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            SPACE BEES?!

          

        

      

    

    
      “Fucking space bees!” Wil shouts waving his hands. Everyone is in the cargo hold of the Ghost as the spaceport personnel on Durbril Two decontaminate the ship. The Cargo ramp is down, but the heavy cargo doors are still closed.

      “How was I supposed to know?” Bennie retorts. “There wasn’t a sign on the crate.”

      “What would you expect? Warning, space bees inside?” Wil gestures to the crate in question, “It says Do Not Open, literally on every face of the crate!” Wil shouts. He walks to the crate pointing at one of the warning labels, “Some sides have two labels!” he shouts, moving his finger from one label to the other.

      “I mean, if it’s full of bees, maybe they should have put that on the labels,” the defensive Brailack says. “Also, what’s a bee, exactly?”

      Wil flips him off.

      Bennie continues, “In my defense, last time I opened a crate I wasn’t supposed to, we got a Gabe.”

      Maxim raises his hand, “That was the first time, not the last. Last time it was that aggressive, oxygen-eating fungus that Gabe had to scrape off the walls of the cargo hold. The time before that was that automated defense drone that immediately thought we were thieves and kept shooting at us every time we tried to enter the cargo bay.” He motiones to the space they were standing in, pointing at a scorch mark near the large cargo doors. Zephyr puts a hand on Maxim’s shoulder, “Don’t forget the time you opened that storage unit and found that cryopod with the guy in the what was it?” She looks at Wil.

      “Hockey mask.”

      She nods, “Right, that guy in the hockey mask.”

      Bennie raises one of his two fingers, “I don’t think that one counts; I didn’t open the cryopod.” He smiles as if that means he has won the argument.

      “Because we stopped you,” Zephyr counters.

      Wil leans in, “Whatever. Stop opening crates that aren’t yours. I still have welts.”

      Cynthia nods, “He does. In places I wouldn’t have thought a”—she quirked an eyebrow at Wil—“space bee could get to.”

      Zephyr walks over to the cargo door controls and the display from the camera outside, “They’re almost done I think.” She turns to Wil, “Also, space bees? We’ve been over this. Those were Talaxian apians.” She points to the crate, “Aggressive in warm climates, which is why their crate was temperature controlled.” She turns to Bennie, eyebrow raised.

      “I noticed the temperature controls, but assumed it was food,” Bennie retorts, as if that is a defense.

      “Food with warning signs?” Maxim asks.

      Bennie opens his mouth, but a triple tone from the cargo door control panel interrupts him. A light on the panel is blinking green. 

      Zephyr turns back to the controls. “Decon complete.” She peers at the camera feed, “I think they’re going to hose us down now.”

      Wil sighs, “Jesus, what’s the deal here?” 

      “Durbril Two has never had an outbreak of Larrap Syndrome. They want to keep that record going,” Zephyr offers as the heavy cargo doors split and slide apart.

      “What’s Larrap Syndrome?” Wil asks Cynthia as they head for the door.

      “Nasty bug—highly contagious, lesions, blood from orifices, then death.” 

      Maxim leans over, “She left out the pustules that spread the spores.”

      Bennie joins them, “And the screaming. I hear those with Larrap spend their last days screaming until their throats are raw.” He grins and gives Wil a thumbs up.

      Wil shudders, “Pustules?” He looks down the ramp at the four environment suit clad Durbrillians, their large heads and fan like ears crammed inside their helmets, “Bring on the hose down.”
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            PUBLIC NUDITY

          

        

      

    

    
      At the bottom of the ramp is a tent with a zippered door. Once inside the tent, one of the Durbrillians in an environment suit approaches, “Please disrobe and place your clothes in these boxes. One box per person, please.”

      Wil holds up a hand, “Uh, we like our clothes.”

      “Do not worry; we will put your clothes through decontamination separately. They will be unharmed.” The suited man raises an appraising eyebrow, bushy and bright red, at Wil’s outfit.

      “Burn,” Cynthia whispers in his ear as she heads to a bench set against the wall.

      Wil blushes, “Are we getting naked right here in front of”—he looks around—“Gah!” Bennie is standing next to him naked. “What the hell, man!” He stumbles stepping away from the nude Brailack.

      Bennie shrugs, “What? The man said get naked; I got naked.”

      “He actually didn’t—” Zephyr starts but finds something on the ceiling to look at instead.

      “In record time,” Maxim says, averting his eyes. 

      Cynthia looks down then at the ceiling, maybe toward the thing Zephyr is studiously gazing at. She whispers, “I see why that little Olop woman on Nilop Four was so possessive.”

      Zephyr grimaces, putting a hand over her mouth. Wil looks at Cynthia, “Really?” She shrugs.

      Bennie pads past them all depositing his clothes in one of the decontamination boxes.

      The Durbrillian man clears his throat, “Actually, you are welcome to leave your undergarments on.” He looks at Bennie and sighs. Inside the helmet, one of his large ears flutters.

      “Thank the gods,” Zephyr says stripping off her jumpsuit. She winks at Wil, “I’d heard seeing you naked causes nightmares.”

      Wil flips her off and undresses.

      As the crew exits the tent on the side opposite from where they had entered, Bennie looks up, “You didn’t inhale any did you?” 

      “No. I mean, I don’t think so. Why?” Wil says, looking around, careful to not look down at Bennie still naked.

      Bennie tuts, “Don’t be far from a toilet for the next few hours.” He moves away smiling.

      The boxes with their clothes in them are trundling out on a conveyor belt next to the decontamination shower unit they just walked through.

      “He’s crapping you,” Cynthia says putting a hand on his shoulder.

      “It’s shitting, but thanks,” Wil says grabbing his box. 

      The doors to the spaceport reception area slide apart revealing a luxurious waiting area. Wil is used to the reception areas in spaceports on Fury and similar planets. This place is downright posh. He whistles as he slowly takes in the scenery.

      “Gabe!” Bennie shrieks as he breaks off from the others. Everyone turns to look in the direction the excited Brailack is running. Standing near the door leading to the street outside the spaceport is Gabe. He raises a hand and wiggles his fingers, his uncanny valley smile wide on his face.

      Everyone heads towards the door at a fast walk. When they reach the tall droid, everyone leans in for hugs or to pat a shoulder. Bennie is nearly crushed as he stands near Gabe’s leg. “It’s good to see you buddy,” Wil says smiling. “We missed you.”

      “Thank you, Captain.” The tall droid inclines his head, “It is good to see you all. I missed you.”

      “Ah, that’s sweet,” Zephyr says, her smile broad.

      Gabe turns toward the door that leads out to the street, “If you would like, I have arranged accommodations at the facility where the reception is being held.” He gestures to the now open sliding door.

      “I know I’ve said it already, but sorry it took us a while to get here.”

      Gabe nods, “I understand, Captain. Was the job completed successfully?” 

      Maxim nods, “It was. Good money for a simple delivery. There was a bee incident, but it wouldn’t be a job without something going wonky.”

      Gabe nods, “Of course. I look forward to hearing more about these bees.”

      “You mentioned a reception?” Cynthia asks as they walk towards a ground vehicle, presumably rented by Gabe.

      Gabe makes a face that Wil recognizes as his uncomfortable topic face, “Yes. There is a reception tonight in my honor.”

      “What?!” Wil shouts as he claps Gabe on the back hard enough to hurt himself. As he wiggles his fingers he continues, “That’s cool. What for? Your role in the Droid Liberation Movement stuff?”

      “Probably not for his baking, you krebnack,” Bennie says then darts past Wil toward the ground vehicle. 

      Once everyone is seated and the ground vehicle is trundling its way towards their destination, Wil leans forward, “Ok pal, spill.”

      Gabe slowly looks around then sighs, “After you departed Tarsis, I was able to convince Councilwoman Grythlorian to grant me an audience with the Governing Council.” Gabe looks at Wil, “She is not at all happy with you now, I understand. I am lucky she could help me before you completed the job on Earth.” Wil nods his head and makes a go on motion.

      The droid continues, “That initial audience did not go well. Many of the councilors were quite hostile towards me. The uprisings on Mogul Three, however, worked as expected. Sentiment was already shifting as the conversation was spreading across the Commonwealth.”

      Maxim is looking out the window at the passing city, “How so? I remember the name of the system, but not the details.”

      “The shutdown of production on that planet revealed how dependent on droid labor, slavery, many GC member systems are. GNO and several lesser widespread news agencies covered the story, helping to spread the issue,” the droid replies. He turns to look out the window, “We are here.” The ground vehicle slows as it approaches a multistoried building with balconies ringing the upper floors.

      “Nice,” Wil says as they file out of the vehicle. He turns to Gabe, “So, what exactly is this reception for?”

      Gabe inclines his head, “The government of Durbril Two is giving me a humanitarian award.”

      As the entry doors to the building part, Bennie turns, “Uh, what?” Maxim and Zephyr both nod slowly.

      “There was a droid uprising here two months ago. It was part of our overall plan to show the value of the Droid Nation.”

      Bennie looks up at Wil and mouths the words Droid Nation? Wil shrugs.

      Gabe continues, “Unfortunately, things here did not go as planned. A faction of the droids decided to make their point with violence. I came to Durbril Two shortly after my first presentation to the Galactic Commonwealth Governing Council. The violent faction saw reason and surrendered themselves to the local authorities to face justice.”

      “Impressive. Maybe you should be the team diplomat?” Cynthia says. They are all standing in the lobby now. 

      Gabe gestures with one hand to each crewmate’s wristcomm. “I have transferred your room passes to your wristcomms. Do you wish to rest now?”

      Wil looks at everyone else, “No. I’d like to grab a bite and a drink and hear the rest of your story.” Everyone nods.

      “Very well; there is a cantina over there.” The droid turns and walks in the direction he just pointed. As they walk, he continues, “It went a long way toward the Durbrillian government seeing our side of the debate—seeing that droids were interested in being a part of civil society in all aspects, including justice. The Council has not scheduled a formal vote, but the Durbrillian representative has agreed to vote in favor of droid rights.”
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      The cantina isn’t very busy, so they take a seat on the small patio that overlooks the swimming pool in the center of the building. Children of several species are splashing around in the water. Two Trollack children are zipping around in the water leaping out and splashing the other children before diving under the surface again.

      “That’s fantastic buddy,” Wil says as they sit. He flags a server over.

      The server arrives, a young Durbrillian male, “Hello. Welcome to the Dusty Shoe. Will you be eating or just drinks?” He smiles, his reddish fur short and well-groomed. He slips a small PADD from a pocket on his trousers.

      “Dusty Shoe?” Wil asks, then shakes his head as he waves off the question, “Doesn’t matter. House grum for the table, please.” He looks around to make sure there are no objections; everyone nods. The young man taps on his PADD then bows and leaves.

      Wil turns to Gabe, “I’m proud of you.”

      Cynthia smiles, “I’m honestly surprised this has gone so well, so fast.” She leans her elbows on the table. “No fights or bloodshed or anything?”

      Gabe raises a hand, “I did not say that. There have been rough patches and several violent clashes throughout the GC. I had hoped it would be bloodless, but as you said before I left the Ghost, that was unrealistic.”

      The young man comes back with a tray loaded with glasses full of amber liquid. Once he’s placed the last glasses on the table, he turns his attention to Wil, “Have you decided on any food?”

      “Fried zerglings,” Bennie says. “Two orders,” he adds, holding up a hand, two long, green fingers held up in a v shape.

      Wil looks down at his friend and nods. He looks at the server, “That’ll start us.”

      Again, the young man bows and walks away, tapping on his PADD.

      Maxim picks up his glass, “To Gabe!”

      “Hear, hear!” the others say in unison.

      Gabe, as usual, sits silently and inclines his head, “Thank you. There is much to still do, but the wheels are turning, and I feel confident that my presence on Tarsis is no longer needed. We formed an advisory council to ensure things continue apace.” He turns to Cynthia, “I believe your people’s earlier struggles with this, and their voice on the council, helped tremendously. I had intended to visit Tyr if possible but ended up not needing to. The delegation on Tarsis was more than helpful.” He smiled his uncanny valley smile.

      Maxim leans forward and looks around the table, “Speaking of politics, did everyone vote?”

      Wil sets his glass down, “Come again? Vote?”

      Bennie looks at Wil, “Do you humans not vote for you leaders? I didn’t get the impression it was a monarchy or dictatorship when we were there.”

      Wil tuts, “Of course we vote. I just didn’t know you all did.”

      “Like we’re a bunch of uncivilized idiots?” Zephyr asks, though she’s smiling. “How did you think we picked GC councilors and the like? Or our planetary leaders?”

      Wil shrugs, “I don’t know. I mean, I guess I assumed you voted, but it hasn’t come up that I know of since you all joined up.”

      “I voted three months ago in the Brai planetary elections: chamberlain, and a few senators if I recall, and I think three initiatives. One was a new civil defense effort, I think,” Bennie says shrugging.

      Maxim says, “Palor had an election last year; we both voted.” He gestures to Zephyr, “We had just barely got our voting rights back.”

      “Really?” Wil asks, scratching his cheek as he thinks about it.

      “I mean, I didn’t run around the ship screaming about voting or put some I voted sticker on my jumpsuit,” Bennie says shaking his head. “That’d be ridiculous.”

      “Tyr has an election coming up in a few months,” Cynthia offers. “I could let you watch me vote.” She winks. Wil smirks.

      “So what election is happening right now since planetary elections seem to happen randomly around the GC?” Wil asks.

      “GC representative,” everyone says, including Gabe.

      Wil leans back, “And you all did it? Voted from the Ghost? In the last few days?”

      “I am, as yet, unable to vote,” Gabe clarifies.

      Bennie looks at the others, “I don’t understand why he’s having so much trouble with this.” 

      Wil flings an arm out catching the Brailack with the back of his hand, “Sorry, I just hadn’t given it much thought, and I guess assumed you’d go home to vote or skip it or something.”

      “It’s our civic duty,” Zephyr says. Their server returns placing small plates and two baskets of deep fried morsels on the table. He bows and backs away.

      “We take it seriously,” Bennie adds.

      Gabe raises a hand, “Captain, does Earth not have absentee voting?”

      Wil grabs a fried zergling and between chews says, “We do. Well, the US does and most other countries, but well, I’m extremely absentee. Maybe if they get their shit together, I’ll be able to vote next time. Pretty sure space isn’t a valid address in the voter registration database.”

      “A shame,” Gabe says. 

      Wil chuckles nodding at his friend then asks, “So who did you all vote for?”

      As one the rest of the crew leans back throwing their arms up shouting, “Woah!”

      Maxim smiles, “You don’t ask people who they voted for.”

      “Super bad form,” Bennie says.

      Cynthia smiles at her boyfriend, “So uncouth.”

      Wil just looks around at his friends then grabs another zergling and his grum.
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      “Good afternoon; I’m Mon-El Furash,” the Malkorite woman says from behind a news desk. “I’m sitting in for Megan with a breaking news story.” She turns to her co-host, a blue-skinned being with large compound eyes occupying the bulk of his face.

      “And I’m Xyrzix. What’s going on Mon-El?” He turns to face his co-host.

      “We’ve received word from the Semgax Beta System that an attack has just taken place against the Peacekeeper Orbital Base there.” She looks right into the camera, “And it is destroyed.” 

      “Oh, my!” Xyrzix exclaims as he turns to look into the camera, “Are there any indications of who the attackers were?”

      The Malkorite woman shakes her head, her ear jewelry tinkling, “Right now? No. The attackers entered the system and flew straight for the Orbital. The sector fleet that is based at Semgax Beta was on patrol. Apparently, the few ships near the Orbital were also destroyed.” She pauses. “The attackers were gone before the sector fleet could return.”

      “That’s horrible, truly,” her blue-skinned co-host says. “Were there any survivors?”

      Mon-El looks somber, “None.”

      Xyrzix puts his hand over his mouth, “Tragic.” He turns to the camera, “We’ll have more as the situation develops. For now, the Peacekeepers have issued a travel advisory placing the Semgax Beta System under lockdown while they investigate, no traffic in or out of the system. They have dispatched additional fleet assets to aid in the lockdown.”

      Mon-El nods.
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      The crew hangs out in the Dusty Shoe for another hour, then heads to their rooms to get ready for the reception. As the sun is setting over the city that Wil doesn’t even know the name of, he turns to the others, “Remind me next movie night, we’re watching Gremlins. These Durbrillians look really familiar to me.” No one says anything. 

      There is a knock on the door moments before it slides open to reveal Gabe, “Are you all ready?” 

      As one, they all nod and follow the droid down the hall from the suite he’s rented for them.

      Maxim leans over to whisper to Zephyr, “I didn’t know Gabe had money or a credit account.”

      She shrugs, “Me either. Wurrin, he could have hacked the hotel to get the rooms.” The big man chuckles, “That would be kinda funny, given the award he’s getting and all.”

      “Ironic for sure.”

      Gabe turns his head as he walks, “I have money. When the Captain agreed to allowing me to remain aboard the Ghost, he created an account for me. I am, as the Captain would say, loaded.”

      The two Palorians look at each other and grin. “Droid hearing,” they say in unison followed by, “Loaded?”

      Gabe smiles and turns back to the corridor. 

      The door to the reception hall is open, and they can hear music coming from inside. As they enter the room, Bennie makes the Brailack equivalent of a whistle. “Damn, there must be two hundred people here.”

      “Two hundred and nine,” Gabe offers. “Eighteen are droids.”

      An elderly Durbrillian trots over, “Mister Gabe, it is good to see you!” He reaches up for Gabe’s arm and guides the much taller droid away, not even acknowledging the others.

      “Polite,” Wil says, then points to the opposite wall, “Bar.” Nods all around, except from Bennie who has vanished.

      “What can I get you?” the bartender, a droid, asks as they arrive.

      Wil hold up four fingers, “Four grum please.”

      The droid nods its matte black head; and without turning away from the crew, its torso spins on its axis and four multi-segmented limbs start grabbing glasses and tap handles. “You are not Durbrillian, what brings you here tonight?” The droid tilts its head slightly as if getting a better look at them.

      Maxim smiles, “Our friend is being honored tonight.” He looks over his shoulder and finds Gabe still talking to the elderly Durbrillian man who had met them at the door. “He’s over there.”

      The bartender droid’s torso spins around, freshly poured glasses of grum in each hand. It dips its head, “You are friends of Gabe, the Liberator?”

      Zephyr coughs, “Gabe the Liberator? We just call him Gabe⁠—”

      “Not anymore,” Wil interrupts grinning. He takes the drinks and distributes them to each member the crew.

      Zephyr glances at him sideways then turns her attention back to the droid, “But yes, he’s a member of our crew. We were on a mission while he was doing his liberator thing.” She smiles warmly, “We haven’t seen him in a while.”

      “I see,” the bartender says, then adds, “Those are on the house.” It doesn’t have a mouth, just a slotted speaker opening, but Wil is pretty sure it would be smiling if it had a mouth.

      He holds up his glass, “Thank you; that’s very kind. Cheers.”

      “Cheers,” the droid parrots back, then turns to acknowledge a Durbrillian woman in a bright blue dress. “Hello ma’am; what can I get for you?” The bright red fur around her eyes has been styled and there are fine jewels woven into it. Her large fan like ears are adorned with earrings that Wil is fairly sure cost more than the Ghost. The four crewmembers of the Ghost turn and walk away before the new arrival answers.

      “Little green is gonna be mad he missed out on a free drink,” Cynthia says, spying Bennie having an animated discussion with an older Durbrillian man in a motorized wheelchair type of device. The Brailack hacker jumps up and down twice, then sees his friends and waves them over.

      Once they arrive, he waves at each of them, “Wil, Cynthia, Zephyr, and Maxim.” Then he points at the elderly man in the wheelchair, “Rimbold Suharin.” 

      When the hacker doesn’t offer any further introductory information, Wil leans down and offers his hand; even though it was at best fifty-fifty that the gesture would make sense, he still feels it appropriate to offer to shake hands with people. “It’s a pleasure to meet you Mister Suharin.” The elderly Durbrillian looks at the offered hand and tentatively extends his own short arm. Wil gives the small three-fingered hand a shake, then releases it. Suharin looks at his hand as if expecting there to be something new or something missing, then places it in his lap. “Greetings. Ben-Ari tells me you are all his employees, including the guest of honor?”

      Wil looks at Bennie who shrugs innocently, “Yeah, no. He works for me; I’m the Captain of the Ghost, maybe you’ve heard of us, kind of a big deal.”

      The ancient Durbrillian shakes his head, his ears dipping slightly, “I’m afraid I haven’t; sorry.” Seeing Wil’s face fall he adds, “I’m sure you’re quite incredible and popular elsewhere.” He smiles feebly.

      Cynthia places a hand on Wil’s shoulder and leans in, “That had to hurt.” Then she straightens and adds, “We should grab our seats.” She bows to the elderly Durbrillian, “A pleasure to meet you, Mister Suharin.”

      As Bennie turns to follow his friends, waving to Suharin, he asks, “Do you guys know who that was?”

      “Rimbold Suharin,” Zephyr offers.

      “No clue,” Wil says.

      “An old guy,” Cynthia adds.

      Maxim shrugs.

      “I hate you guys. Rimbold Suharin invented the Bathroom Buddy! The tooth cleaner and facial hair remover in one.” He looks at each of them, “Really? You never heard of it?”

      They arrive at their table, and Wil sits, “Dude, you don’t have hair, and I’m not certain you brush your teeth.”

      A serving droid balanced on a single wheel arrives at the table, a platter of drinks in one hand, “Would you like some sparkling brandy?”

      Wil takes one of the offered glasses, “Don’t mind if I do.”
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      The next morning, Wil sits up in bed and rubs his forehead. “Who’d guess you could get so drunk at a robot party?”

      Cynthia rolls over, one ear twitching, “There were like four droids there. Everyone else was very much biological. You just can’t hold your liquor.”

      “Eighteen droids, and you take that right the fuck back.” He’s grinning while squinting to keep the room’s morning-setting light out of his eyes.

      “Go make coffee,” Cynthia says shoving him out of bed.

      Wil stumbles out of the crew berth stairwell that connects the crew deck to the one below; where the lounge, kitchenette, engineering, and other facilities are located. He sees Gabe standing near the large entertainment screen, “Good morning, Gabe the Liberator.”

      Gabe turns and makes a face, “I had hoped you would not hear of that nickname.” He walks over to the kitchenette to join Wil.

      Wil presses a few controls on the coffee machine and leans against the cupboard as the machine happily beeps to itself as it sets about its task. He smiles, “Nothing escapes my notice.” He tilts his head to the seating area Gabe was just standing in, “What were you up to just now?”

      “That is quantitatively false,” the droid replies. “You did not notice that the coffee maker is low on grounds, for example.” The droid wags a finger, then says, “I was running a level one diagnostic to acquaint myself with the newly installed equipment. It is very impressive, quite advanced.”

      Wil, frowning, glances at the storage unit on top of the coffee maker, then turns to Gabe, “Don’t get huffy, Gabe the Liberator.” He smiles and grabs two coffee cups from the cupboard. He looks at Gabe as he removes the carafe and begins filling the cups, “Yeah, Tillith and Grythlorian really hooked us up with that gear.” He puts the carafe back in the machine, “Guessing you’re all set to leave now? No more parties?”

      The droid inclines his head, “Indeed; that was the only party on my calendar. We may depart at your convenience.” 

      Wil nods, “Cool. I’ll let everyone sleep a bit more, then we can get breakfast and pre-flights done.”

      “Acknowledged,” Gabe says as he turns toward the hatch leading aft into the engineering and services space.

      As the door to his shared quarters closes, Wil hands Cynthia a mug of coffee. “It’s good to have Gabe back.”

      Cynthia nods, accepting the steaming mug, “No argument there. Having the family back together feels good.” She eyes Wil, “So what’s the plan?”

      Wil waggles his eyebrows, “Well, this coffee is too hot to drink so maybe if we let it cool for a bit⁠—”

      Cynthia holds up a hand, “Woah there, cowboy.” She stops and raises an eyebrow, “Use that right?” Wil nods. “Good. Woah there, cowboy. You reek of grum, sparkling brandy, and my head hurts. Get dressed, and let’s get off this planet.”

      Wil sighs dramatically uttering an elongated, “Fine.” He sets his coffee cup on a shelf and walks into the small refresher in the room's corner. As Cynthia is getting out of bed, a pair of sweatpants sails through the room nearly hitting her. 

      “Oh, I see.” She sets her mug down and heads for the refresher, “Make room!”
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            JOB HUNTING

          

        

      

    

    
      When Wil and Cynthia emerge from the stairwell into the lounge and kitchenette space; Maxim, Zephyr, and Bennie are seated around the table.

      “Good morning,” Maxim says, holding up a cup of coffee.

      “Gabe mentioned you were ready to head out,” Zephyr says.

      Wil and Cynthia sit down after refilling their coffee cups, and Wil says, “Unless Bennie needs to visit his pal Suharin for gadgets he can’t use and that sound ridiculous.” Wil smiles brightly at the Brailack at the opposite end of the table. “Maybe an electric hammer thing or an automatic egg cracker?”

      Bennie grins and mouths fuck you before raising his mug to take a sip. Wil chuckles.

      “Thoughts on jobs?” Cynthia asks, scooping up a pile of something pink onto her plate. “Who made breakfast?” She eyes Bennie suspiciously.

      Zephyr smiles, “It’s safe; I made it.”

      Bennie makes a rude gesture to Cynthia then brightens, “I’ve been monitoring the various job posting sites on the internex; there are a few gigs that sound pretty much custom tailored for us.” He motions to the large display on the wall, eyebrow raised. Wil nods. “There’s a rich old man on Bundersqua Prime who needs protection for a trip he’s taking, some type of religious pilgrimage.”

      Wil rolls his hand, next.

      “There’s a freight convoy departing Malkor in three days, hiring on a few gunships for protection through the Guelph Expanse.”

      “Ok”—Wil nods—“that could be interesting. We’d have to hustle to get to Malkor in time.”

      “Captain, I have been monitoring the local system police and military bands,” Gabe offers.  He continues,

      “There have been several reported robberies in the outer system. The local authorities have requested Peacekeeper support but as yet have not received it.”

      Wil tilts his head, “Ok, but I don’t think we want to stick around here that long or pick up a letter of marque, do we?” He looks around the table.

      Gabe raises a hand, index finger up, “A call just came in that a private luxury yacht is under attack by pirates. The yacht is currently near the orbit of the seventh planet in the system.”

      Wil stands, “Awesome timing, for us, not them. Bet those rich folks would love to pay to get their stuff back. If we can track the pirates to their base, we might get a reward for shutting them down.”

      Zephyr stands and heads for the bridge. Maxim and Cynthia both stand and set about clearing the table.

      Bennie hops out of his chair, “Come on, Gabe; I’ll help you with the engine spin up.”

      Gabe follows but says, “I have not forgotten how to pre-flight the engines or the location of engineering.”

      The Brailack hacker looks up at his friend but says nothing.

      Wil watches for a minute, then turns and heads for the hatch leading to the bridge.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “We are ready for takeoff, Captain,” the ceiling speaker replies in Gabe’s voice. “Reactor at one hundred percent. Repulsor lifts primed and ready to engage. Atmospheric engines ready for ignition.”

      Wil smiles and looks up, “I’ve missed this. Thanks, buddy!” He looks around the room, “Everyone else good?” Nods from everyone. “Excellent.” He slowly pushes forward the control for the repulsor lifts mounted in the engine nacelles. The Ghost lurches and tilts slightly as the powerful lifts force the ship straight up off the ground. Once a few meters up, the system automatically adjusts each repulsor to keep the powerful warship level.

      Wil reaches for a small blinking button and presses it. From inside the ship, several loud thunks reverberate; the landing gear folds up and stows in the wing roots of each wide wing.

      Wil looks over his shoulder, “We have clearance?”

      Cynthia nods, “Yup. I sent the flight path to your station.”

      “Oh yeah, you sure did,” Wil says, looking at one of the small displays near his right hand. He taps the screen to accept the flight path and watches as green lines appear on the main display. “Stand by for atmo ignition,” he says as he reaches for the ignition switch near his left hand, next to the atmospheric engine throttle. Two seconds after pressing the button, there is a loud boom from the back of the ship that echoes through the entire vessel. It pushes everyone against their seatbacks. “Yeehaw!” Wil shouts over the noise of the atmospheric engines. “Let’s go bag some pirates!”
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