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Man Eating Vines

“While we now have enough power to keep operating this city, we no longer have the Catrn people to help us run it. It’s up to us to learn how to manage. There is a library building in the university compound that might have the information we need, but we need people to read and understand the details so they can tell us all in simple words. Then there are the plants. This city was once covered with plants, and should be again, but who knows about that? Maybe we need to go out and search for specialist like the professors we now have. People that can teach us and our children. That's my idea now.”

“A good idea too,” Orbis said. “I want Orbisville to be more beautiful than all of the Imperial cities. We all deserve to live in the best place in the Galaxy.” Plenty of agreement from all those assembled in the liner dining room.

“I might know some people,” Zoe said, her commanding voice stilling the murmurers. “Professor of Galaxial Botany. His head always looking into dirt and flowers. Never even said hello. And information management. Plenty there. Should be able to find a few who want a change of life.”

“You volunteering to lead an expedition?” Orbis asked.

“A girl will need protection.”

“You’re tougher than a dozen men with blasters,” Orbis said, the whole room laughing.

“I could get Brian and his women,” Cal said. “He’ll enjoy a change, and no one will know them at that planet.”

“It’s set then,” Orbis said. “Sooner you start, sooner I get my city made pretty.”

Zoe was striding directly for Cal. “Give me an hour or so to tidy my work.”

“We’re waiting till Ginny gets back. Do we need anything to encourage these people you want to recruit?”

“Blasters will work best,” she said laughing, the entire room joining in. The gloom of the earlier report dissipating quickly, and Cal was thinking he should load food and fruit. People always agreed easier when they were well-fed. Then there was Brian. Him and his women would like a trip and a chance to wear their blasters. Cal placed a call and told Brian the plan. Prepare to be picked up in an hour or two for an outing to a red planet. The ease that he agreed indicating that already his new job was getting too predictable. Zoe was at The Sea Stallion with a small carry bag well before Ginny had landed. As was Professor Cyril, the chemistry expert, with a story of wanting to check some data at his old University. “Zoe is the leader, and you’ll need to stay together with the guards,” Cal said. “But you can go wherever you need. Just don’t want you getting captured.”

When Ginny landed from delivering the Catrn, Cal was close to check. Her face still looking pained. “We showed the people here our videos of what happened at that base and what we found in that pen,” he said. “You can show your videos of releasing the Catrn too if you like. Everyone understands now, and things are getting back to normal.”

“I keep seeing those snarling faces. Nothing like the people we took.”

“Tell the others that too. And tell them about the good. I won’t ask you to do that again.”

“But I should do these jobs. We both talked on the way back. Confronting, but we’re learning, and seeing things few others do.”

“Well as chief pilot of a Galaxy wide freight business, you certainly will get to do things few others do.”

Zoe and the Professor loaded, their first stop being Kepla Seven. Brian and his two women were waiting on the ground as The Sea Stallion landed, all with holsters and blasters and looking as though they were ready to invade a small planet by themselves. “Bernie is looking after the business for a day or two,” Brian said. “Where are we going to invade?”

“You’re protecting a poor delicate woman and an aged Professor from strangers,” Zoe said. Then she spoiled the effect by laughing too much.

“That’s the job,” Cal said. “No one there will know you, so it’ll be easier for you to keep them safe while they recruit some more staff. Find a seat and we’ll get going. Crew make tracks to Spaceport C8 of Orion Belt Three. Blastoff when ready.”

Although Cal thought he would be telling about their destination as they flew, Brian and his women spent the trip telling about their work of taking over the spaceport at Kepla Seven, and then setting up a produce business there. The stories continued when they were in orbit and only stopped when the approach message came through the ship’s terminal. “The Sea Stallion is approved directly to Spaceport C8. Guidance on screen. Allocating landing site 04. Landing fees apply after six hours. Thank you for your visit.”

“Everything’s red,” Brian said suddenly. The first time he had stopped talking and looked out the window.

“The sky is yellow,” his wife, Laya said, real wonder in her voice.

Cal didn’t get a chance to comment, the three up the front peering out the window. The Twins didn’t comment either, and even Mia didn’t curse the official guidance as she usually did.

“The Sea Stallion landed at 0934. Landing fees commence in six hours. Enjoy your visit.” The ship’s terminal interrupted the commentary.

“I’ll get some plastic for you,” Cal said to Zoe. “Just get whatever you want.”

“You not going?”

“Just you two and your protection crew. My lot are going for snacks, then resting back here. Use the secure terminal if anything goes wrong.”

“Well,” Zoe said loudly. “My crew by the hatch. We have work to do.”

Cal watched until Zoe and crew had arranged a hire vehicle and were on their way out the spaceport. “Snacks now. We’ll have a long wait, I’m sure.”

An easy walk over the dark ground to an eatery they’d found last time, then a race to find something different to order. Four different meals, with the idea that everyone would sample each one so they knew for next time. Cal wasn’t expecting there would be a next time, but time would tell. Finally settled, while they waited for the meals Cal was able to look around more. Quite an assortment of diners, but you expected that at a spaceport. It was as he was looking more at the decor that he registered the screen. High on one wall. Usually a feed of the Galaxy Wide News, but this one was set on their Orange Freedom News. And instead of the stiff-necked announcer there was Su talking about short videos of babies.

“It’s a baby competition,” Kyra said, the others turning to see too. “They should turn up the volume.”

“Shh,” Mia said. “Just watch quietly.”

“We’re not loud,” Kyra said, half the room turning toward her.

Cal was studying the screen more. As well as Su, there was another woman in another small insert, as though the pair were discussing what was on the main part of the screen. Then the video changed to another baby, and the number four was superimposed over the video. No doubt now that it was indeed a competition. Taking attention back to the other diners, he noticed that more of them were watching the screen than watching their food.

Food delivered and family back to eating, all tasting the selections with Cal being left with the one the others liked the least. It wasn’t too bad really. Food eaten, while the girls decided on dessert, he got his secure terminal out and called Agatha. “Just for your interest, I’ll show what’s on the screen at this strange red planet instead of the Imperial News.” Then he turned his terminal around and filmed the screen and the back of the other diner’s heads. “We’re getting some real coverage.”

Call over, it was dessert. Only one type selected. Sweet and gooey and really pretty good, but that called for drinks, and that took a lot of deciding. Time for Cal to watch the screen some more, and to see Su interrupt baby nine with a scene of the room they were in. His video, with Su making some comments. The seat wasn’t low enough for him to disappear. Luckily the Twins hadn’t seen or they would have been yelling. A few of the other patrons turned, but none seemed to work out what had happened. Then it was back to baby nine.

Back in The Sea Stallion it was time for rest. Well for Cal anyway. The others were continuing their opinions of the food they’d just tried while he was lying on the bed attempting to tune out the chatter. Things were finally quiet when his terminal beeped a message from Zoe. ‘On the way with one.’ With it being morning, it must be difficult to get to talk to people alone. It was going to be a long day.

The ship soon filled with people again, the star of the arrival was a man that looked too young to be a professor. Thirty Cal thought, but definitely a professor of some sort. Uncoordinated clothes. Scruffy hair, and the thing that really stood out in the time of auto-medic repair, the man was wearing old-fashioned spectacles. Cal couldn’t remember actually seeing someone wearing glasses for real. “Professor Thadius,” Zoe announced formally. “Expert on plants.”

“Galaxial botany,” the man corrected.

This whole planet must be taught a different style of politeness Cal thought as he introduced himself and told the reason for the trip. His explanation was stopped halfway through with a hand held up. “I know all this,” the young Professor said impatiently. “The question I need to have answered is what sort of plants do you want me to investigate?”

“Your choice. My real desire is for someone to make this city the most beautiful in the Galaxy. Plants from all the worlds. A showcase of the best.”

“I’ll need help.”

“We have people keen to learn.”

“Real people,” the Professor snorted. “Propagators, Entomologists, Nutritional experts.”

“Can you suggest people?”

“We were going to look at them next,” Zoe said quickly.

“You won’t get anyone with that bunch of thugs.” Professor Thadius was pointing at Brian and his women.

Cal looked at Zoe as he slowly shook his head. He’d really had enough, but Zoe held his sight and said, “He is the best, and he’s willing to move to an unknown planet with the knowledge there will be no way for him to return to his old life. He has a lot of things he needs to take, so maybe we could get a second vehicle for him.”

“These other people?” Cal asked toward the man.

“I know,” Zoe said before the man could answer. “I’ve got his list and we can deal with that while someone else moves his things.”

Cal thought a time. “Twins to go with the Professor to help move. Rest to go back and work on the others on the list.”

“I hope they won’t have weapons,” Professor Thadius said.

“They all will,” Cal said firmly. “And they will use them if needed. You will be under our protection. You should be grateful for that.”

“Grateful to have armed thugs following me. Hum.”

“We’re sweet young women,” Kyra said loudly. “We’re not thugs.”

“And we haven’t blasted anyone for days,” Kira added, both girls standing tall, one hand down on a blaster and ready to take no nonsense.

Only Cal left alone with Mia in The Sea Stallion, but still no peace. Agatha beeping his secure terminal with news they had received a message to say two new vans were ready to pickup. “Maybe see Ginny and see if she wants to do the job.”

“I do,” Ginny called, her head sliding into the terminal camera’s view.

“When you get back, we need to talk about recruiting more pilots,” Cal said. “Maybe another crew for a local freighter and a team that would like to operate a mobile shop visiting the mining planets in the outer arms.”

“That mobile shop’s a great idea,” Mia said when the call ended.

“A possible way of getting fuel rods. Now maybe we’ll have time for a cuddle.”

“You better pay for parking then.” He did.

—-
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THE TWINS WERE THE first back, an extra vehicle with them loaded with boxes and bags. So much freight that they lowered the freight ramp and began stacking the treasures in the freight hold, the girls treating the Professor like he was their new hero. “Professor Thadius knows all about the most exciting plants,” Kyra said when Cal was watching the stacking.

“We’re going to interview him for the news once Mia’s done his implant,” Kira added.

Mia had removed his implant and the girls commandeered the ships control room for their interview. “I’m Kira.” “And I’m Kyra and we’re here to talk to Professor Thadius about man eating plants.”

Cal had to admit the Professor’s on-camera attitude was much better than before, the man clearly enjoying talking about plants. He certainly had the girls enthralled with tales of some of the dangerous plants of the Galaxy. There would soon be requests for an expedition to visit all the planets the man mentioned. The girls were uploading their finished interview when Zoe and her crew returned, two strange women and one man with them. “Plant cultivation,” Zoe pointed to the women, “And information systems,” she pointed to the man. The women seemed to know the Professor, but the man was silent and studying all around intently.

“Cal,” Cal said to the man. “You know about the job?”

“Working with an ancient library, and Galen.”

Cal had trouble hearing the reply, his head filled with voices, and the speakers weren't in this room. Well they were in a way. They were in the wardrobe so close by. “Enemy.” The voices were saying. “Imperial informant. Use the weapon’s console.”

“Can you give me a moment while I finish some work.” It was enough for Cal to turn around and shuffle to the weapons console and activate it.

“That’s our job,” Kira called, seeing the screen on. Cal kept working, following the voice in his head. The implants weapon screen selected, then a small button he hadn’t taken notice of before touched, the screen changing to what looked like a scanner diagram of the ship and surroundings. On that diagram were small red dots outside the ship outline, and three inside, right in the middle.

‘Touch the closest red dot,’ the voice said, and when he did, an insert panel appeared with data. Commander Galan Ross. Imperial Intelligence Doctorate. Then birth date and the usual things stored by implants. The last part of the insert was three rectangular buttons. Yellow, orange and red. The same as on the large implant weapon. Both Twins were over his shoulder now silently reading the screen.

“Galen Ross,” Cal said turning from the console to face the man. The man nodded. “What do you expect with this job?”

“To uncover whatever secrets the past can offer.” His voice strong and assertive.

“You understand that accepting this position is also accepting joining and supporting our sector of space?”

“I do.” The man was standing confidently, but Zoe seemed less sure of herself, catching Cal with a stare when she could.

“Then maybe you can tell me when you stopped working for the Imperial Intelligence Doctorate?”

Total silence in the room now. Cal turned his back and pressed the small orange button icon on the screen, seeing the insert panel with the man’s details now tinted orange, and if it was working as Cal imagined, the man’s implant would now be releasing whatever it did to end his life in a few hours. “I think it best the crew take you back and we speak no more of this matter.” Cal nodded to Zoe. “And maybe then return and we’ll reconsider.”

Zoe nodded. “Now?”

“Now. I’m sure plant people won’t be too bothered with politics.”

A few very subdued minutes while Commander Galen Ross was escorted out the ship, and they stayed until he was being driven away. “Sorry about that,” Cal said to the other two visitors. “We need to be careful, for all our sakes. Now tell me all about plants.” The two women were both experienced plant propagators with wide knowledge, and keen to try to create a show garden for a capital city. Both Twins spent some time working over the weapons screen and he saw them nodding to him. Clearly these two women were good. “Do you women need things bought. Other people even?” They did, and it was decided everyone should go with them to help, even Professor Thadius. It left Cal and Mia alone again, but the Twins insisted the screen with their Orange Freedom News be left on in case their last report was aired.

“I saw that implant thing. How did you know?”

Cal pointed to his head. “Voice of the crystal. We’re not going for any more people. This will do.”

“How long for him?”

“Hours. I hope he’s still good when they leave him, but we need to be out of here pretty quick.”

Zoe returned before the Twins, asking no questions, but Cal told her about reading the man’s implant. “I know you didn’t know, and I didn’t suspect until I checked. I think we’ve risked enough for one day now. We’re leaving as soon as the others get back. At least we have the plants sorted.”

The other vehicle was not too far behind, mainly filled with boxes and bags of clothes. Both women quickly in the auto- medic to remove their implants and The Sea Stallion was ready to go, only that had to be paused so everyone could watch two girls and a Professor talking on the news service about the man-eating vines of Qantono. How the vines hung from trees and when an unexpected man walked close, the vine quickly wrapped its tendrils around him then slowly drained the juices from his body. Two wide-eyed girls and an enthralling speaker made for a great tale, but Cal was left with the feeling the accuracy of the story left a little to the imagination.

“Professor Cyril,” Cal asked, the first time he’d even thought to ask about this man’s part in this whole expedition. “Did you find what you were searching for?”

The man smiled before saying, “More than I expected.” That had even the Twins looking closely at the Professor. “Was after an old book, but found a few that could be... appropriate.”

“Chemistry?”

“Ancient languages.”

Now it was Cal’s turn to smile. “I think it’s time for this ship to head for home. All crew prepare to blastoff.”

Brian’s crew and the new people had never been to the new base, so maybe Mia gave them a spectacular way of getting a first look, dropping down as though she was landing at the old base, then hovering close to the ground and racing toward the close-by hill. Then a fast assent just before a potential crash, and a fast run over the top of the hill until the ship’s terminal announced, “The Sea Stallion. You are clear to land at Orbisville base.” The opening of the portal leaving the visitors exclaiming, just before they slipped through the opening and the city was spread before them.

“That’s different,” Brian said, suitably awed.

Finally landed, now a rush for the new people to be shown around and Cal to catch up on the latest changes.
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Rigel 3

“We think we should take a trip to Qantono to check for stock there,” Kira said sweetly when the plant crew had been given a tour of their new home, and everyone there had been given an elaborate version of the trip to collect the people.

“It’ll be nice to visit a new planet,” Kyra added, just as sweetly.

“I agree we should visit a new planet,” Cal said seeing two girls getting ready to cheer. “And I think my pilot should investigate what’s closer, Rigel 3 or Rigel 4?”

“Oh,” two girls said together.

“Before we go searching for man eating plants, I want my crew to study more about them so they’ll know how to fight them off.”

“You’re spoiling them again,” Mia said looking up from her maps. “And Rigel 3 is about an hour while Rigel 4 is about six hours.”

“I’ll get Brian and his women, then we’ll go,” Cal said.

“We don’t need protection,” Kira said indignantly.

“First, we might have to take over the planet, and second, they need some more excitement before we drop them back at Kepla Seven.”

“And third,” Mia added, “You’ll need them to video your exploits so you can both be in the film.”

Cal wasn’t really expecting to take over that planet, his intentions were more an investigation to see if they had goods like at Rigel 12. It would be closer, part of their own area of space, and maybe they could look for what was needed to completely take over the planet later when they had more troops and ships.

Brian, his wife and her sister were keen for the expedition, the Twins hardly needing to encourage them at all, but while the girls were discussing blasting people, Cal thought to ask Chen for advice on what to look for at a seed planet like this. “Easier to take me,” he said, grinning at Cal.

“You’ll have to stay behind those with the blasters,” Cal said shaking his head. “It might be dangerous.”

“And certainly more exciting than poking my finger at a screen all day.”

Cal was considering how he could add more couches to the control room for the increasing number of people they were transporting as they lifted up, most others talking about how many blasters they should take when they landed. The atmosphere in the control room like they were out for a leisurely day’s visit to a holiday destination. “Prepare for aether space,” Mia called. “Should be less than an hour.”

Fifty minutes of noise and then the silence of normal space jarred. Only distant points of light in the main view-port, but Mia was rotating The Sea Stallion slowly. “Three other ships around,” Kyra reported. “Unidentified freighter, normal freighter and cloaked Imperial ship reporting as a battlecruiser with five crew.”

“Cloaked battlecruiser first. Get close enough to identify,” Cal called. The hum of the aether drive growing as Mia prepared for a brief burst of speed to get close behind the Imperial ship.

“Got it,” Kyra yelled. “Really a freighter. Two crew.”

“Weapons to implants and instant. Pilot to fire when in range.”

“In range now,” Kyra called, and Cal noticed the brief yellow light that showed the weapon had fired.

“Unidentified freighter next target.” The hum increased again and Cal prepared for the disorientation that came with these bursts of speed. This time their drop into normal space had a ship clear in front of them, it’s yellow paint job and large black identifying fleet number marking it a typical freighter. It was its absence of transponder reply that pointed it as a possible Pirate ship. A ship stolen by the Pirates for their own uses. The thing about this one was it was on a descent path to ground and disabling the ship now would end with it crashing.

“Four people. Possible small personal weapons. Some freight.”

“Stop pursuit. Just watch from a distance.”

“We could use the plasma cannon,” Kyra suggested. “Blast it into small bits.”

“Or we could follow it and see who it meets,” Cal said. “Crew to track it carefully.”

“That’s a very distinctive ship,” Brian said.

Looking closely at the receding ship Cal had to agree. The distinctive colour looked like it was fresh. In fact the whole ship looked like it hadn’t covered much distance at all. All the other Pirate ships they’d taken always had been well-used. “Try that implant identification system and see if we can read that far away.” Kyra had the weapons console and was working the screen.

“You think it might be someone important?” Mia asked.

“Fancy ship,” Cal said.

“Nothing,” Kyra said. “Out of range.”

Cal used his own screen to bring up the political map, bringing up the information listed for this planet, Rigel 3. He had Brian and Chen looking over his shoulder as he read the names and numbers for the President and vice. Then it was the notes section. A very short section, as though a lot had been deleted. - President Edward, one hundred thousand per month. Vice President Rabbis, fifty thousand per month. - Well that made things simple. They would need new staff to take over this planet. Cal was adding the names and numbers to his terminal when Brian said, “Looks like we’re all getting some blaster practice.”

“We’re ready,” Kira called out. She was supposed to be monitoring the scanners.

“You’re not blasting people,” Mia said.

“Someone is,” Cal said. “Those running this planet are taking money from the Pirates.”

“They all do,” Mia said. “Keeping their job.”

“Look! It’s just like Rigel 12,” Kira said loudly making all eyes look out the window. They’d been slowly following the yellow Pirate ship, and now ahead was a large landing area around a huge building, exactly like the warehouse they were familiar with. But why wouldn’t it be. It was logical to think that all the seed planets had been built from the same design. A series of identical planets scattered around the Galaxy. Only this one was in the hands of the Pirates for now.

“They’re going to land there,” Mia said. The landing area on the border between planet day and night.

“Maybe land away from them,” Cal said. “There’s been no landing instructions.”

“And there was no large holo-sign,” Kira added. “And not many customers.”

She was right there. Only two ships on the huge parking area. At Rigel 12, there were always so many ships you had to walk for ages to the entrance. “Check those other two ships?”

“One no transponder and one a normal freighter. Both empty.”

“Trouble?” Brian asked.

“At least three pirates somewhere inside, plus these four. That’s not too many really.”

“We should blast them as soon as they land,” Kyra said.

“Or wait and see what they’re doing.”

“If we get them in the ship as soon as they land, we’ll save ourselves a lot of risk,” Mia said.

Cal looked at Mia’s serious face. In one way she was right. “But what if they’re not Pirates. Just some normal people with a faulty transponder.”

“Normal pilots wouldn’t fly like that. Even Ginny would have been on the ground five minutes ago.”

He considered a moment longer before saying, “Weapons to implants and instant. Pilot has the control.”

“What’s that weapon do?” Chen asked cautiously.

“Activates any implant in range to release something that kills the wearer, and leaves everything else untouched. Great to use in space, but on the ground you have to watch for innocent people being caught in the range.”

“No trouble here,” Mia said quickly. “I’ll zap them as we hover above.” She kept The Sea Stallion on a very slow descent, allowing the yellow target ship to land while she was still up high. The targeting screen was on the large main screen and all could see Mia manoeuvre to get the yellow ship centred in the target circle. Then the brief yellow flash as the weapon fired, and Mia was lowering The Sea Stallion to land alongside their target.

“Four people not moving,” Kyra reported from the scanner.

“Everyone with blasters and we’ll go and check,” Cal said.

“Me too?” Chen asked.

“You don’t need a blaster, but if you want one, the Twins will show you.”

A rush for blasters and then the battle of who was going to get out the hatch first. The choice between Brian and his women and the Twins, with the Twins narrowly winning.

“Check out this ship,” Cal called down to those already on the ground, a cold air flowing into the warm control room.

“We should film it,” Kira called up.

“Don’t bother. Just be careful.” On the ground himself now, the daylight nearly gone and a chilled breeze making him wished he’d bought a jacket. The others had managed to open the yellow ship’s hatch and had clambered inside, while Chen, Mia and him were standing ready to join them climbing up into the yellow ship. Time enough for him to see three people walking toward them, or rather they were coming to visit whoever was in the yellow ship. “Trouble coming,” Cal hissed. At least Mia had her two blasters on her hips. “Chen inside quick.” Cal stood aside allowing Chen to scamper up the ladder and disappear inside while the visitors came closer.

Cal was trying to decide what the visitors were. They didn’t look like security. Not the right sort of uniform. Not retail sales either. No company insignia. Same for warehouse staff. Maybe management possibly. Of course, they could be customers. That would suit. Mia was on the ladder now, and was ready to follow.

“Busy place,” one of the following men called out.

“Popular people,” Cal answered lightly, taking his turn to climb, the other three appearing like they were going to follow. Inside, the dead were where they had dropped, and around the consoles, the others were all looking at screens. To the far wall were wires hanging loose where the transponder had been disabled. At least he could be certain now it had been a Pirate ship. “Prepare for visitors,” He said, turning and positioning himself to be able to shoot whoever came in the hatch behind him. Just in time, for there was a strange head in the hatchway, the man’s mouth opening as though he was ready to call out to those behind, but Cal had his blaster pointed at the man and was beckoning him forward out of the opening. Those who had been looking at screens realised now too, and the number of blasters pointing toward the entrance was growing. “Forward while we wait for the others.”

The stranger was staring at one of the bodies on the floor when the next man came through the opening. Same treatment, and he was through the door without calling out, although he did have a Twin’s blaster held hard into his stomach and another into his side.

The third man yelled, but the cry didn’t last for long, a blaster bolt into his chest silencing him. It took two people to drag his body completely through the hatchway and dump it on the floor of the control room.

“Do you know what you’ve done?” The first man wailed. “That was the Vice President you just shot.”

“Mister fifty thousand a month you mean,” Cal said calmly. “And which one of you is the one hundred thousand a month President Edward?”

“That would be me,” the second man said. “Attila here is part of our security detail. And who are you? Other than a dead man walking.”

“Cal from the Orange Freedom Group, and the others deciding your future are all part of my crew.”

“It’s you that have no future friend. You know who that man is. Was?” The President was pointing to the body that had held interest before. “He’s your ticket to death.”

“All I see is a Pirate. The best kind of Pirate too. A dead one.”

“That’s not just a Pirate. That’s the brother of the leader of the Galaxial Pirate Associate. That’s the end of your merry band of amateurs. You’ll all be...” The President of Rigel 3 was dropping to the floor, Mia with a blaster in both hands.

“No one threatens us like that.” Around the Twins were cheering and the last man standing was looking decidedly pale.

“Well this must be a new record,” Cal said cheerily. “We’ve taken care of a planet’s leaders and we haven’t even left the parking lot. It’s all up to you Attila. Can we trust you to work for us, or do you want to join your friends?”

“That’s not fair,” Mia said. “No man is going to say he wants to be blasted.”

“But if he wants to work for us, he’ll have to prove his loyalty. Like he’d have to point us to the other Pirates here, and then he would have to work with whomever we leave in charge of this planet. While you think, tell me about this ship.”

“Really new,” Kira said quickly.

“Not even a year old,” Kyra added.

“Freight?” That started a race to get to the hold, girls racing to unlock the five pods stacked against the back of the hold.  In the background, was the beeping of someone’s terminal. “Maybe see who that is,” Cal said softly to Chen’s ear.

The first pod opened was boxes of produce. Not the usual items. Very fancy melons with gold spots. Lush fruits that cost more than a credit each. All the things an Imperial palace might serve.

“Someone wants this man urgently,” Chen said holding a terminal up for Cal to see. The message saying – Trouble? Call now.

“Can we trace him? The man calling? Get an address.”

Chen paused, then said, “Not for sure. Maybe data on the machine.”

“And on the logs of this ship. Well maybe I should talk to the man. He wouldn’t expect that.”

“From our ship,” Kira called out. “We can use our screens.”

She was right. “Mia and me will go and check while everyone else continue checking this ship and guarding our guest.” Cal left holding the terminal as he followed behind Mia, the Twins and Brian’s women busy exploring the contents of the pods.

“If we didn’t have a war before, we certainly have one now,” Mia said as they walked the short distance between ships.

That was Cal’s thought too. He remembered that Admiral Carnis had said there were only two people in the Pirate side who knew the truth of who ran the Galaxy, and the Admiral had said that soon those two would be out of the picture. But... That would leave him as the sole opposition to the Imperial side, and that prospect was making his whole body shake. Or maybe it was only the chill wind.

“This is a cold planet,” he said as he stood before the access ladder.

“We’ll have to get jackets for here,” Mia said. “I’m sure the girls will want bright orange ones.”

“Or ones with scenes of man eating plants on them.”

Inside, and before initiating the call, Cal called up the political map and looked for the panel that listed the details of the Pirate team. He’d not bothered with this before, but now seeing it in front of him he cursed his laziness. Only two contacts listed. Tyrone Graves and Miles Graves.

Next, he accessed the weapons console and bought out the new screen that showed all implants around them. Seven red dots all close together and off to the side where the yellow ship was. One by one, he touched each dot to expand the information panel. All seven had military titles. Including one commander. Commander Miles Graves, and all had Imperial positions, even the three from this planet’s government. “An Imperial ship visiting an Imperial Planet,” Mia said over Cal’s shoulder.

“Pretending to be Pirates,” Cal said sighing. “Makes things difficult. I think I better call our enemy and talk, but before that, I’m going to change that map. If we
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