
  
    [image: So This is Earth?]
  


  
    
      SO THIS IS EARTH?

      
        SPACE ROGUES

        BOOK 5

      

    

    
      
        JOHN WILKER

      

      
        EDITED BY EMBER EYSTER

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Rogue Publishing, LTD.]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2021 Rogue Publishing, LTD

        All rights reserved.

      

      

      
        
        All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without permission from the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. For permissions contact:

        rights@johnwilker.com

      

        

      
        Cover art by John Wilker & Greg Bahlmann

      

        

      
        V 2.1

      

      

      
        
        ISBN: 978-1-7326287-8-6

      

      

      

      
        
        Image of Earth Courtesy NASA/JPL-Caltech

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          Part One

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

      
        
          Part Two

        

        
          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

        

      

      
        
          Part Three

        

        
          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

        

      

      
        
          Part Four

        

        
          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

        

      

      
        
          Part Five

        

        
          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

        

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Thank You

      

      
        Offer

      

      
        Stay Connected

      

      
        Space Rogues 6 Coming Soon!

      

      
        Space Rogues 5 Alternate Cover

      

      
        Other Books by John Wilker

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DEDICATED TO…

          

        

      

    

    
      My wife Nicole, who’s unwavering support has meant the world to me in this journey.

      

      Thank you Punkin!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PART ONE

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          
          

          
            PRINCESS PROBLEMS

          

        

      

    

    
      “I hate her,” Cynthia says as she gets dressed.

      Wil, still lying in bed, says, “How could you hate her? You’ve only just met her?”

      “Yet here we are, and I want her dead.” She’s making a growling noise Wil once thought was purring until Cynthia made it clear it was not a happy sound. She slides her hand through her wristcomm, locking it in place on her forearm. Turning to open the hatch to the quarters they share, she turns to her lover, “Get dressed and make breakfast. I’ll be on the bridge.” The hatch closes behind her.

      Flinging the covers off of him, Wil groans, “Yes, mom.” He pads to the small refresher compartment. As he activates the cleaning mode, he looks up, “Computer, where is our passenger?”

      “Miss Yutani is in her assigned quarters.”

      Wil nods and starts his shower.
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        * * *

      

      As the hatch that closes off the stairwell to the living quarters opens, Wil hears a hissing noise followed by, “You can’t keep me here! I’ll slit your throat!”

      Sighing, he opens the hatch all the way, “Good morning campers!” he shouts, smiling as broadly as he can.

      Bennie is standing in the middle of the lounge area pointing a fork at their passenger.

      Their passenger, a Trenbal teenager, is crouching in the kitchenette area, a large and very sharp knife held in one hand, a frying pan in the other.

      Wil notices Zephyr sitting in the large chair a few feet from Bennie. He looks at his first officer, her Palorian features unreadable as she takes in the scene. Wil points to the two presumed combatants, “So, uh, what’s this?”

      “Bennie made a pass at her,” Zephyr replies.

      Wil looks at the Brailack, “Dude, she’s a kid.”

      “Then he reminded her she’s our prisoner and she can’t leave,” Zephyr adds.

      “I am not a child!” the reptilian teen screams, hissing at the end of the exclamation. “You cannot keep me here! That’s kidnapping!” she adds.

      Wil turns to her, holding both hands up, palms out, “Sorry, young adult.” The teenage woman glares at him but says nothing. He turns and stalks over to the resident hacker and ship’s official pain in the ass. Snatching the fork, “Not ok.” He holds up a finger, “She’s a chi—young adult.” Raising a second finger, “She’s our guest.” A third finger rises, “She’s a princess. Apologize. Now.”

      Bennie leans to peek around Wil, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you, your highness.” He straightens and looks at Wil, mouthing the word there.

      Wil punches him in the arm, then turns to face their guest, “Please accept my apologies; he was raised by wolves.”

      The reptilian face scrunches, “What is a wolve?”

      Wil shakes his head once closing the gap between them, “Never mind, may I?” He gingerly plucks the frying pan from a sharp-clawed hand. “I’m going to make pancakes if you’re hungry.”

      Bennie approaches the kitchenette slowly, taking a seat as far from Princess Yutani as possible.

      Zephyr gets up from where she watched the drama unfold and takes a seat next to Bennie.

      The Trenbal woman sits opposite the two, “You can’t take me home.” She’s staring right at Zephyr. It was Zephyr who grabbed her at the nightclub on Plumbus Eight the previous night. Since then, the Ghost has been burning hard for Fury, where the wayward Princess’s father will be waiting for them.

      “Why can’t we?” Zephyr asks.

      “He’s a monster. The worst!” the teenage woman says, her head in her hands. “I was just having fun. He’s always going on about schooling and decorum!” She slams a palm on the table.

      Maxim walks in from the direction of the bridge as Zephyr says, “Your father was worried. You’d been gone for a standard month. On top of that, it’s been two more weeks, because you weren’t easy to track down.”

      “How did you find me?” the slightly calmer Princess asks.

      Maxim sits down and points to Bennie, “He found you.”

      Zephyr groans as the nimble teenager lunges across the table, her powerful clawed hands around Bennie’s throat as the two tumble to the deck.

      Maxim blinks twice but doesn’t move, “I say something wrong?”

      The screaming and hissing from the floor between the kitchenette and the lounge area breaks up as fire extinguisher foam hits the combatants. Gabe is standing over the now foam-covered pair of adversaries, “Are you quite done?”

      “Did you have to do that?” Bennie whines, “You know what fire suppression foam does to my skin.”

      Wil turns from his work, “You’ve got about five minutes before breakfast is on; go get cleaned up, both of you.”

      “You don’t want to miss pancakes, better hurry,” Maxim says making a brushing motion with his hand, urging the two foam-covered beings toward the hatch to the living spaces deck.
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      As the Ghost settles onto its powerful landing legs, Wil flips switches, “Cutting repulsor lifts, atmospheric engines powered down. Gabe”—he looks at the ceiling—“put the reactor in standby please.”

      “Acknowledged,” the ceiling replies.

      Wil turns to Cynthia, “His highness on the way?”

      She nods, holding a finger up, “Very good. We’re in Fury spaceport eight, pad nineteen. Yup. Yup. Fine.” She turns to Wil, pressing a button to disconnect the communication channel she was just on, “He’s on his way, about ten centocks.”

      Maxim turns, “What was the rest of that about?”

      Cynthia makes a noise, “He was confirming she was unharmed and in one piece. Oh, and then ended with a threat about how she had better be all right and intact.” She looks at Wil, “Guess our reputation is growing.”

      Bennie hops out of his seat and heads for the door.

      Wil points at him, “Do not bother her.”

      The Brailack holds open his collar showing the dark green bruises around his neck, “Not a problem, I gotta pee,” he grumbles.

      Zephyr smiles, “I’ll go get our guest.” She gets up and makes for the hatch following behind Bennie.

      Wil stands, following Zephyr, “I’ll get the umbilicals connected.”

      Maxim nods, “I’ll mind the store.”
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        * * *

      

      With the Ghost’s main cargo ramp deployed, and the thick inner cargo doors open, the more or less fresh air of Fury fills the hold. Wil and Gabe are under the ship hooking up several umbilicals that will pump out waste and pump in consumables like water, and top off any other fluids and matter the ship might need.

      Bennie is sitting on a lounge chair under an umbrella as two sleek black hover cars approach. “Looks like Princess mean girl’s ride is here.”

      “I heard that!” comes from inside the cargo hold. Princess Yutani comes out to stand at the top of the ramp. Zephyr appears at her side.

      Zephyr kneels next to the young woman, “I know it’s hard; your mom is gone, and your dad is busy and not around much.” The girl nods and Zephyr continues, “This will be hard to believe, but trust me, it gets better. You just have to know that he’s trying his best.” She stands and heads down the ramp, the young Yutani following.

      As the two women near the bottom of the ramp, Bennie adds, “Or”—he holds up a finger—“do a better job of masking your trail and avoid dance clubs that live stream their patrons.” He sticks his tongue out.

      Zephyr makes a rude gesture towards him, guiding the Princess away from the reclining Brailack.

      Cynthia, leaning against the edge of the cargo opening at the top of the ramp, looks at the approaching vehicles then down to Zephyr and the young woman, “Bye bye.” She waves slowly, staring at the young Trenbal who stares back with unmasked disdain.

      As the lead hover car comes to a stop, Bennie gets up and walks towards it, only to be intercepted by Wil who wipes his hands on the back of Bennie’s shirt, then shoves him back toward his chair.

      Wil stands near the opening door, “Your highness.”

      “I told you; I am not royalty,” the Trenbal man in an expensive-looking suit says as he steps from the vehicle. An aide gets out right behind him and rushes to stand behind his employer. “I am the sovereign executive, by birth, of the island nation Siskona.”

      “That sounds like King,” Wil says falling into step next to the older reptilian man, who sighs but says nothing until he sees his wayward daughter at the bottom of the ramp, “Skaarina, come.”

      Skaarina Yutani heads toward her father; staring at the ground she says, “Hi daddy.”

      “Hello dear, they treated you well?” The older Trenbal man is squinting while examining his daughter. Nodding, he holds his hand out expectantly.

      The aide who fell in behind Wil comes around and places a PADD in the Trenbal not-a-monarch’s hand. He taps the screen a few times, then swipes. Wil’s wristcomm vibrates, confirming the receipt of the final payment. Handing the PADD back to his aide, the Trenbal man says, “A pleasure Captain Calder. Thank you for retrieving her and keeping her safe while in your care.” He doesn’t wait for Wil to answer, turning and making for his hover car.

      Wil waves, “Pleasure doing business with you. Holler when she runs away again!” He turns to consider at the crew, now all gathered at the foot of the cargo ramp, “What say we go get drunk?”

      Everyone nods, smiling. Zephyr taps her wristcomm, “Love, come on out; we’re going into town.”
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            NO-NO-NOTORIOUS

          

        

      

    

    
      “I know this will sound weird, but I liked this place better when Xarrix owned it,” Wil says, picking up a laminated placemat. The colorful logo looking up at him is a beaming Ruknak with an oversized bottle of grum in one hand wearing a colorful shirt and matching hat.

      Bennie looks up from his own placemat, “Yeah, I mean it was gross and the odds of being shot were higher, but”—he points to something on the wall—“is that Flare?”

      Cynthia and Maxim both nod; the big Palorian man adds, “It is. Perhaps the new owners got a copy of Wil’s movie archive. What was that movie called? Cubicle Death?”

      “Office Space, points for being close,” Wil says after he takes a sip of his grum, delivered in a surprisingly clean glass mug. He looks around; the bar is more crowded than he recalls it ever being when it was owned by Xarrix.

      As if picking up on his train of thought, Cynthia offers, “Xarrix kept it disgusting to keep random folks from coming in. It only needed to do enough business to not be too obviously a front.”

      “Smart,” Maxim says, tapping the thumbs of one hand together in thought. “Maybe we should open a bar?”

      Zephyr sets her mug down, “No.”

      “But it could—” Maxim starts.

      “No,” she repeats, her eyes never leaving his.

      Gabe, who has been standing near the table observing the conversation chimes in, “Statistically, most food service businesses fail within the first two cycles.”

      Gesturing to the droid, “See?” Zephyr says.

      A droid rolls over, its torso balancing on a large sphere, “May I get you another round? Perhaps an order of breaded zergling?”

      “I could eat,” Maxim says.

      Wil nods to the server droid, “Another round and two orders of the—did you call them zerglings?”

      The droid inclines its bronze colored head, sensor lenses spinning as it focuses its main array on Wil, “They are free range and organic from a farm on Caldicoldicot. They are served with a sweet citrus aioli.” The droid turns and rolls off to another table, Hulgian tourists, parents and three kids. Despite their size, the children are bouncing around and tormenting the table next to them, to their parents’ embarrassment.

      Wil is silent a moment, “The Zerg?”

      Bennie slides his mug toward the middle of the table, “What of ‘em? Disgusting things, nearly overran the GC about what?” He looks at Zephyr, “Hundred and fifty or so cycles ago?”

      She nods, “Yeah, about that.” She turns to Wil, “You’ve heard of them?”

      Wil nods then shakes his head, “Has to be a coincidence. Anyway, I got the final tally on that job before the Princess pickup.”

      Bennie leans forward, rubbing his hands together, “And?”

      The droid server comes back with a tray loaded with five fresh mugs of grum and two baskets of what Wil would assume were chicken tenders if he didn’t know any better. The droid sets everything on the table, “Will there be anything else?”

      “Thank you, no,” Maxim says, grabbing one of the steaming morsels, taking a bite. “These are good.” The droid rolls away.

      Bennie plucks a breaded snack out of the basket, waving it at Wil, “And?”

      Wil grimaces, “They paid eighty-eight percent of the invoice.”

      “Sons of flobins,” Bennie mutters, taking a bite out of his zergling tender.

      “Yeah,” Wil continues, “They cited Gabe’s disturbance as part of the reason, the other being that we were two tocks late.”

      Gabe tilts his head, “That disturbance was not my fault. Those children would not stop touching me, even after I asked them to cease and desist.” He rotates his upper body showing his broad back, “The residue from the stickers has still not fully washed off.” He rotates back.

      Zephyr chuckles, then takes a drink trying to hide it.

      Gabe turns his head, “They were not harmed.”

      “Likely scarred for life,” Cynthia says, dipping her zergling in the ramekin of aioli.

      Bennie nods.

      “Two tocks late is hardly worthy of a penalty,” Maxim says.

      Wil nods, “It is when you’re trying to stiff the delivery man.” He glances to Cynthia, then Zephyr, “Delivery-person.” They nod.
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            THINGS COST MONEY

          

        

      

    

    
      Wil looks at the empty mugs of grum and the, now four, empty baskets of battered zergling, “I suppose we should get to the Ghost.” He raises his hand to flag down the server droid.

      “Another round—” the server droid says.

      “We’d like the check,” Wil interrupts.

      “Of course.” The bronze-colored droid gestures toward Wil’s wristcomm which makes a beeping sound at the same moment.

      Wil looks down, taps the screen, swipes his finger, and looks up, “Thanks.”

      As the group stands, the droid rolls backward, “Please come again.”

      Bennie looks up at Wil, “Maybe we swing by Caldicoldicot, pick up some zergling?”

      Wil shakes his head, “No, I think those need to be a treat.”
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        * * *

      

      “What do you mean, land-locked?” Wil asks the Sylban standing in front of him next to the Ghost’s port landing strut. Someone has added a very bulky new addition to the landing gear, using an inverted gravity generator to lock the ship to the ground.

      She makes a leaves-in-the-wind sound, then says, “It is a fairly self-explanatory phrase. Your vessel”—she points one long brown arm at the Ghost—“may not take off, until you address the matter of the outstanding repair bills.” She turns to walk back towards the ground car she arrived in, then turns back to Wil, “The foreman is in his office.”

      Wil looks over to the rest of the crew, then sighs, “Zee, with me. Everyone else, get the Ghost ready to go.”

      Gabe asks, “Do we have a job?”

      Wil shakes his head, “Not exactly, but I figure we can head towards Harrith. Their navy is mostly back up to snuff, but I bet they could still use some help ferreting out some of the pirates that took up residence in the outer territories.” The droid nods, seemingly okay with the answer. Maxim, Cynthia, and Bennie follow him up the ramp.

      Cynthia looks over her shoulder, “I’ll start browsing the internex for postings.”

      Zephyr turns to Wil, “You know Jussip will not release the land-lock until you pay.”

      They turn and begin walking toward the ring wall of the spaceport where the offices and other services reside. The wall is a half kilometer away. The spaceport ring wall is three stories tall; it houses the administrative offices and for-hire mechanics and other services. The rest of the space is low-rent residential for crews that don’t want to stay aboard ship when on the ground and even lower-rent entertainments. Wil made the mistake of staying in an on-site inn during his first time on Fury. It had taken a week for the rash to go away.

      Wil sighs, “Yeah, we’ll have to dip into the emergency fund, but we can cover it.”

      “Even with what we got from King Yutani? Hard to believe all that money Xarrix paid for that thing with the behemoths is spent,” Zephyr says frowning.

      Wil turns to his first officer, “Well we only got the upfront half. No one was there to make good on the other half, even Cynthia didn’t have access to his accounts.” He shrugs; they’re almost to the wall and the administrative offices, “Don’t forget we had to bribe that pleasure house owner on Parsnip so she wouldn’t file a report with the GC.” He runs his fingers through his hair, “Plus, with Farsight being mad at us, no work there.” He sighs. “It’s actually good we found the Princess and got paid. It’ll mean we’re not flat broke when we lift off.”

      Zephyr makes a choking kind of noise, “You know, sometimes I think Bennie isn’t worth the trouble.”

      Wil smiles, “Yeah I know, but then sometimes he single-handedly saves Maxim from a Peacekeeper command carrier.” He looks at Zephyr, “I figure it’s a wash.” They reach the doors and walk in.

      “He found the Princess,” Zephyr adds as they enter.

      The administrative office is dimly lit and, to Wil, smells like hard-boiled eggs that have sat out too long. There are three Buttoxians sitting at low desks along the outer wall of the space, a single door opposite them leads to the foreman’s office.

      One of the Buttoxians turns, “He’s expecting you.” He gestures towards the office.

      As Wil and Zephyr approach, the door slides open. The Sylban assistant foreman walks out, ducking to clear the door frame, “Hope you brought your credits,” she whispers.
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      As Wil and his first officer walk into the office, they’re hit by an even worse smell than the one in the front office. The door closes behind them and Jussip looks up from the computer terminal built into his desk. “Figured the land-lock would get your attention.” The Mephitisian foreman turns his chair and hops down, momentarily vanishing from sight behind his desk, emerging a moment later around the side of the desk. Wil can almost see the vapor trail the small man leaves as he moves.

      Putting a finger under his nose, trying to look as natural as possible, Wil says, “You could have just called you know?” He takes a seat next to Zephyr on a bench opposite the desk, against the wall. Glancing over he sees that she’s making a valiant effort of breathing through her mouth. Wil already knows that that approach doesn’t work, and you just end up tasting the smell for hours after.

      “I have. You’ve ignored every call and message for two turns of the large moon,” the small furry foreman says, hopping up to sit on his desk.

      “How did you do that?” Wil asks, appreciating the height the small being just got on his jump.

      The diminutive man clicks his heels together, “Anti-grav emitters in the soles.” He smiles, then turns to Zephyr and winks.

      Zephyr ignores the little being. “What if we paid half?” she offers, her voice more nasal than normal.

      “Then you’d have half left to pay before I release the land-lock,” the small man counters.

      “Oh, come on man!” Wil shouts, jumping to his feet. He immediately regrets the action since it included moving the hand that was discreetly holding his nose closed. Before he can do anything more, a blue-tinted hand rests on his forearm, easing him back down onto the bench.

      The small foreman exhales loudly, “This once. Half now, half next time you’re on Fury. Try to screw me and you’ll never get landing permission anywhere on this rock, ever.” He hops off the desk and goes back around to his chair. Tapping a button on the terminal, “Pillon, release the land-lock on the Ghost.”

      “Yes, Mister Jussip,” comes the reply.

      He looks up at Wil and Zephyr, “Tell anyone about this, and you’ll⁠—”

      “We know, we’ll never land on Fury again,” Wil says mimicking the tone the small Mephitisian used a minute ago.

      The small man turns back to his terminal, “Get out.”
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        * * *

      

      Stepping onto the bridge of the Ghost, Wil announces, “We’re unlocked, let’s go.”

      Bennie looks up from his station, “Confirmed, how did you manage that?”

      Before Wil can answer, Zephyr does, “We paid half the repair bill. Next time we come to Fury, the other half is due. No wiggle room. No excuses.”

      Wil glares at Bennie, “We dipped into the savings, a lot.” He points a finger, “You better be on your best behavior, we don’t have the funds to bail you out. Next time you find yourself in a pinch, you’ll stay there.”

      Bennie blushes a deep shade of green, “Yeah, sorry about that. Will do, promise, scoots honor.”

      Wil smiles as he sits down, “It’s scout's honor.” He brings the ship online, then looks at the ceiling, “Gabe, good to go?”

      “Affirmative, Captain. The reactor is at full readiness, pre-flight systems check completed,” the ceiling replies.

      Wil works his console, bringing the repulsor lifts in the engine nacelles to full power. The Ghost lifts off the duracrete, tilting to the side slightly as it heads toward the edge of the spaceport. “Standby for atmospheric engines,” Wil says. Moments later there’s a boom from the rear of the ship, and everyone is pushed against their seats momentarily.
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      “Anything interesting on the internex?” Wil asks, spinning his chair to face Cynthia at the communications station.

      “Few things,” she looks up, “there’s a gig escorting a dignitary to a summit⁠—”

      “Sounds boring,” Wil interrupts.

      “Not done. There’s a salvage job out near the outer boundaries.”

      “That sounds lucrative,” Bennie says.

      Cynthia takes a deep breath, “Should I go on?”

      “Sorry babe,” Wil makes a go on motion with his hand.

      Cynthia is about to go on when her console beeps, loudly. She makes a humming noise as she looks down at one of the screens on her console. “That’s weird.”

      Zephyr looks over, “What’s up? I’ve never heard that console make that noise before.”

      “Me either, what’s up?” Wil says, leaning forward.

      Cynthia taps in a few commands, “It’s a call, for you, encrypted like no one’s business, marked priority. I didn’t know our comm system understood priority comms.” Shrugging, another tap, “On screen.”

      The main display changes from a view of Fury rotating below them, to a well-dressed Tarsi woman. Her blue skin is covered in makeup and fine golden rings adorn her antennae, covering their entire length. She smiles thinly, her lips a bright blue with glitter. “Captain Calder, I presume?”

      Wil nods, “That’s me, and you are?” He glances over to Zephyr, who shrugs, shaking her head.

      “I am Councilor Grythlorian, Slivyrn Grythlorian, of the Galactic Commonwealth Governing Council.” She pauses as if expecting a reaction from Wil, or anyone else on the bridge, when none occurs, she continues, “I’m the chairwoman of the cultural exchange committee; I understand you are human.”

      Wil nods, saying nothing. She continues, “That’s truly interesting given that your world is still under the auspices of the primitive culture protection directive. Most curious how you’ve found yourself not just outside your home system, but also captaining a ship, a ship with a rather interesting crew no less. So very interesting.” She looks Wil in the eyes.

      “You should hear the story sometime; it’s a doozy.”

      She smiles, this time revealing her perfectly manicured teeth, “I’m certain it is. I’ll cut to the chase; I’d like to hire you. Please come to Tarsis to meet with me. I prefer to discuss the job in person.”

      “I see. I take it there won’t be a problem when we arrive in the Tarsis System?” Wil asks.

      “Of course not. I will provide the proper clearances in advance.”

      “Ok, you’ve piqued my curiosity, so we’ll be there. We’re orbiting Fury so it’ll be a few days’ travel to get to Tarsis.”

      “Very good. You can reach me on this comm channel when you arrive. Comm me when you do, and I’ll provide landing details.”

      Before Wil can answer the screen goes black, then reverts to the default forward view, Fury turning slowly in the screen's corner. Wil closes his mouth then looks around, “Any objections?”

      Bennie shrugs, “She looked rich, I’m in.”

      “She’s Tarsi; they’re all rich,” Zephyr says.

      Maxim looks from Wil to Zephyr, “I haven’t been to Tarsis in cycles. I could go for a visit.” Zephyr nods her agreement   .

      “I’ve never been, sounds fun. Also, I agree with Bennie. She’s loaded, and since she won’t discuss her job on comms, it’s something she doesn’t want public. Those jobs always fetch a good price, at least they did for Xarrix,” Cynthia grins, her teeth glinting.

      Wil nods, “Settled, setting a course for Tarsis.” He presses a few controls, bringing the ship away from the planet and its gravity well. A few minutes later he pushes the FTL controls all the way forward. He turns to look at Cynthia, then the others, “Movie?”

      Maxim grins, “I vote for the next Star Wars. I enjoyed the previous one and want to know what happens to that young woman.”

      Zephyr nods, “Agreed.”

      Wil smiles getting out of his seat, “So say we all.”
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            HOW THE OTHER 99% LIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Wil pulls the FTL throttles back, bringing the Ghost out of FTL in the Tarsis system. The primary display updates showing ships, easily thousands; freighters of all sizes, personal transports, pleasure craft, Peacekeeper vessels of every class, ships he’s never seen before, gleaming like polished gemstones, “Holy…”

      “It has that effect on you, the first time you see it,” Zephyr says from her station, staring at the screen, her mouth quirked in a slight smile.

      Bennie whistles, “So much data in one place.”

      Wil spins in his seat, “Do. Not. Hack. Anything.” He levels a finger at the Brailack.

      Bennie raises both hands, “Don’t worry; only a fool would try to hack Tarsis while in system.”

      Wil nods, “Watching you.”

      Cynthia looks down at her console, “I pinged the comm address the councilwoman gave us, receiving landing coordinates and docking clearance.” She looks at Wil, “Sending to your station.”

      Wil looks down, “Received.” He adjusts their course and pushes the sub-light throttles forward a few notches. “Looks like our new friend has some pull.” The main display shows their new course sliding off to the side and below, relative to the bulk of the space traffic in the system, all of it neatly lined up. Their projected course skips right past all of it.

      Hundreds of traffic guidance stations ring the planet and its moons, creating a complex dance that every ship seems to know the steps to. The main console beeps, drawing Wil’s attention back to piloting the ship; he adjusts their course until the console stops beeping.

      Maxim clears his throat, “It might be wise to activate the auto-flight system. Tarsis traffic management sends constant updates and expects them executed quickly.” To emphasize his point, Wil’s console beeps angrily again informing him of their slippage from the approved and updated flight path.

      Wil nods, “Good call”—he taps a few controls—“there.” The flight controls slide forward away from Wil’s seat, the Ghost settles into its course, adjusting every few minutes as it receives updates.

      Gabe enters the bridge, “Remarkably busy local space,” he observes.

      Wil looks over his shoulder, “Understatement of the year pal, this place is bonkers. I’ve never seen a planetary system this crowded.”

      Bennie tuts, “Well it is the capitol of the entire Galactic Commonwealth. Kind of an important place.”
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        * * *

      

      After a brief negotiation with the final traffic control station, the Ghost enters the atmosphere, dropping below the cirrus clouds. Everyone on the bridge gasps, except the Palorians; they’ve seen it before, and aren’t impressed.

      “Well, I’ll be…” Wil starts, taking in the sights on the main display. Towers hundreds of stories tall, connected with rail and pedestrian bridges spiral into the sky. Air cars flit between buildings, landing on pads scattered up and down the length of the towers. “This is truly incredible,” Wil finally finishes. Massive arcologies dwarf the towers in both height and girth.

      “I’ll say,” Cynthia says, her feline-like eyes as wide as they can get.

      The Ghost is still flying towards their designated landing area on auto-flight. Wil glances at his console, “Looks like that tower over there.” He points to a bronze-colored tower half hidden by low clouds.

      “Those pads are all far too small for the Ghost,” Cynthia observes. “Where are we supposed to land?”

      “Wait for it,” Maxim says, his voice low. He glances at Zephyr who is grinning.

      The Ghost drops further as it approaches the tower; the clouds clearing to reveal a sizable ring protruding from the tower, approximately halfway along its height. The ring is at least fifteen meters tall and one hundred in diameter. Docking bays span the circumference of the ring, some taking up the full height of the ring, others only a few meters high. Freight vehicles and shuttles busily zip to and from the docking ring.

      “Wow,” Wil whispers as the Ghost draws near the ring and one of the larger docking bays.

      Maxim smiles, “Tarsis has some of the most incredible tech. That docking ring could hold a Ghost in each bay; it wouldn’t strain the structure.”

      “Incredible,” Wil says as the ship enters the bay.

      “Indeed,” Gabe offers, “Low-powered repulsor lifts are embedded in the lower sections of these docking rings. The lifts, combined with more traditional support structures, provide the stability needed to allow craft of all sizes to dock.”

      Wil works his controls, engaging the landing gear. Moments later there’s a thunk as the ship sets down. Wil taps a few more controls and the low thrum of the reactor fades to almost nothing. He turns, “Ok, we’re in standby, let’s go meet us some rich folks.”
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            LITTLE PEOPLE, FIRM HANDSHAKE

          

        

      

    

    
      As the cargo ramp lowers, a blast of heavily scented air rushes up into the cargo hold, “The hell is that… lavender?” Wil says, his voice nasally from pinching his nose closed.

      Zephyr takes a deep breath, “I’d forgotten this.” She turns to Wil, “The Tarsi are, well, peculiar. They prefer the smells of nature over industry.”

      Gabe looks around, “Overall, I cannot say that I blame them. Why smell industrial smells, when nature is an option?”

      “Can you tell the difference?” Maxim asks.

      “Objectively, yes. Though I have no preference myself.” The droid shrugs.

      Cynthia inhales, “Can’t blame ‘em. Most landing bays stink of industrial lubricant and sweat.” She looks around, takes another deep breath, “This is downright pleasant.” She walks down the ramp to a waiting being standing with its arms crossed.

      “Greetings, I am Blumtillithian,” the being says, bowing at the waist. Its front legs bending slightly, the rear two remaining straight.

      “You know, I’ve never seen a Tarsi up close,” Wil whispers to Cynthia.

      “You still haven’t. He’s a Tarlack, like cousins to the Tarsi. They developed on Tarl, the next planet down well—heavy gravity, very hot.”

      “They look so similar. I mean at least from what I’ve read and seen,” Wil says.

      Blumtillithian looks up, “We share many genetic traits with the Tarsi; it is unknown how, but aeons ago our two races were seeded from the same original genetic stock to develop independently.” He extends a hand toward Wil.

      Wil blanches as they shake hands, “Quite the grip.” He wiggles his fingers to get blood flowing back into them.

      Cynthia elbows him, “Heavy gravity world, remember.”

      Blumtillithian smiles, “Please come this way.” He turns and heads for a hatch leaving the landing area. As the crew turns to follow, Wil taps a button on his wristcomm causing the cargo ramp to lift back into the Ghost. The screen flashes red and Armed scrolls across.

      “So, Bloomingonion⁠—”

      “Blumtillithian,” the four-legged being says without looking back.

      “Can we just call you… mmm, Tillith? I suck at names,” Wil asks.

      “Very well.”

      “Ok, so Tillith, what’s the deal here? Do you work for our contact or? I don’t know, something else?”

      The meter tall being stops, all four feet shuffle until he’s facing Wil, “I am in the employ of Councilwoman Grythlorian. She is waiting for us.” He doesn’t wait for Wil to acknowledge, his antennae waving. He turns and continues on his way out of the cavern-like hangar.

      Wil shrugs and glances at Maxim who slowly shakes his head. Cynthia leans over, “There you go, making new friends everywhere we go.”

      Wil tuts, “Just watch, I’ll win my new four-legged friend over,” Wil beams and quickens his pace, “So, Tillith!” He slaps the small man on the back, “Is Slivyrn’s place in this tower somewhere or?”

      Blumtillithian makes a tut-like noise, “It’s Councilwoman Grythlorian, and no. This tower is mostly council employees
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