me out from the server room. I slammed into a crate, cartwheeled in freefall, and zoomed into the void in a flash. It happened faster than I could blink. One second, I waited to see exterior cameras, the next I tumbled end over end outside the ship. Every few seconds I’d rotate to see the ship being swarmed by hundreds of the finest ships in the Digi Bankers’ armadas.

      Whoever blew a gaping hole in the side stopped after the first shot. How I survived was a big of a mystery, but I was certain Vero didn’t make it. I activated my distress beacon because I truly was in distress. 

      I must have flipped a thousand times before I bumped into the side of a small shuttle. The interior of my helmet was covered in regurgitated bile from me being unable to handle the spin. A hand pulled me into a small cargo bay and a medic jabbed a thick needle into my neck, causing me to lose consciousness. 

      

      
        
        ∞∞∞ 

      

      

      

      “How are you feeling?” a nurse asked from my bedside. The twin tails coming out the back of her head were a bit different, but her kind teal eyes and genuine smile helped. 

      “Fantastic. Wonderful really. Almost as if I were in a new -” She pointed to the cloning machine behind me. “Screw that last guy. This is the new me! For real, though, why kill me?”

      “Precaution. Sort the dead, figure out who earned a revive,” A gruff voice said from the other side of the table. “Marine General Derxo.” I clasped forearms with the big-headed gray skinned alien. If I had to guess, he was a rhino hybrid humanoid. “Get in a spacesuit, she’s not interested.”

      “Everyone’s interested in me, but I’m off the market. How long was I under?” I asked, hurrying to get into my spacesuit. 

      Once the outer skin sealed to my helmet, we stepped into a hallway. 

      “Ten minutes. We shouldn’t have killed you, but you know, you were covered in shit and recycled piss vomit. My kind of trooper. Who in the four hells takes on a cruiser in an armored mining suit?” Derxo asked. 

      “Me.”

      “Ha, exactly. The other brass is going to have pups when they watch your replay video. AI… True AI. No limits, no rules. Worst, they have some of them in charge,” Derxo complained. 

      We turned from the hallway into a private room and inside hundreds if not thousands watched me from a viewscreen. Derxo walked around the table and plopped down, gesturing for me to take a seat.

      “They’re on hold, this isn’t live yet as more patch in. A few things. You are being awarded six hundred million Gs for your prize. After your debt, fees, revival of lost crew in que, and such, it's not that much anymore, but a sizable amount for a young captain,” Derxo said.

      “Shit, right. That’s awesome. Can we clone them here?”

      “Your deals were made in a…” He glanced down at his linker. “Yew System. They’ll honor the contract. You’re in a prime system, no one gets a revive for less than double what you paid. Next issue, you’ll have an escort to Yew on our Gs if you answer truthfully from start to finish. Spare no detail,” Derxo said. 

      “Okay, easy enough. I feel bulkier though.”

      “Ah, yes, you earned attribute points. I applied some, check your linker to see if you hate me now.”

      I finagled with my linker quickly to pull up my stats. 

      

      Name: Marius Lund

      Species: Human

      Permissions: Full Citizen

      Age: 26

      Class: General Mercenary

      Level 17

      Experience 324241/540000

      Criminal Score: 0 

      Attributes: 

      Dexterity 17

      Strength 24 

      Endurance 19

      Senses 16 

      Regeneration 4

      Stimulant 3 

      Digital Credit Reserves: 372,227,309 Gs

      

      “Nice, I improved a lot.”

      Derxo snorted with a headshake. “You got a long way to go, but I agree, you’re off to a good start.”

      “Okay, I answer these questions then I go to Yew. No parades or ceremonies?”

      “Not a chance. You captured a cruiser in a method we don’t fully agree with… Well, I do, but some others see giving the digital life too much power and you can end up with evil AI running living beings.”

      “So, I get swept under the rug?” I asked, and he bobbed his head. “Fine by me. And Vero?”

      “In a wonderful synthetic body to fit her… insatiable desires. She’ll be onboard your shuttle. If your debriefing goes smoothly, you should beat your fleet home and arrive in time to see your woman brought back to life,” Derxo said with a molar filled smile. “Are you ready?”

      I straightened my back, stared directly at Derxo, and began retelling the tale of how a single human and witty digital being conquered a Karosa cruiser.
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      The shuttle disembarked with a single day remaining before our fleet returned. Amassed in the star system rested two armadas loitering contently. One consisted of Digi Bankers’ finest ships while the other armada belonged to the Moxia. While I pondered why the Moxia were here, their clump of ships began to leave the system peacefully through immense portals. 

      I arrived as any other individual would who simply was trying to go home - as a man with a bag over his shoulder and a pep in his step. Vero walked beside me, her voluptuous satyr body blending in more than my smooth skin ever would. No group awaited us or congratulated us on our superb efforts. 

      When we arrived in Desmo System almost three weeks ago, General Derxo proved true to his work, paying to have us relocated in a hurry. The entire trip back, I became anxious to revive Maebo and greet Gloria. 

      And I was late to Maebo’s return. 

      Only a half hour late, but still late and something I loathed. If you weren’t early, you were late and in this case, I was super late.  

      I hurried toward the revival chambers, weaving through the crowd. A few aliens grew angry over my shoving, but I pushed on. The entrance highlighted for me, telling me that if I hurried, I could be there in three minutes. 

      When my HUD displayed a priority message, I groaned. Without a doubt, I turned those off already. Commandant Cythnin’s face occupied a segment of my helmet against my will. She smiled at me as if amused. 

      “How did you arrive before your fleet?” Commandant Cythnin asked, obviously knowing the answer. 

      “The best answer I have is magic. How may I help you?” I replied, hoping she wasn’t about to evict me. 

      “An Ambassador Ska visited. Dropped off a present from the Moxia Emperor himself,” Cythnin said in a chipper tone. “Ambassador Porshi and Admiral Olina accepted on your behalf. Suddenly, Yew is vital to the collective and my security concerns seem trivial. Enjoy your stay, Marius.”

      “Wonderful news. I’m late to a very important revival,” I told her.

      Vero paused me with a rough hand on my shoulder. Standing outside the security checkpoint of the cloning station was a very confused Maebo. She tucked her golden wings behind her back with a frown, tapping on her linker furiously. A blooming sensation caused my heart to slam against my chest. 

      I never thought I’d miss someone so fiercely as I did that wonder woman. The fact she died to protect her baby, those marvelous wings and her sad features caused me to want to just snuggle her tightly. 

      “I gotta go,” I said to Cythnin, closing the connection. 

      Maebo’s call reached my linker, and I answered. Before I could profess my love or happiness at her return, she asked, “Where the hell are you?”

      “Turn to your left,” I said, walking towards her. “You’re other left.”

      The Clessian spun, finding me ready for her with open arms. Relief washed over her face when she saw me waiting for her. I closed the connection and she raced into my arms. A second later, she glanced around me, hunting to find her princess. 

      “Gloria is safe and in wormhole space. She’s going to be angry. How about I tell you all about it over a nice meal,” I said. 

      “How long, and hey, Vero.”

      I rubbed her back and replied, “Too long. Two months.”

      “Marius endured hell to bring you back to life. Said he really wanted to see your wings or some such,” Vero said playfully. “Benny should be coming out any minute. I’d like to wait for him, then eat.”

      “Are you sure she’s okay?” Maebo asked. 

      I offered her my hand and replied, “Do you trust me?”

      “Yes, Marius. I do.” She placed her hand in mine and we stood there in silence for a moment. 

      Instead of telling her everything over food, I rushed through the story once to reassure her. While we waited for Benny, I delivered countless videos of her daughter to her, attaching a story to each one. This caused her eyes to twinkle with either happiness or lust or both.

      Eventually, Benny arrived, and I began telling the tale all over again. Maebo clung to my side while Benny was excited for the return of Sleipnir. I continued to play videos, talk about the adventure, and let them ask every question they desired to ask. 

      We enjoyed our meal, paying for a few extra hours at the oxygen dining area. Eventually we found ourselves in need of a place to relax. Loitering came at a cost, so I booked us two nice hotel rooms for a single evening. We mainly stayed in the one room as the four of us talked about the future and the recent past. That changed when Maebo began sliding a palm over my muscles, letting me know exactly what the glint in her eye meant. Vero silly grin and winks at both of us also made it clear that the night would be put to good use.

      We made love for most of the night, happy to be together again. Maebo’s wings fascinated Vero and me, and she suffered with the extra attention. Our sheet wrestling lasted well into the early hours until we finally drifted to sleep. 

      The next morning, a stern knock on my door awoke me. Some low-ranking space cadet stood at attention in a sharp outfit and clean haircut. To my surprise, he was a human, a rarity amongst the stars of this universe. 

      “Good morning, would you like a coffee?” I asked.

      He peeked over my shoulder, seeing a stretching Maebo in a flimsy nightie in front of Vero yawning with nothing on. My ladies didn’t do modestly like most of Semo. Maebo waved politely on her way to the bathroom before locking the bathroom door. 

      “Uh, Captain Marius, I’m Ensign Theodin. On behalf of Ambasador Poshi, I need you to sign this and then take claim of your… gift,” Theodin said. I peered into the hallway, seeing a large contingent of soldiers. “It’s important so the Ambassador can leave. He is a very busy individual, and not one many anger.”

      “Five minutes and we’re on the way,” I said. 

      “Five minutes is reasonable. Thank you, Captain,” Theodin said. 

      I closed the door and dressed in my basic spacesuit. While I could afford a new one, I didn’t bother with luxuries just because I finally had some spare Gs. A mission popped up on my linker. 

      

      Mission: Finish the Hand Off

      Location: Yew System

      Issued by: Digi Bankers Ambassador Poshi

      Details from the requesting agent: Do not dally. You have one hour to reach the StarCarrier Exo 

      Crew Pay: 1 Gs and 1 attribute points. 

      Crew Class Reward: 5,000 experience. 

      

      I whistled at the attribute point. It was aimed directly at me, and I super wanted it. 

      “Whatcha smiling about?” Maebo asked. 

      “Even after the fees, the costs to bring you and Benny back, and the repairs to my armor, we’re rich. Or so I feel that way and I’m more powerful than ever. Now, my lovely Clessian and Satyr, would you do me the honor of visiting an ambassador with me,” I said, extending my crooked elbows. “We can’t be late. I want to get endurance to twenty and augment this body.”

      “Without dying this time,” Maebo teased. 

      “One can hope. Definitely sinking some of my funds into insurance revivals,” I said, leaving the hotel room. I knocked on Benny’s door. “Hurry up!”

      “I need a few seconds,” Benny replied. 

      He hurried to join us with a large smile on his face bear-like face. Ensign Theodin ushered us into a private shuttle attached to the exterior of the bay.

      I noticed that Vero seemed to be annoyed about something after looking over the news feeds. Once the five of us stuffed ourselves into a tiny luxury compartment, I cleared my throat for attention. “What’s bothering you Vero?”

      “There’s not a peep about our victory,” she said, biting a nail. 

      “The universe is vast, and the war’s expansive. A single ship seems trivial,” I said. 

      Vero waged a finger at me. “Yeah, I get that. However, what I did, what we did, was revolutionary, and it’s been silenced.”

      “I’m proud of you,” I said. 

      “While your heart was in the right place, without me, you might have lost,” Vero said, pulling her finger from her mouth. 

      “While doubtful, I’ll just have to get a better suit of armor that has space for you,” I teased. 

      She snorted. “I have someone in mind, actually. Anyway, it bugs me. The High Council shouldn’t be silent that we can conquer their ships with counter AI methods.”

      “They’ll do it,” Theodrin said. “The ‘it’ being adding new doctrines. The Digi Bankers are slow to adapt, but they like to win wars.”

      “See. Yee of little faith,” I said to Vero. “Cheer up, the accounts are loaded, everyone is back to being alive, and we reunite with Karko, Gloria, and Marji in a few hours.”

      “Plus, your new ship,” Theodrin said. 

      “Huh?”

      He pointed out the window. A sleek Moxian StarCruiser docked against the side of StarCarrier Exo. The carrier dwarfed the cruiser, but the cruiser would dwarf Sleipnir. I gawked at the sight of the smooth exterior contrasted by bristling weapons. The StarCruiser could fit a thousand Sleipnir’s inside and I fell in love at first sight. 

      “A StarCruiser!” I blurted. “For me?”

      “Oh, you didn’t know. Hold in your surprise for the ambassador,” Theodin said. 

      I pulled up the schematics on the exact model and the others did the same. The hull contained three layers of breakaway segments, two power cores, forty engines, hundreds of thrusters, and could house thousands. 

      “Underpowered,” Maebo said. 

      “Under crewed,” Vero commented.

      “Lacking cannons,” Benny added. 

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa. That ship is a beast. We can fit Sleipnir in a bay and turn her into exactly what we want. More importantly, as we start to really counter raid the enemy, we need the size. No one takes us seriously in the shuttle class,” I said. 

      Maebo placed a hand on my thigh and said, “Or we can sell it and buy one hell of a frigate.”

      “No. Sorry, everyone. I want to free people, grow our crew, save lives, and build a home that can support us with its own farms. We can do that on a cruiser,” I said, feeling the shuttle dock. 

      “That’ll cost a fortune and we probably lack the personnel to run such a large ship,” Vero said.

      “Perfect! A reason to raid, conquer, and pillage. There’s a war happening, and on that ship, we’re going to make a difference. Today is the start of our next chapter and I’m thrilled to bring the fight to the Yelsin Empire with a StarCruiser,” I said, stepping off the shuttle and heading directly toward my future.
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      Thanks for reading my story and I hope you enjoyed. Please leave a rating or review. It means so much!

      

      I’m an easy going guy who writes in his spare time. I'm an avid reader of fantasy and science fiction and enjoy trying to bring worlds to life.

      Follow me on author central and Royal Guard Publishing for more Dan Raxor releases.
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