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Rei Phoenix stepped onto the gravel drive and stared at the house in front of her. She swallowed hard. Of all the places she thought she’d end up when she started to travel the universe, this was the last. The paint on the siding was dulled by exposure and more than a few limbs had fallen near the house. Oddly, no doors or windows had been broken in her absence. Then again, anything worth taking had been removed from the house even before she left it. a few limbs had fallen near the house. Oddly, no doors or windows had been broken in her absence. Then again, anything worth taking had been removed from the house even before she left it. 

“You okay?” Yeke Kimain, her second in command asked as he joined her. His dark hair was kept short in a military grade cut. Aqua eyes indicated his alien heritage despite the fact he looked just as human as she did. 

“I’m fine,” she snapped. “Let’s just get this over with so we can confirm how much of a wild goose chase this is.”

“No arguments from me,” he said. He froze next to the front bumper of the car, then scooped down and frantically tried to rub something out of the metal with the hem of his shirt.

“Got a mark on your new toy, Yeke?” Rei asked.

“There’s something here.” Yeke rubbed the spot with more enthusiasm. “And I don’t need Chia pissed at me for scuffing the car she just finished rebuilding. Then you’ll be pissed because Chia’ll complain to you about my supposed incompetence.”

Rei let out a soft chuckle; the engineer’s rage over having to clean up after crew accidents was infamous on the ship. “Well, maybe you guys shouldn’t decide to hold a race night in the cargo bays.”

Yeke muttered something rude in response but Rei let it slide and started toward the house. The path to the door was like stepping through a wild field. Solid walls were made where the lower branches of the fruit trees in the yard met grass. She felt wetness on her cheeks and carefully wiped it away. Goosebumps rose along her arms and legs as she turned the door handle. It swung inward with a loud creaking noise that echoed in the silence. 

Rei peeked down the entrance hall; the interior was dark and unwelcoming with long cobwebs visible at the edge of the ring of light from the door.

“Looks like something that gives kids nightmares,” Yeke commented dryly from behind her.

“For some of us, the nightmares are there for other reasons,” she said, then led the way inside. Their feet cast little puffs of dust into the air as they went. 

“Where do we start?” Yeke asked, looking around.

“Your guess is as good as mine. Unfortunately, my information isn’t that specific.” She looked around the hall. “I’ll take the back rooms; you start up here. And remember, I want this done fast, but not half-assed.”

Yeke gave her a mock salute, then set to work.

Rei continued down the hall. Turning the corner, her left hand became smothered in something stingy and sticky. She bit back a scream and frantically tried to shake off the thick coat of cobwebbing. 

Once the hand was clean enough, she stepped in the nearest room. Her old bedroom was just how she left it, complete with dust-covered piles of laundry. Her sister’s side was a bit neater, but hadn’t escaped unscathed. Rei made her way to the closest dresser, then paused.

There’s probably just a diary hidden in here, but still... She yanked open the top drawer and rifled through the stack of folded shirts. Her hand swept over the bottom before she shoved it closed and moved on. 

Coming up empty, she walked over to the bed behind it and lifted the mattress. Underneath was a notebook and a bulging office envelope. She picked up both before dropping the mattress back down. The cloud of dust that rose made her cough as she flicked through the notebook. A diary, just like I thought. She tossed it back onto the mattress where it was joined by the contents of the envelope. Old notes from friends, some random information from classes, a couple of photos of a smiling group of girls dressed in formal wear... She touched the pictures like they were about to crumble, before leaving the room.

Rei eventually found herself in her parent’s study. A large desk sat against a wall littered with writing utensils and knickknacks. A computer with a broken screen sat in the far corner. Rei stepped over a chair that had been thrown into the center of the room to kneel by one of the side tables. A small safe on the shelf beneath the tabletop. She fiddled with the lock, trying a few different combinations with no luck.

Footsteps behind her made Rei’s hand instinctively go for the gun she had secured to her thigh. She whipped around, Essence flowing into the chamber until it was teeming with brilliant blue energy. 

Yeke calmly put his hands up despite the gun aimed at his chest. “Easy there.”

Rei lowered the gun; the glow vanished instantly. “Didn’t anyone ever tell you not to sneak up on people?”

“Sorry, must’ve missed that class in basic training. Have you found anything yet? The front rooms were already ransacked so the search was easy for me.”

She glowered at the safe and considered the gun in her hand for a moment before shoving it in the holster. “This safe is the most promising thing I’ve found.”

“Wonder why they didn’t notice it.”

She pulled it out just enough where she could lift it to see underneath. “Damn it—of course there’s no sticker with the combination on it.” She closed her eyes with a sigh. Blue energy concentrated around the lock which rapidly spun around as she tried different combinations. “Come on,” she muttered, keeping her eyes closed. “Come on.” Rei’s eyes flew open just in time to see it come to a sudden stop. “Damn! Why the hell won’t you open?”

“Finally found a lock that proves to be a match for you,” Yeke chuckled.

Rei glared at him. “Shooting you is still an option.” She tried not to smile as he put on an innocent look. “Load it up. We’ll take it back for Grandma to look at.”

Yeke frowned.“She’s unreliable.”

“She’s more reliable than  you think. Only her hold on the present is affected by her condition. Her abilities are still as strong as ever.” Rei stood, wiped off her knees, then walked to the door. “I’m going to have a quick look at these last few rooms.”

“Fine,” Yeke replied.  

The next room Rei came across was the laundry room and pantry. Most of the shelves were already bare, but she gave it a quick search before moving on. The final room was another bedroom. This one was much larger than the one she had shared with her sister, but no less dust-covered. The light fixtures on the walls looked like tied back curtains with the amount of cobwebbing on them. Clothes were strewn across the floor and the wardrobe was half open. Cosmetics littered the top of the dresser, and the mirror was cracked and caked with splashes of makeup. A wooden box caught her eye a second before it sailed into her grasp. She carefully turned it around until she found the locked latch. Her fingers traced the intricate carvings in the wood before she turned her attention back to the lock. Essence flooded the lock. Despite her valiant efforts, it stubbornly remained secured. Rei set the box among the wreckage on the bureau and pulled her old-fashioned lock pick from her back pocket. For a while, it seemed she was making progress until the tool slipped and chipped the design. Rei leaned against the dresser while she tried to calm down. Don’t know why I figured that would work in the first place, my Essence certainly didn’t. 

Regardless of her failure, she tucked the box under her and strode from the room. She used the walk to block the current state of these rooms from her memory. She carried the pain of her family’s loss with her every day and didn’t need this brutal reminder to stick the knife in further. 

Yeke was re-examining the scuff on the bumper when she put the box in the trunk beside the safe.

“Ready?” he asked.

Rei nodded, not trusting her voice to remain neutral. Yeke simply nodded before making his way to the driver’s side. Rei shut the trunk and moments later the car was hovering off the ground. Rei focused on the trees that flashed past the window. She sniffled quickly, her mouth twisting with the effort to hold back the flood of tears that felt like they were seconds from falling.

~*~
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A CURTAIN OF RAIN GREETED them as they arrived back at the docks. Most of the ships were water-going vessels that their ship towered over. With the sight of their home, Rei felt her balance begin to return. The Kathya. An ancient ship that, like her, had been liberated from Federation scientists. Now her crew was only a couple hundred strong, but they managed to keep the ship, their home, running. Yeke guided their car into the cargo bay and set down. Docking clamps moved into position to secure the car in place. Rei tapped her fingers against her thigh as she waited for them to be able to exitFederation scientists. Now her crew was only a couple hundred strong, but they managed to keep the ship, their home, running. Yeke guided their car into the cargo bay and set down. Docking clamps moved into position to secure the car in place. Rei tapped her fingers against her thigh as she waited for them to be able to exit

Immediately after the mechanisms stopped, the doors popped open and Rei almost leapt out, startling one of the engineers as he came up to check on the vehicle. 

“Are we ready to leave?” she asked, his confusion the least of her concerns.

“Almost. Chia wanted to upgrade something while we were waiting since we didn’t get a chance last stop.”

“Where’s she at?”

“In her workshop.”

Rei glanced over her shoulder hearing the storage area of the vehicle open. She left the engineer to his work and grabbed the jewelry box out of it. “Take that to my office. We’ll have Grandma look at it as soon as possible. I’m taking this to Chia to see if she might be able to figure out how to get the damn thing open.”

“Are you sure you wanna do that?” Yeke asked.

“Even if I was as afraid of Chia as you are, I’ll have to risk it.  I want to get off this planet today and if I don’t harass her, she’ll keep finding things to upgrade.”

The hall was quiet as she entered it. She imagined most of the crew were enjoying the time while they were docked and taking in the fresh air and new sights. She rounded several corners and bypassed the lift that went to the areas such as personal quarters for nonessential crewmembers. Near the front sections of the ship she paused outside another lift, shook her head and started up the stairs nearby. She wasn’t in the mood to risk sharing such an enclosed space yet, even though she didn’t have far to go. 

A few levels up, movement outside the small window caught her eye and she paused to look out. Two little children, a boy and a girl, stared up at their vessel in awe. Both could barely have been more than ten years old. She watched them with a slight smile before she tore her gaze away and resumed her journey, climbing a few more levels until she emerged into another corridor. Mechanical chaos echoed somewhere up ahead. Rei walked toward it and peeked around the doorway to see a cascade of sparks erupting from the center of the room. She edged in, careful to avoid any strays. 

A large device was materializing on a workbench. The shower of sparks stopped as the tips of reddish-brown furred ears appeared above it. Rei walked around while it was safe, examining the device while her field of vision was clear. Tangles of wire hung off half-assembled control panels.

“Chia,” Rei greeted. 

“What brings you here?” Chia wiped her hands on the leather apron she wore, leaving dark streaks behind. She tossed the mask from atop her head on the table beside the sphere. “I thought you’d be searching your parents’ home for a while still.”

It was an almost apology for interfering with any plans Rei might have had. “How long, Chia?”

“A couple of hours at the most. This piece is almost done, and my assistants should have the rest installed.” 

Rei tapped her foot. “And exactly why couldn’t it wait?”

“It’s for the engines.” Chia flitted around as she grabbed more parts. “This will make them run at higher efficiency and give us more speed. Both of which will come in handy with those amazing escapes you like to pull off.” She considered two separate wire gauges before throwing the other back in the bin. “I’d have had it done already, but we’ve been flying around so much I didn’t dare take everything offline until today.” Her tail flicked in annoyance.

“You say it like it’s my fault we had to keep moving so we wouldn’t get caught.”

“Regardless, we’re on schedule for the repairs. But you could have gotten that update from anyone. Which leads us back to my first question—why are you here?”

“This.” Rei hoisted the jewelry box on the table beside the control panel. Chia joined her, ears twitching as she studied the box. “I tried all I could think of to open it without breaking it, so I brought it to you so that one of your machines might try.”

“Let’s see.” Chia hopped up so she was even with the table. She rotated the box in her palms. “Seems easy, but no wonder you couldn’t get it... how much Essence are you wasting right now?”

Rei frowned. “I’m using no more than usual. How does my using Essence effect opening the damn thing?”

Chia sighed. “It’s an Essence pressure-based lock. It uses the connection of the power you try to open it with to sense how much you have in reserve. If you’re above the benchmark, then it won’t open. Not exactly the most foolproof design, but it works.”

“So how much will open it?”

“I can’t tell without experimenting.” The lock alternated between glowing a bright orange and normal as Chia continued to fiddle with it. A sensor on the side of the lock appeared. “Great, DNA scanner.”

“What? We had nothing that high tech for common use on that planet when I left.”

“Well, they got their hands on it somehow. Drop your spells and illusions. You’re going to be operating the DNA scanner while I use my Essence to open the lock and we don’t need any cross-contamination. We’ll just have to cross our fingers that your parents planned for you to find it.”

Rei concentrated on pulling her active Essence back into her reservoir. As it withdrew, the web of silvery scars along the right side of her body became visible, standing out against her tan skin. What appeared to be normal nails at the ends of her long fingers became golden claws. She caught a glimpse of herself in the metal containers that lined Chia’s walls. The blue of her Essence overwhelmed her brown eyes, growing steadily brighter until it cast light over her face.

“Ready?” Chia asked, hand hovering over one side of the lock. 

Rei nodded, her gaze focused on the side of the lock. Her right thumb grazed the scanner as Chia’s Essence coated the outline of the keyhole. She held her breath as the scanner worked. It let out a shrill alarm, not stopping until Rei removed her hand. Chia let out a string of curses in Ornian that Rei chose not to translate.

“That should have worked!” she exclaimed in Banal, the shared language all colonized planets spoke. Her ears and tail twitched as she pulled the box back into her grasp. She continued to rant as she turned it over in her hands. “It should have... There has to be a way to get it open... Maybe...”  Chia’s eyes slid to Rei’s and she returned the gaze, silently daring the woman to blame her for the failure. The glow in the depths of her eyes grew until even her pupils took on a bluish hue. 

The level of danger was near critical levels, but Rei broke it off, accepting the hard truth. Even if her parents had planned on the box being found, she wasn’t going to register as the same woman they had anticipated finding it. “Just figure it out,” she ordered. Chia opened her mouth to protest as she continued, “Make it your priority as soon as your repairs are done. We have the haul to cash in, so it’ll give you plenty of time.”

Chia closed her mouth and nodded in agreement. “I’ll blast it off if I have to.”

Rei nodded and strode from the room. She paused just outside the door, leaned back against the cool metal of the wall. Her frustration abated as skin smoothed and claws melded into normal nails again. That had been too close. With her old wounds open, the leash she kept on herself was dangerously frayed. Rei cast a side-long look back at the doorway. 

Definitely need to keep my distance until I’m a bit steadier.

Rei pushed off the wall and started toward the stairs. As she went up, the stairway became a bit more crowded, but those she passed were too intent on their own destinations to give her more than a passing salute or nod. The doors to the top deck opened to the glass-enclosed walkway she preferred to use to go to the bridge and her office. Protocol and common courtesy said she should check in on the bridge, but she ignored both and went into her office. Inside, Yeke waited with the safe at his feet. An older woman with a crown of silvering blonde hair stood next to him. Her murky blue eyes darted around the room, as though searching for something. 

“Good, you’re both here,” she greeted. “How are you today, Grandma?”

“Fine, fine.” Her clouded eyes focused near Rei. “You agitated, dear.”

Rei bit back a wince. “Something didn’t go as planned, is all.”

“Maybe,” Grandma replied. “But bring more adventure than thought possible.”

Rei exchanged a look with Yeke. “Can you possibly look at this?” She guided the older woman toward the safe, holding out her hand so she could grasp it on her own. As Grandma began to examine it of her own accord, Rei withdrew to wait beside Yeke. Grandma’s hands searched faster and faster. A white glow blossomed in the depths of her eyes, growing bright and brighter until it bled out the cloudiness. “Is this important?”

“Possibly very.”

“I see now—it is. You want answers of your past, but are you ready for it to affect your future?” The old woman turned to the pair. 

“I’d like to think so, but how can anyone be sure that they’re ready?”

“Wise words, but you’re not.” The glow faded. “But I can’t.”

“Why not?” Yeke asked.

“Aede... must find... granddaughter.”

“I’ll take you to her soon, Grandma,” Rei said. “She’s asleep because she worked late. She’s fine, though.”

“No, no one fine... none of us fine...”

Yeke shot Rei a pointed look that she turned away from. She gently took Grandma’s hands in hopes of bringing her back to the present. “We are fine, Grandma. We’re all safe and fine.”

“No, not yet... long way...”

“Feel my hands in yours. We’re here on the ship—safe.” 

Rei felt her heartbeat in her throat as she waited for Grandma to acknowledge what she said. Grandma’s rumblings turned silent. The glow returned to her eyes as she pulled her hands free so they could hover over the safe. Her face went slack, though her brow furrowed in concentration. 

“Nerves. 8... 8... 30... 16... 17,” she said. Yeke rushed over to her desk to take them down before they were lost to memory. “Can’t see what is inside...more...”

Grandma blinked as the glow vanished. She stepped back, her arms reaching out in search of a seat. Rei quickly took her arm and shot a glare at the safe. “I’ll take you to Aede.”

The door chimed and a tan, willowy woman entered. Her black hair was braided tight to her head and wound into a bun. “Aede!” Grandma exclaimed, and Rei found herself questioning how limited her ability to see was again. “You fine?”

“I’m fine, Grandma.” She took her from Rei as the older woman embraced her tightly. “Sorry for just coming in, but Kuv told me she was here.” As she pulled Grandma gently away purple eyes met the cloudy ones. “What were you doing, Grammie?”

“She was helping me figure out the combination to this safe,” Rei answered quickly. 

Aede sighed. “How many pit stops are we going to have to take to investigate this?”

“No idea, but let’s find out,” Yeke said. He walked over and set the combination on the top of the safe. “With our Captain’s permission, of course.”

“Do it,” Rei ordered. 

Yeke set to work entering the combination. Rei’s breath caught in her throat as she wondered what was inside to make Grandma say such things. To her, objects like the box and the safe were key to her questions about how it went so wrong all those years ago. They were relics of the past, that was all.  Still, she leaned forward as Yeke locked the last number in, conscious that the other occupants of the room were doing the same. She sent a silent prayer to whatever power might be inclined to listen that more surprises weren’t in store. Yeke retreated as the door swung open, allowing his captain unimpeded access. 

Rei darted forward. As she reached inside the Essence on her hands flickered, revealing their true nature hidden beneath, but only for a moment. Several boxes rested atop a pile of papers and folders. Rei eased the entirety out of the safe before starting to sort through the boxes. Each contained jewelry that was about fifty years old. They were likely family heirlooms, waiting to be passed down. Rei handed these to Yeke to deal with until she could secure them, then turned her attention to the paper. Most were old documents that were deemed important enough to be kept for her parents’ records. Old newspaper clippings of family achievements were scattered throughout. She carefully set these atop the safe and moved her attention to the folders. Data chips that rivaled anything she had seen since acquiring the Kathya were tucked in the right pocket of the first one. Rei’s eyes widened at the sight and she frantically flipped through the papers stored in the other side of the folder. 

“What are they?” Yeke broke the silence.

Rei set the folder down and shifted the papers in one hand. “This mentions Essence... But my planet didn’t discover it existed until deep space opened to us shortly after I was abducted. And that was a few years after... everything.”

“Then how did these get there?” Aede asked.

“It’s not like we’re strangers to governments keeping secrets. Maybe someone had a tie to a secret program...” Yeke quickly trailed off.

“They—my parents—worked for an independent laboratory. It did routine blood work for doctors. As far as I know, the only government tie it had was dealing with governmental regulations and insurance companies. Besides, it wasn’t equipped to do anything more intensive than the basics. My parents always complained about having to wait for more complex results to come in because they had to be sent out to the larger facilities. This is so technical. It’s worse than reading one of Chia’s ship modification proposals.” Rei continued to flick through the documents.

Grandma wandered over and picked up the papers Rei had discarded. “Can just ask?” she suggested and tossed it down in disgust.

“Yes, let’s ask them about what is likely a top-secret program. They’d be more interested in this ship given how advanced it is and then shut us up for asking,” Yeke snapped.

“Stop, Yeke,” Rei ordered. “But I agree, I doubt we’d get anywhere.” She sighed and tossed the rest aside as though they offended her. “We’re going to have to do this backward.”

“What are you thinking?” Aede asked. 

“Bruatin,” Rei replied. “You can’t find better experts on Essence than the scientists there. At least, none better on the planets that I feel safe asking around on.” 

“I hope you have some idea on how to ask around without giving them the full story,” Yeke muttered.

“I have a few ideas.”

“Do you plan on making this stop before or after we do our drop off on Vantani?” Aede asked. “You know they need at least a week to clear us.”

“Make it after,” Rei said. “We’re running behind since Chia’s grounded us for the moment and I want that stuff off our ship as soon as possible.”

“I’ll let Chia know her timetable. Maybe she’ll be able to get us a connection on Bruatin,” Yeke said and strode out. Rei exchanged a look with Aede who nodded gracefully in acceptance of her silent dismissal. With a gentle hand, she led Grandma from the room. 

Left alone, Rei flopped down in the chair she kept in front of the large window to look at the passing stars. Her illusion-less right hand rose and she stared at it with an unfocused gaze. She vividly remembered being forced to listen to the broadcasts of the panic on her homeworld when an Essence-wielding universe was discovered. Her captors had tried to use it to convince her that she had nowhere to turn. That she was an abomination by her people’s standards. 

Those papers turned even that upside down. Essence being uncovered years before anyone thought it had. Maybe Grandma was right and she wasn’t ready for all the answers the safe held, but when would she be? Rei secured the folders and papers in the safe behind her desk. Sitting down, a message from Aede already waited for her on her computer. Each target was ranked in terms of best to worst. Settling in, Rei put it to the back of her mind and focused on deciding on something she could do something about, her crew’s future.
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Rei caught her breath at the top of the stairs and let her eyes adjust to the blue light of the bridge.blue light of the bridge.

“Looking good, Boss,” Foniac, her helmswoman, greeted as Rei smoothed the black material of her knee-length dress. “Nalju will definitely give us full price for our loot.”

“I’m not wearing it for that,” she snapped. “I’m wearing it just because it’s clean.”

“Like she’d want to wear something for him anyway.” Yeke leaned against one of the weapons consoles. “Maybe she’s wearing it for me.”

“Wishful thinking. It’s too long to be for you,” Foniac muttered.

“Don’t you both have jobs to do?” Rei demanded as she took her seat.  

Foniac turned toward the main window and overlapping holographic screens. Her green hands moved gracefully over the controls before she reached up and ran them over her fleshy, golden Mohawk. The peaks came off her head like leaves of a plant. “Not much for me to do. She goes down easy since Chia did her thing to the engines.”

“I still want to avoid crashing.”

“Whatever you say, Boss.”

Vantani’s golden skies opened before them, twin suns shone high above the horizon. Foniac guided their vessel past ships cruising to and from various docks that dotted the main trading city. It’s shining metal structures served as a beacon of civilization in the middle of a desert planet.

“Identify your vessel,” a sharp voice ordered in heavily accented Banal over the shared comm frequencies.

Aede raced over to a nearby console. “This is the Kathya, identification Alpha sixteen.”

Silence hung over the bridge. “I always hate this part,” Foniac whispered. “They could always tie us to The Power at any time.”

“I doubt it,” Rei replied, her voice low. “Vantani has been pretty neutral in galactic affairs and the Federation won’t touch them. They’re too useful to them as an independent power.”

“Which still surprises me considering how that’s never stopped the Federation before,” Yeke muttered. “I almost wish that we could base ourselves here so we don’t have to deal with them that much.”

“Well, we can’t. We’d be chased out in a matter of weeks due to our law-abiding natures,” Aede replied with a roll of her eyes.

“Access granted,” the voice interrupted. “Dock at access nine hundred and sixty-five.” 

Foniac guided them around the city. Smaller vessels darted out of their path, wasting no time before vanishing among the tightly packed buildings. The access they were directed to was far from their approach.

“Where are we meeting Nalju?” Yeke whispered, taking a seat next to her.

“We’re not meeting him anywhere. I’m meeting him in his shop while you guard the goods outside.” She raised a hand to stop his protests. “You know full well that he prefers to deal with the head of an operation, not subordinates. We need every edge we can if we’re going to get a good price. And we’ll need every credit we can if we’re going to investigate that other thing.”

“What other thing?” Foniac asked, turning slightly.

“Didn’t your mother ever tell you not to eavesdrop?” Rei’s brown eyes bore into Foniac’s back. “You’ll find out soon, but I’m not ready for the whole ship to know.”

“I’m not that bad,” Foniac protested. “But maybe tell us over drinks tonight in the Drunken Inventor?”

Aede’s nose wrinkled. “That name gets me every time.”

“Blame Chia.” Rei laughed. “Well, Chia and the rule you all made that you were able to name what you discovered. You know she’ll never turn down a chance to shove the importance of innovation down our throats.”

“That’s because you still won’t accept it.” They turned as a pair of furred ears appeared at the railing of the stairs. “So, how long is our stay here going to be?”

“Going to upgrade the engines some more?” Rei swore she heard a hint of longing in Foniac’s voice as she asked.

“No, another project has my attention and I need some items for it.” Chia’s dark eyes fell on Rei. “I need to know how much time I have so that I know what I’ll need to improvise on.”

“I plan on leaving tomorrow evening at the latest.”

“Splendid.” Chia clapped her hands. “Twenty hours should be more than enough.”

“Ever feel like you’re missing out on all the fun stuff?” Foniac whispered to Aede. 

“Who said I was missing out?” Aede replied.

Rei ignored them. “Come on, Yeke. Let’s get this show on the road.” 

She strode from the room without waiting for his reply. In the transparent hallway, she paused and looked out over where hundreds of bodies formed a rippling swarm on the docks below. Her gaze rose to the city itself. This close, the buildings appeared to pierce the sky like twisted spears.

“If I get everything, I should be able to open it tonight,” Chia murmured at her side. “I’ve been trying since you left me with it, but nothing has worked. Whatever is inside must be big.”

“Are you sure you will be able to get in? I know you—there has yet to be a box you have had trouble getting in or out of.”

“Kind of like yourself, hmm?”

Rei felt her face redden. “I just do what I need to.”

Chia chuckled. “Anyway, I’m confident that I should have no issues once I get these last pieces of the puzzle.”

“Then don’t let me stop you. Let me know if you need more time.”

“Great!” Chia bounced out of sight and down the stairs at the far end of the corridor. 

Rei waited until Chia had enough of a head start before following her down. A sliver of her hoped Chia wouldn’t find what she was looking for on the planet. She dreaded finding yet more mysteries around her parents. But I only have myself to blame since I started this whole quest in the first place. 

She took the stairs two at a time while ignoring paths that lead her to the cargo bay faster. She couldn’t project uneasiness going into this meeting; she needed to maintain their credibility. When they had made contact yesterday, they had used the excuse of engine issues, but something in Nalju’s voice told her that he didn’t entirely buy it. Being an experienced seller of contraband, he had likely heard every excuse in the book by now. At the very least, he’d take a closer look at their goods before trying to pay them as few credits as possible. Though not receiving payment was also likely. Rei doubted it would happen; Nalju needed their goods to stay afloat. Regardless, she wasn’t about to take chances. 

Once Rei opened the door to the bay, the hive of activity before her drove the dilemma from her mind. Yeke stood in the center, directing orchestrated chaos. Crewmembers hauled crates to the large Essence-controlled wagon where they were stacked five tall before being secured down.

“Would have thought you’d be done by the time I got down here,” Rei said as she stopped beside him.

“Almost,” Yeke said as he noted something on a handheld computer. “You sure you want to go in alone?”

“Yes.” Her tone left no room for argument. “I’ll be fine.”

“True. Usually, it’s the other guy that comes away in pieces if they piss you off enough.” Yeke led her to where Kuv, the head of their security, waited.

“Let’s go,” Rei told them. She heard the engine of the wagon power up and start moving behind her. Outside the Kathya, warm, dry air assaulted her skin, carrying a fine mist of sand. She squinted in the bright light. Foniac wandered past in a daze.

“This is your first time here, isn’t it?” Rei asked.

“Yeah, and there are definitely some things you don’t see every day here,” she replied as several small, winged forms zoomed past a troop of furred humanoids ahead of them. Grey tusks protruded from near their mouths. They spoke in a short, growling language to one another before heading in the direction of a stall with exotic birds hanging from the roof. Meanwhile, a man stood talking to some younger women who didn’t look too different from Rei herself, except their hair was replaced with long feathers. They giggled as the feathers gave an elaborate display of colors in the sunlight. 

“Is that what you’re going to do while we’re here—alien watch?”

“I’ll probably get some shopping in too.” Foniac’s grey eyes caught sight of something in the crowd. “Among other things.”

​“Don’t get into trouble. We’re already walking a line with Yeke and Kuv going near Nalju.”

“I won’t. I’ll probably just take a quick jaunt and then hold things down here. Have fun, Boss.” Foniac disappeared behind the boxes and wagon. 

Rei led the way through the market. Along the left side, animals cried out from their stalls as potential buyers examined them. Their yelps were just barely discernible over the laughter and chatter of the shoppers. On the opposite side, several open-air stands had produce and meats that could handle long trips through space. Venders called to potential buyers in every language imaginable, with only a handful sticking to Banal. A few remained silent, relying on fans to waft the scents from their steaming pots into the crowd.  

After politely declining the tenth merchant who approached them, Rei’s hand itched toward her thigh and the gun that wasn’t there. Yeke, as though sensing the danger, quickly led them down the side street that would take them to Nalju’s. Here, the more common sight were the natives of Vantani. Towering humanoids, they generally kept to these quieter areas of the city where outsiders rarely traveled. 

The road was lined with massive stone buildings. Some were plain, others had taken great care to paint and adorn the small yards with hardy, deep green plants. Nalju’s squat storefront, with its dirty brickwork, stood out like a sore thumb. 

They separated at the front door. Kuv led their crew down the neighboring alley while Yeke remained at Rei’s side, “Be careful, huh? We have no idea if he’s pissed that we were late.”

“I’m not the one who needs to be told to be careful.” Rei gave him a pointed look.

“Why do I need that warning?”

“Because you’ll charge in the moment you think something is up inside.”

“It’s mine and Kuv’s job to protect the crew. If we can’t protect our captain, then we don’t’ deserve our jobs.”

“Well, I don’t need it right now. Now shoo, we’re going to attract odd stares before too long.”

She eyed him long after he disappeared then opened the door. Nalju was an ancient at heart, despite the fact he had the best Essence based security on or off the market protecting him. The door was still manually operated; a little bell that hung above it rang to alert whoever he had on duty that someone was entering the shop. 

Rei slid the door shut behind her and looked around. The woman behind the counter disappeared into the back immediately. The air was fragrant with spices and herbs, almost suffocating in some areas. The shop walls were cluttered with various odds and ends with very little tie to one another. Crystals and gems set in gold adornments were piled in a display near the front of the store. Rei picked up a piece and smiled at the chipped, golden paint that disguised the wood beneath. Ornately carved blades and guns rested behind glass near the front caught her eye as she set it down. They were pretty to look at, but neither had any real purpose. 

“There she is,” a voice in heavily accented Banal said. “The Mistress of Plundering. Rei, how are you?” She turned to see a heavier set Vantani man bustling in from the back room with open arms. His arms and fingers were laden with crystal rings and bracelets. “What wonders do you have for me? I must say, I’ve been giddy with anticipation since your message retrieving something of interest.”

“Nalju, you sure know how to flatter a girl.” Rei leaned against the counter. “It’s around back. A few of my men are guarding it.”

Nalju barked orders in Vantan and Rei could make out a flurry of footsteps in the back of the shop. He guided her toward the cramped sitting area off to the side of the counter. Rei took a seat while Nalju busily closed the front display windows. The woman from the counter came in from the back bearing a tray of snacks and purple wine. Rei accepted the glass the woman offered her. She raised it toward Nalju as he seat across from her. 

“May prosperity be blessed upon your home,” Rei said in Vantan.

“May your ship always sail true,” he replied in the same tongue before drinking eagerly from his glass. He set the half-empty cup on the table, looking amused as hers lowered from her lips. “I’m surprised you didn’t try to test the drink first,” he said in Banal. 

“Who’s to say I didn’t?” Rei switched back as well. “We’ve dealt with each other for how long now? I think we’re both above those types of tricks.”

“You’re saying there’s honor among us scavengers?” He laughed throatily. “Now you flatter me.”

Rei took another sip of the wine, the fruity liquid flooding over her tongue as another woman brought in a small case from the back. She knelt at Nalju’s feet in a state of reverence, offering it to him as one might have offered a sacrifice to the Gods of the Old Worlds. They’re afraid of what we brought and hope her pretty face will save them if Nalju isn’t happy with the merchandise. Rei thought, trying to keep the nervous look from her face.

Nalju showed no sign of noticing her change in mood as he accepted the case. Two more women emerged from the back room. The jewels on the hems of their skirts shone in the light as they joined the first in her state of reverence, offerings on their laps.

Nalju opened the first case, his eyes scanning the contents before he set it aside and beckoned for the next. The second woman offered hers with shaking hands. Nalju pursed his lips as he considered the contents. The women waited in a line on the hard floor. Rei frowned as the tension around them filled the air to unbearable levels.

“The rest are like this?” he asked the women.

“Yes,” the first woman spoke.

She squirmed under Nalju’s glare. He used his Essence to lift the lid of the box the woman still held and pulled out a gold bar. He bounced it in his hand as though he were testing the weight. 

“Take them away and test it.” He ordered. The women scrambled out of the room. 

“If this turns out to be real... How did you manage it?” he asked once they were alone. “Actual precious metals are impossible to find, and the few mines that are still around are under Federation control.”

“True.” Rei chuckled. “But the Federation is full of humanoids like the rest of us.”

“Maybe, but I swear the Federation is getting closer to becoming an empire of automatons by the day. Just look in the market if you need proof.”

Rei suppressed her shock at the casual statement. “Well, they’re not there yet. In fact you’ll find many in deep space who are in need of... companionship. Just find a decent bar at a scheduled stop and wait for them to walk in and spill their secrets. After that, it’s a simple illusion to make fantasy become reality...” She took a sip of her drink. “They have some exotic tastes.”

“And then?” Nalju was on the edge of his seat. 

“A professional doesn’t divulge all her secrets.”

Nalju frowned and flopped back in his seat. “You can’t tell me that it was that simple to get this.” A man exited the back room and gave the two a low bow. “Well?” Nalju asked.

The man nodded and handed him another bar. Nalju looked from it to him, then waited until the man nodded again. He raised a hand and the first woman was back. She refilled the glasses, then offered them snacks from the tray she’d brought. 

“Everything check out?” Rei asked as she waved away their offerings.

“Yes.” He didn’t sound too happy about it. “I can’t believe it though. It’s too good to be true.”

“Oh?” Rei’s voice lost all humor. “Well, believe what your own people are telling you. You’re holding one of the last gold bars in the universe. You’ll make a fortune on it.”

“You’re right, but–” he let out a laugh “–I see why those folks were interested in you, though I don’t think the metal was why.”

“What people were interested in me?” Rei struggled to keep her voice as even as possible while her heart pounded in her chest.

“Not sure who they’re loyal to. They didn’t strike me as Federation regulars, but they were very clear about what they were looking for. Or should I say, who.” He smiled widely. “Someone who is very gifted with both fighting and Essence. Someone with your basic look.” 

“What did you tell them?”

Nalju shrugged. “That I didn’t know who she was. Like we said. We’ve known each other for a long time and there’s honor among the scavengers of the galaxy.” He drained his glass with a pointed look. “I didn’t like how some of them looked. They were shells. Like early model automatons before they started using Essence to add personality.” Rei opened her mouth to point out that it wasn’t how it worked, but Nalju continued, “It’s not all selfless. You’re my best supplier. Usually always on time and truly the Queen of Plundering.”

“They say anything else interesting?”

“Only that I should tell the authorities immediately if we saw each other. Then they’d be called in to take you into their custody.” He refilled his glass and raised it to her. “Apparently, you have a level ten sanction on you because of your threat level.”

Rei raised her glass in reply. “Do you believe it?”

“Only an idiot wouldn’t. You shrug off breaking into a top security vessel and stealing their entire cargo from right under their noses. Sure, your crew played their roles in the mission, but you had a crucial role in their success. No offense meant to your crews, but better crews have tried and failed.”

Rei eyed him for several minutes in silence. Her fingers gripped and let go of the armrest of the chair repeatedly. “Will you keep quiet?”

Nalju leaned forward, his eyes gleamed in the dim light of the shop. “Keep bringing me loot like this and it’ll be my pleasure. Trialg!” The first woman reappeared from the back as he stood. He took a small computer chip from her. “Your payment that we agreed on. As you pointed out, I’ll make a good price with all this when everything is done, so it’s worth every credit.”

The woman offered Rei the chip in the palm of her hand. Rei accepted it, then cast her Essence over it. The chip responded; an ability built into the weakest computer chips to tell the inquirer what was on it. Putting it away, she stood. “If we come across anything else I think you’ll like in our travels, you’ll be the first we call.”

“I’ll be looking forward to it. Tell me,” he began after she had taken a few steps. “What did you do to get them to come after you?” Rei glanced back over her shoulder and he shrugged. “I’m keeping your secret. I might as well know why.”

Rei considered it for a moment, her hand resting on the door handle. She slid it open. “I escaped and they haven’t found another cage for me yet.” 
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Rei’s gaze locked on the photograph clutched in her fists. Despite being faded from water damage, the man and woman in the center of it were as clear as the day the picture was taken. Two girls sat on the ground in front of them, arms around each other’s shoulders. All four of them smiled at her. Rei’s eyes blinked rapidly to keep her tears at bay. . All four of them smiled at her. Rei’s eyes blinked rapidly to keep her tears at bay. 

A part of her had accepted that they had to be gone. The universe was big, but with how much she had searched since escaping, she would’ve heard something about them by now. Until she had unquestionable proof otherwise, she refused to give up hope entirely and that meant returning to places like their abandoned home. At least solving the mystery was a blissful reprieve from her troubles. She was accustomed to the fear she felt when she was near anywhere that was friendly toward the Federation but walking back to the Kathya after Nalju’s warning had frayed her nerves. She expected her captors to spring out of every shadow. Soon, her illusion mask became so strong that she knew it was obvious that she was hiding something. 

A tear splattered her hand. “Well, I had a good run of peace and quiet,” she muttered to the photo. “No rest for the wicked and it’s not like they’re the only planetary authorities looking for me. They just have a few more resources than most.” 

The door chimed and she quickly rubbed the tears away. The photo was swiftly shoved away in her bedside stand. “Give me a minute!” she called.

She went into the bathroom to put water on her face. When that didn’t work another illusion seemed to be the best route to go. 

“Yeah?” Rei opened the door.  

Yeke’s eyes widened in surprise. “Your presence is demanded in the... uh... Drunken Inventor. And I’m warning you I can’t promise what they’ll do if I return empty-handed.”

“Shit.” Rei pulled him into the hallway. “Let’s go. We don’t want to keep them waiting.”

“Oh, okay.”

They walked in silence, Rei gazing out the windows that they passed.

“What’s going on?” Yeke broke the silence as they waited for the lift. “You’ve been quiet since we’ve left Nalju’s. Did something happen and you’re just brushing it off since we managed to get what we asked for?”

She shook her head with a tight-lipped smile. “Your chivalry is showing, but it’s nothing like that. Something did happen, but it was just a friendly warning from Nalju. I’m just trying to get my head wrapped around what it means for me.”

“Which was?” Rei turned slightly toward him, a smile across her lips. Yeke took a step back. “Great, you have that look.”

“What look?” Her eyebrow rose though the smile remained.

“That one that says you have some half-baked plan up your sleeve.”

Rei’s smile fell. “There’s no plan, yet. I might have one by the end of the night, but I’m not holding my breath. As for what Nalju told me... you’ll have to wait. It’s nothing overly new but I’m not ready to talk about it either.”

“That makes it even scarier,” Yeke informed her as they climbed inside the lift.

Rei winced at the groan it made, making a mental note to get Chia to repair it. The transport came to a stop several levels up.  As the door, opened soft music drifted towards them.

“Sounds like the party is well underway,” Rei commented. “Glad everyone found a way to enjoy their pay.”

“It was one of the better hauls we’ve had lately,” Yeke pointed out. “They might as well celebrate it.”

“I just don’t want to put a damper on the festivities.” Rei entered the open door and looked around. The room was packed; figures silhouetted by the lights of the dance floor. It was early enough that plenty of families were sitting at the tables to enjoy an evening meal away from their living quarters. Several nodded in greeting as they crossed to the bar. Rei offered a wave in return.

“It never fails to strike me as odd that we have so many families here,” Yeke said. He leaned against the smooth wood of the bar. “An Oji ale.”

A little boy and girl rushed past and shouted hurried apologies. “An Aesoi,” Rei ordered, which sent the bartender on their way. “Yeah, it’s pretty telling that a ship of pirates is better than what they were living in.” Her eyes fell over the room as a whole. “But that’s the beauty of this ship. It lets you carve a new path in the universe, no matter what it decides to throw at you.”

The dull thud announced the arrival of their drinks. “You’re paying,” she told Yeke.

“Why me?”

“I’m the Captain.” It was one of the few things she openly used her authority for on the ship. “Besides, I got it the other night.” She smiled sweetly and walked away.

“I so regret agreeing to that,” he hissed in her ear when he caught up and grabbed his mug from her. 

“You say that every time. We could stop it. It was just a way to make me feel better about being poor after we escaped the facility. You were fine paying and didn’t want me to spend all my credits.”

Yeke opened his mouth to reply as she was pulled away from him. “There you are!” Foniac yelled. “We were just about to send Kuv out with a full search party to drag you here.”

“Which I would have never done,” he said with a frown. “It would be their prerogative to not join us.”

Foniac shook her head. “Oh, you Zirs and your codes of conduct. Anyway, now that you’re here, how about you fill us in about what you were hinting at this morning?”

“Why don’t you let them sit down?” Kuv blinked.

“You know better, Kuv. I’m surprised she didn’t demand it sooner.” Rei chuckled. “Luckily, I want to get it done and over with.”

Rei paused to take a sip of her drink. Kuv, Aede, and a few others sat upright, alert, and clearly ready to make mental notes on what she was about to say. Others, like Foniac, sat relaxed in their chairs as though ready to hear a good story. The temptation to put off her announcement rose. She felt pressure on her back, and she glanced down to see Yeke’s arm snaked behind her. 

“The intel I got paid off and I might finally be on the way toward answers.”

“Answers to what?” Foniac asked.

Rei looked around the room to make sure that no one was listening. “About why my family might have been taken.” She could feel their eyes bearing into her. “We’re still sifting through what we brought back, but it looks promising.”

“Do we know how much of a detour will we have to make?” Kuv asked.

Rei shrugged. “I have no idea yet. But I...” She stared into the liquid of her cup. “Damn it, it’s not fair. I need to see this through—no matter what. I looked for them after they vanished. Well, as much as I dared to. Eventually, my luck ran out. And... yeah, you know the rest.”

Yeke shifted in his chair. “Rei?”

Rei felt her face heat up. She hadn’t noticed that she’d been rambling. “Sorry.” She took a deep, shaky breath. “I suppose I should just come out and tell you... The Federation’s looking my way again. Nalju warned me.” 

“Damn,” Yeke muttered. “Don’t they ever give up?”

“Only if whatever they lost either becomes obsolete or breaks completely,” Aede said darkly. “And since our Rei has the fortitude of this ship, that won’t happen anytime soon.”

“They’ve taken a renewed interest in you before,” Kuv pointed out. 

“Apparently they approached Nalju directly. Gave him a description that matched mine—minus a few updates.” Her illusion flickered just a moment, then snapped back to full strength. “Offered him a huge reward for my location.”

“Do you think Nalju’s tempted to turn you in?” Aede asked. 

Rei shook her head. “We’re too valuable to him. Still, it changes things. Especially what I was going to do with what we found regarding my family. The heat might be too much. Doing jobs won’t be affected. We go in, get what we’re after, and get out. Our buyers prefer us to come to them, so they won’t trace us to the Kathya. We have to be ready for anything though.”

“You not think of leaving?” Grandma made her jump as she gripped Rei’s shoulders from behind her. “You won’t... you can’t...”

“Why not, Grammie?” Aede asked.

“Ship strong... together. Apart... scary, weak. Death certain...” Her grip tightened. “You can’t... you are key between dueling powers.” Grandma’s eyes took on that ghostly, white glow. “If they get you, destruction will come.” She dropped her hands to her sides and the glow vanished. She shuffled away, mumbling. 

“What the hell was that?” Yeke demanded.

“A warning,” Rei said. “As though I needed much convincing to stay in the first place.” She turned to Aede. “If she says anything else, let me know.”

Aede nodded. “If you’re staying, then what’s the plan?”

Rei leaned forward and rested her elbows on the table. “I’m not sure how to give the Federation the slip yet. Searching for answers about my family is a bit easier. I’d liked to start with the papers from the safe. We need to find an expert we can trust though since none of us know much about biological applications for Essence. I have a feeling if we find some, then we can find out everything in those papers—including why my parents had them in the first place.”

“I can help out there.” Chia leapt onto an empty chair.

“Where have you been?” Foniac demanded.

“I had some sensitive experiments to set up,” she replied. “By the way, Captain. It will be ready to open tomorrow.”

“Good,” Rei said. “So, you’re willing to put us in touch with people?”

“Yeah, Yeke filled me in. They’ll be more than happy to help out.” She smirked. “They’re top of the Essence-based scientific community on the planet and often provide me assistance—off the record, of course.”

“This is all well and good,” Kuv broke in, “but soon we’re going to have people wondering when their next payday is. Which leads me to my original question. How is this going to affect that?”

Rei winced. “It’s going to be a balancing act, but we’re just doing this between jobs. It might be my quest, but even I know better than to get in between this crew and their credits. Luckily, there should be a few promising freighters to target near Bruatin and that’ll have to do.”

“Then let’s hope that Chia will be able to make our connections,” Kuv said.

“Why wouldn’t I?” Chia demanded.

“You were removed from your position on the planet.”

“What did you do anyway?” Foniac asked. “Blow up a lab? You’ve been through three on this ship so I wouldn’t be surprised.”

“When I was done the whole complex had blown.” A dark look filled Chia’s eyes. “I might do things in the name of knowledge, but there are some lines even I refuse to cross. Things like, testing on unwilling people, like our Captain, for example.”

“She’ll pull it off,” Rei said. 

“I’ll make contact first thing in the morning. That way it’s done and I can finish the last things I need for our project without worrying about it.”

“What time do are you going to do that?” Rei asked.

“Afternoon would be best unless something else causes us to need to push it back. And yes—you should be there.”

Rei nodded. “I’ll look forward to your summons then.”

“Great, now if you’ll excuse me.” Chia leapt from her chair. “I have work to get back to.”

They watched as she vanished into the crowd. “Now who’s really our boss here?” Foniac joked.

“Like you don’t do the same thing when she calls you down to her workshop,” Rei shot back. 

“Of course, I do. I value my knees too much to leave it to chance.”

The table filled with laughter and Rei could feel the tension leave her body. Nalju had joked about there being honor among scavengers, but hers had that in abundance. Their attitudes during her announcement spoke volumes toward that. They’d been through too much together to work with the Federation. Not even the temptation of easy credits would change that.

“What are you smiling about?” Yeke whispered.

Rei drained her glass with a smile on her lips. She eyed him mischievously. “The new round of drinks you’re buying.”

~*~
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REI STUMBLED THROUGH the dark, quiet hallways with only the hum of the powered engines to keep her company. The gathering had broken up long ago, but she had no intention of struggling with sleep quite yet. Rei leaned against the cool metal of the wall. A quiet giggle escaped her lips, growing until it reached a full-blown fit of laughter. She inched down until her knees were the only things that held her upright. Finally, the fit subsided enough for her to resume her stumbling walk through the ship.

Farther down the hall, she fell against the lift controls. Rei flung her body inside and into the opposite wall. 

“Cargo level!” She laughed.

She felt her stomach drop as the lift began to descend through the levels of the ship. Rei bounced on her the balls of her feet, humming a little tune. The doors popped open and she stepped into the short hallway that led to the cargo bay. Inside the bay, she walked along the rows of crates that held the Kathya’s supplies, running her hands along the crates. 

“I wondered,” a quiet voice brought her to a stop, “how long it would take you to find me down here.”

“What trouble do you have for me this time, Gen?” She scrambled to get a hold of her gun, missing a few times before she gave up on the effort. 

A man emerged from between a tower of crates, his long, dark coat flowing in his wake. Gen’s face was hidden from beneath his hood and cast his features in shadow. “You act like my advice wasn’t profitable to you.”

“You have your moments, but lately your help has left a lot to be desired,” Rei shot back. She leaned against the crates to keep steady. 

“When have I led you the wrong way? You wanted information about them, I delivered,” Rei didn’t reply, so he continued. “I have a job that I think you’ll be interested in. But first–” he reached in a pocket and tossed a vial of liquid at her “–drink that.”

Rei caught it easily but didn’t obey. “Why should I hear you out? I’m too busy figuring out the last wild goose chase you sent me on to be interested in anything else you have to offer me.” She set the vial down and turned to walk away. 

“Before you leave, you should know that if you take this on, your profit will make your past hauls seem like change in comparison.” Rei didn’t stop. “It will ensure your crew stays out of harm’s way.” She faltered slightly. “And if you don’t, the Federation will be the least of your worries.”

“Is that how we’re going to do this now?” Rei growled. She whirled around with balled-up fists. “Blackmail? I thought you were better than that, Gen.” She unholstered her gun and let it charge at her side until the chamber was full of her Essence. Her arm rose slowly until the gun was aimed at his head. Gen didn’t flinch. “Well?” Her hand shook in her fury; she could feel the Essence flow unbridled within her.

“It’s not blackmail; I’m just making sure you know the stakes. Do this job, or your crew will be looking over their shoulders for the rest of their lives.”

“I’m still having a hard time seeing the difference.”

“Maybe a clearer head would help.” Gen gestured to the vial with his hooded head. Her gaze followed but she kept her weapon trained on him.

Rei cast her Essence over it to check for any hidden secrets. If he was insulted by her precaution, she didn’t care. The vial and stopper shot off in opposite directions. Grasping the vial with her free hand, she tipped it back like a shot of alcohol. The liquid tingled to the point of burning as it slid down her throat, but she immediately felt steadier.

“What’s the job?” she asked after a few moments.

“I won’t bog you down with the specifics of how it works, but the Federation’s been eyeing priceless gems that are infused with untold knowledge. We believe there are seven in total,” he said. “They’re from an ancient civilization that existed centuries ago. Interestingly, the Federation believes that they hold the key in duplicating the success they had in creating you.”

Rei’s grip tightened to avoid dropping her gun in her shock. “Where are they?”

“We’ve only pinpointed two of them so far. This–” he held up a crystalline chip “–has their locations on it.” 

“And why hasn’t the Federation stormed in already?”

“It’s not common knowledge yet. I’m offering it to you since your crew has proven themselves to be quite adept at getting through most challenges that are presented to them.”

Rei’s eyes narrowed. “You’re Federation. Why don’t you want to wait for them to find it?”

“Call me a sentimental idiot, but I don’t want them to succeed in creating another of you. No one deserves that type of life. Why do you think I made sure that you escaped?”

“And I’m grateful for the chance.” She cleared her throat. “Still doesn’t explain things though.”

Gen seemed to ignore her request. “They are held near other treasures this civilization left behind. That’s your payment for getting rid of the data these gems hold. There should be enough to keep your pirates motivated to complete the job.”

“It’s that good, huh?” Rei folded her arms across her chest with a frown. “And let me guess, I’m not allowed to tell my crew a damn thing if I agree to do this for you?”

“Tell them as little as possible since I doubt that they’ll trust me. So, by your question, I assume that you are taking the job?”

“I could still kill you right here and let the dominos fall where they will.”

“But we both know you won’t do that, Rei. In that regard, their experiment was a failure.” He shook his head. “You’re not a heartless killer and you give a damn about the rest of the universe.”

“And you’re sure that the Federation isn’t not looking for them yet?” Rei asked, redirecting the subject.

“If they were as strong as you, they’d be already charging in. But the Federation’s being overly cautious on this one. These people make them nervous for some reason.”

“A massive galactic power is afraid, and you think my crew has a shot at pulling this off.”

“I know they will. With you at the helm, it's essentially in the bag. Remember, you were designed to be perfection.” He shrugged. “Mark my words though. They get their hands on that knowledge...” He offered the chip. 

He wasn’t giving her any options and Rei knew it. Just like he knew that she couldn’t take the chance of the Federation succeeding. Not with her crew at stake. 

“Where are they?” she asked, taking it. 

“Not too far off your current path. But like I said, we only know the location of two of them. As soon as they discover the others, I’ll pass the information along. One is on Ietaeta and the second is on Seletta.”

“How do you know our path?”

He laughed. “For being pirates, you’re so law-abiding. Your ship filed a flight path
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