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Hoch Racheengel closed his eyes and tried to ignore the gnawing hunger that was slowly becoming unbearable. He knew that trying to sleep in a corner of the cold access ramp wasn’t all that great an idea, but at least there was less likelihood of him being deliberately kicked by passing members of the families who owned this station. They didn’t like beggars on their station. It made the place look run down and seedy, which in fact it was, but not in their minds. He would have left by now if the mercenary outfit that had dumped him here had paid him what they owed him. Instead he was forced to beg from strangers who more often than not ignored him or told him to fuck off. While he was trying to decide which part of the station was likely to get the most pedestrian traffic so that he could move there, he heard the sound of footsteps coming closer. Opening his eyes, he saw walking towards him a tall, slim woman wearing a slate grey one-piece coverall and red boots. She had very short white hair and wore leopard skin gloves. He also noticed that she had a hand weapon of some kind tucked into a holster that was part of her coverall.

She stopped about a meter away from him and said, “You look like you could use some help.”

He cleared his throat and said, “I, ah, haven’t eaten in the last 24 hours, so if you can spare a few station credits...” As he spoke, he was acutely aware that he hadn’t had a shower since being left on this station and that his smell might offend her.

“I can do better than that. My ship just docked, and I have to take care of some things with Station Admin, but I’ll be back here in a few minutes. If you follow me to my ship, I’ll give you a hot meal. How’s that?”

“That would be very kind of you. I’ll be here when you return.” 

She gave him a quick nod and continued on past him.

He wasn’t sure how long she was gone, but she did come back. As he got unsteadily to his feet, he realized just how weak he was. It was a humiliating experience. When they got to her ship, she led him straight to the Galley and told him to sit at the small table. She took out two dehydrated meals and busied herself with preparing them. Within a few minutes both of them were eating. Hoch tried not to not make a pig of himself, but damn the food tasted good! 

When he was finished, he took another drink of water, leaned back and said, “Thank you so much, ah...I don’t even know your name.”

She smiled. “You’re welcome and the name is Sara.” She took another sip of her water and Hoch took a good look at the tattoo on the back of her hand. It was an angel with outstretched wings. He had never seen a tattoo quite like that before.

“Excuse me for saying so, but you look like you haven’t slept for a long time too,” she said.

“Well, there aren’t a lot of places on this station where a person can sleep without getting stepped on, kicked or yelled at, so whatever sleep I’ve managed to get has not been very long or comfortable. I, ah, guess you’ll be wanting me to go on my way now, right?”

“Not necessarily. It depends on whether you’re willing to accept some conditions. I’m not in any hurry to leave this station just yet. I’d be prepared to let you use one of the empty cabins for one night’s sleep. You can take a shower, get your clothes cleaned and sleep in a comfortable bed on condition that your cabin will be locked from the outside. I won’t risk letting you have the run of the ship while I’m sleeping. In the morning, I’ll let you out, feed you breakfast, and then it’ll be time to leave, okay?”

For a few seconds, Hoch was at a loss for words. Her offer was more than generous. “Oh, absolutely, yes. I’d insist on the same precaution if I was in your position.”

She laughed. “Good! Then follow me.” She led him to a cabin that clearly wasn’t being used. It was small, but it had its own hygienic facilities including a shower. She pointed to a chair near the door. “If you leave your clothes on the chair, I’ll take them to the laundry unit while you shower, and you’ll get them back in the morning.” He thanked her again, and as she slid the door shut, he heard the lock engage. He stood there staring at the door for a few seconds, wondering how he had gotten so lucky, then started to take his clothes off. Thank God she was willing to clean his clothes before he left her ship. As much as a hot shower would feel great, he would have hated having to put his smelly clothes on again afterwards.

The shower was hot and felt even better than he had thought it would. He felt guilty about how long he stayed in it, but finally he shut it off. When he was finished being blown dry, he stepped out into the cabin and saw that his clothes had been taken away. There was no point in sitting around naked, and he certainly was tired, so he climbed into the single bunk bed and fell asleep almost immediately.

When he woke up, he found a note on top of his clothes, which were neatly piled on the chair.

Come to the galley when you’re dressed. You’ll find breakfast waiting

He complied with the note’s instructions and arrived to find not only that there was breakfast waiting for him, but that it was still hot. No sooner had he sat down and taken a sip of the coffee than Sara came in from what he assumed was the ship’s flight deck.

“Good morning. Ah, I just realized I don’t know your name either,” she said with smile.

He smiled back and realized that he was in a good mood, a state he had not been in for quite some time. “The name’s Hoch Racheengel. How long did I sleep for?”

She stepped over to the counter and poured herself a cup of coffee. “Almost ten hours. If I’m not mistaken, Racheengel is a German name. Let me see if I remember what it means.” She stared off into infinity while he continued eating. “Okay, I remember now. It means ‘avenging angel’, right?”

Hock chuckled. “Yeah, and that’s about all the German I know. My great-grandfather emigrated to California back when it was still part of the US.”

“And how do you spell your first name?” 

He told her.

“That’s very interesting. I wasn’t sure by the way you pronounced it, but H-O-C-H in German means ‘high’, so you are the High Avenging Angel. That’s a name with a lot of karmic power, did you know that?”

“No, I didn’t.” He tried changing the subject. “I notice you’re not eating. Have you already had breakfast?”

“Yup. Couple of hours ago in fact. I’m just finalizing some cargo purchases, and when they arrive, I’ll be pulling out. But there’s still plenty of time for you to finish eating.”

It didn’t take him long to finish the food and the coffee. He felt surprisingly good, both physically and mentally. As he put down his now empty cup, he cleared his throat and said, “Time for me to go?”

She nodded. “Afraid so.” Her voice was firm but not unfriendly.

He got up reluctantly. In the back of his mind was the hope that she would let him stay longer, but the rational part of him knew that he should be grateful for what she had done for him so far, and he said so as he walked in the direction of the docking hatch. She followed him, and as he turned to offer his hand, he saw that she was holding a data chip. Instead of shaking his hand, she handed him the data chip.

“What’s this?”

“It’s a confirmed passenger voucher for the next flight back to Earth. That ship arrived while you were sleeping, and she’ll be leaving in a few hours.” He was stunned. So far he had only cost her the price of a couple of meals, but paid passage to Earth was not cheap. He was so profoundly moved by her generosity that he almost handed it back, but decided at the last moment to hold on to it.

“Why would you spend that much for a complete stranger?” he asked in a voice that almost betrayed the emotion he was feeling.

“Well, first of all, you’re not a complete stranger, because I now know your name. And secondly, I made a pretty nice profit here. When that happens, I like to spread some of it around; it’s a karmic thing. It just feels like the right thing to do, Hoch. And who knows, maybe some day you’ll be in a position to do something for me. Good luck to you,” she said as she patted him on the shoulder. 

He looked at the data chip and nodded as he stepped onto the access ramp and began walking away. After a few steps, he turned around to wave, but the hatch door was already sliding shut. It was then that he realized he hadn’t thanked her for the voucher and that bothered him.

“Good luck to you too, Sara,” he said softly. 

It was eight weeks later that the luck he’d thought had run out turned around again. He’d been back on Earth for most of that time and hadn’t found any long term employment. His training as a starship pilot meant that he was considered employable and therefore did not qualify for financial assistance from the government, but his conviction for theft that got him booted out of the Space Force was the kind of red flag that private sector shipping companies avoided like the plague. Mercenary outfits weren’t so fussy; apparently his last employer had badmouthed him to the other outfits because they weren’t showing the least bit of interest either. But now, apparently, someone was interested, and he was heading to an interview to be conducted in the lounge of one of the city’s fancier hotels. When he entered the room, two men sitting at a table waved him over. 

As he reached the table, he heard one of them say. “Have a seat, Racheengel. This won’t take long. I’m not going to introduce myself or my colleague, because our names don’t matter. What does matter is that we work for Universal Red Shift. I’m sure you’ve heard of it. It’s one of the larger interstellar conglomerates out there.” 

Hoch nodded. He had heard of URS. Who hadn’t? “Yes, I’ve heard of URS. You’re looking for a pilot for one of your starfreighters?” 

It was the other man who responded. “Not exactly. We contacted you because the woman who currently has control of the URS Board of Directors, Lauren Miranda Evelyn Fontaine, has...or rather, had, a grand-daughter who was working on building her own fortune with a small one-man starfreighter. She’s now dead due to having run across some pirates. Mistress Fontaine is adamant that her grand-daughter’s killers be found and brought to justice, and she’s also convinced that Space Force will not accomplish that goal. Therefore she wants to hire someone with previous Space Force experience to pilot a small company ship and essentially snoop around in the sector of space where her grand-daughter was killed in the hopes of finding clues that will lead to the killers. We’ve told her how unlikely it would be that anyone could discover anything useful, but she’s insisting on going ahead. We heard that you’ve been looking for work for a while, so here’s your chance to make some good money for as long as you can manage to string her along. We don’t really care about the cost. Believe me when I say that URS can afford this. All you have to do is go through the motions of trying to make a profit from trading goods between stations. You don’t even have to try to find any leads. Make up something that looks like you’re asking questions. After a while, she’ll get discouraged and call the whole thing off. You’ll have a healthy credit balance, and if there are no problems during that time, we’ll see about finding a slot for you on one of our larger ships as soon as one becomes available.”

That sounded good to Hoch, too good if he was honest with himself. There had to be a catch somewhere. 

“That sounds great, but I can’t help wondering why you want me, considering my less than perfect military record.”

The first guy to speak, who Hoch decided was the senior of the two, shrugged and leaned forward. “We know about your court-martial. It’s very simple. Ex-Space Force who have clean records don’t have any trouble finding work. They also tend to be diligent about fulfilling the terms of their contracts and might actually try to find the killers. We need someone who’s not that fussy.”

“That brings me to my next question. Why don’t you want the killers found?”

The senior guy sighed. “I’ll tell you, but take a bit of advice first and don’t ask too many questions. Mistress Fontaine—by the way, that’s how she wants to be addressed—has a very tenuous controlling interest in URS. It’s enough to let her put a majority of her people on the Board. But she doesn’t own all the shares that she currently controls, and if you did find the killers, Space Force would get involved. There’d be court trials; you’d be called to testify; we probably would be called to testify. And if the defense lawyers are any good, they might ask questions that my friend and I would prefer not to have to answer, because those answers might cause some people, who are currently supporting Mistress Fontaine, to withdraw that support, and she would lose control. We’ve tried to explain that to her, but she doesn’t care. If she loses control, she won’t be the only one who suffers negative consequences. You get my drift?”

Hoch nodded. He did indeed get the point. These two executives had hitched their corporate stars to Mistress Fontaine, and they did not want to risk going down with her.

“Okay, I understand all that, but what if my military record comes to her attention?”

“No problem,” said the senior guy without hesitation. “We’ve already figured out what to do. Here’s what you say if she asks you about it. You discovered that one of your subordinates, who happens to be the nephew of a highly placed admiral, had stolen the items in question. As a favor to the admiral, you tried to cover up the theft, but when Space Force Security started snooping around, the nephew panicked and told them that he had covered up YOUR theft and would testify against you if granted immunity. Mistress Fontaine has a low opinion of human nature, and she’ll believe that something like that could have happened to an other-wise honest Space Force officer. I hope there are no more questions.”

Hoch actually did have one, but the tone of that last statement strongly hinted that he shouldn’t ask it. “No more questions. I’ll take your offer. Now what?”

The senior guy seemed to relax as he leaned back. “Good. We’ll set up an interview with Mistress Fontaine in a few days. Here’s an advance on your salary.” The other man pushed a credit chip across the table. “I strongly recommend you get a new set of clothes. Nothing flashy or fancy. In fact, something similar to what you’re wearing now would be okay. Just make sure it’s new and that it looks new. We don’t want her to think you’ve been living on the streets for the last few weeks. You’ll be contacted the same way as for this meeting, and we’ll tell you where and when to show up. In the meantime, lay low and don’t get into trouble. Without waiting for a reply, both men got up and left. Hoch took the chip and stared at it, wondering what the hell he had just gotten himself into. The explanation about losing control sounded legit, but he couldn’t help feeling that there was more to this that they were telling him.

The interview with Mistress Fontaine took place three days later. The two men picked him up and took him to the tallest building in the city. As they rode the high-speed elevator up to the penthouse level, he got his final briefing.

“Let us do the talking, although if she asks you a direct question, go ahead and answer it, but don’t offer anything she hasn’t asked for. Remember to refer to her as Mistress Fontaine if you have to refer to her at all. She’ll be standing behind a transparent wall. She has this thing about contagious diseases. Remember your cover story about the theft. If she makes you an offer, just take it. Don’t start dickering over terms. If she gets the idea that you think she’s desperate to find someone, she’ll get angry, and that wouldn’t be good for us or you. Okay, here we go.”

The elevator doors slid open, and Hoch followed the two men into a large, well-lit room that managed to be both impressive and comfortable at the same time. The left side had a transparent wall, behind which was a large office with a desk made from some semi-translucent material. Sitting behind that desk was a woman who got up and walked towards them with a very dignified stride. She wore a slate blue business suit that fitted her perfectly. Her hair was short and jet black. There was a complicated pattern of colored lines around each eye. Hoch assumed that was the latest cosmetic fashion. If he had to guess her age by her outward appearance only, he would have said mid to late 40’s, but if she had a grown grand-daughter, she had to be considerably older.

“Mistress Fontaine, may I present to you ex-lieutenant Hoch Racheengel,” said Alpha male with considerably more respect than when he had talked to Hoch.

“Yes, you may, Franz. Welcome to my office, Lieutenant. What an interesting name you have. If I’m not mistaken, your name is German and translates as High Avenging Angel. How wonderfully appropriate under the circumstances. I take it you’ve been told that I want you to find my grand-daughter’s killers?”

“That’s correct, Mistress Fontaine,” said Hoch.

Fontaine turned around and pointed at the wall behind her desk. It instantly lit up to show a photo of a naked woman lying on a metal floor with both hands tied behind her back. She was facing away from the camera, and Hoch could see that the back of her head was bloody. There was also obvious bruising on the arms and legs, especially the inner thighs. It was a disturbing image. He resisted the urge to look away. When Fontaine turned back to look at him, her eyes were no longer as friendly as they had been.

“This is what they did to my grand-daughter, Lieutenant. I want you to take a good look. The image will change in a few seconds to show different angles. Her face is unrecognizable from the bruising and blood, but I made sure of the body’s identity with DNA analysis. I want the animals that did this found and brought to justice. If you can find them or even just tell me who Space Force should be looking for, your monetary reward will be considerable.” She paused to gauge his reaction. He tried to keep his face expressionless. “I have been given to understand that you were convicted of theft by a Space Force court-martial. I’d be interested to hear your side of that story, Lieutenant.”

Hoch repeated the version that Alpha had given him. He thought he saw her nod very slightly.

“Clearly you were in a difficult position. If you had turned in the admiral’s nephew, the admiral might have exerted a negative influence on your career. Tell me, Lieutenant, during your time in Space Force, did you ever have the opportunity to catch any pirates?”

“A ship I was serving on did stop and arrest a ship of suspected pirates. I believe that they were eventually convicted.”

Her expression softened a bit. “Franz, what did you tell the Lieutenant with regards to compensation?”

Alpha told her what he had told Hoch.

“Oh, I think we can do better than that. While you’re hunting those animals, you’ll earn three times your military salary. If you can generate any trading profits, you’ll keep those too, and if you find useful information that leads to the killers, you’ll have a choice between a guaranteed lifetime employment as a starfreighter pilot or officer, or a very large lump sum bonus. Once you begin the mission, I’ll expect regular reports on where you go, how you conduct your search and what you find. Franz will give you the practical details of how to do that. Can I assume that you find these terms satisfactory, Lieutenant?”

“Quite satisfactory, Mistress Fontaine,” said Hoch carefully.

“Very good. In that case, I believe we are finished our business here today.” She turned around and walked back to her desk. Alpha and his buddy turned and motioned for him to follow them. Just as Hoch was turning to do so, the image on the wall changed to another angle that was also closer, and something caught his attention. There was a tattoo of an angel with outstretched wings on the dead woman’s right hand, the same image he’d last seen on Sara’s hand.

Without even thinking about what he was about to do, he said, “Was your grand-daughter’s name Sara?” 

Fontaine stopped, turned and gave Hoch a puzzled stare. “Yes, it was. How did you know that, Lieutenant?”

Hoch hesitated. He knew what he wanted to say and do, but a tiny voice in the back of his mind was telling him to make up some excuse and let it go. He told the voice to shut up.

“May I speak with you in private, Mistress Fontaine?” He saw in the transparent wall a reflection of the surprised reactions of Alpha and buddy. Fontaine’s gaze shifted from him to her two subordinates. 

“Well, well. It’s been a long time since a man has asked to be alone with me. I see that my assistants disapprove of the idea. Therefore, I’ll allow it. You two may wait for the Lieutenant down below.”

As the elevator doors slid shut behind the two assistants, Fontaine said, “Now then, please tell me how you knew my grand-daughter’s first name.”

“I met your grand-daughter a few weeks ago on the Thule Station. She had just arrived and found me trying to sleep in the access ramp. I was stranded and completely broke to the point where I had to beg for a few station credits to buy food.” He saw her eyes open wide, but she said nothing. “She took pity on me, gave me a hot meal, then invited me to stay on her ship in a spare cabin so I could have a hot shower and a few hours sleep on a comfortable bed. When I got up, she gave me breakfast and a paid flight voucher for passage back to Earth. I asked her why she was willing to do so much for a stranger. She said it felt like the right thing to do, and then she said that maybe some day I might be in a position to do something for her. I left her ship feeling that I owed her a debt. Now I can repay that debt. Until I recognized the tattoo on her right hand, I thought of this project as just a temporary job that might lead to a more permanent one. But it’s no longer just business. It’s now very personal, and because it’s personal, I feel compelled to be honest with you. I lied about my conviction for theft. I told you that story because Franz told me to tell it that way. The truth is that I was the one who stole the items in question. I did it in a moment of weakness that I’ve regretted ever since.”

Fontaine walked slowly up to the transparent wall. “I’m impressed that you took the risk of confessing that to me, Mr. Racheengel. Under the circumstances, your sudden honesty does you credit. I consider myself to be a very good judge of character. When you gave me that first account of the theft, I was sceptical, but I decided to give you the benefit of the doubt. Your confession and what you have just told me about Sara and how you feel about the project all have the ring of truth to them. I felt the anger in your voice when you said this was now a personal vendetta, and I’m very glad to hear it. I have confidence in you. Good bye, Mr. Racheengel and good hunting.”

Hoch nodded to her and started walking to the elevator. When he was almost there, he heard her say, “Before you leave, I have one more question to ask you, Mr. Racheengel. When you find those animals, if an opportunity to balance the scales of justice with your own hand presents itself, will you take it?”

“In a heartbeat, Mistress Fontaine,” said Hoch without any hesitation.

“Then you truly are my High Avenging Angel. If I was 40 years younger...” She sighed. “When you see Franz, tell him that I wish to see him immediately.” When she turned away, he knew that they were done talking and left.

When the elevator arrived at the ground floor, he found Franz and his partner waiting for him.

“What the hell was that all about?” asked Franz. “Did you fuck this all up?”

“I told her that I had met her grand-daughter before and that I now had a personal interest in finding her killers,” said Hoch casually.

“Oh, Elvis H. Christ! Didn’t you understand what we told you about the fallout if you succeed?” 

Hoch nodded. “Since Mistress Fontaine obviously doesn’t care about blowback, why should I? By the way, she wants to see you again, right now.”

Franz snorted. “Oh, she does, does she? We obviously made a mistake in picking you, Racheengel. Let’s see how she feels about you when I tell her that you really did steal that stuff.”

Hoch smiled and shrugged. “Go ahead. I’ve already told her the truth and that you told me to lie. Your buddy and I will wait here.” Hoch watched Franz’s expression carefully. It had lost its confident sneer, but there were no signs of fear, unlike the expression on his buddy’s face.

“Yeah, both of you wait here.”

When Franz was gone, his buddy shook his head and spoke in a low, sad voice. “You shouldn’t have done that. You have no idea of the shit that’s going to fall on your head. This is way bigger than you think. Even Franz and I don’t know the whole picture, but we know enough to let sleeping dogs lie.” 

Franz was back about eight minutes later. His anger was gone, replaced by a quiet confidence that was both surprising and a bit unnerving. Evidently Mistress Fontaine had not put the fear of God into him for trying to deceive her. He strode over to where Hoch and buddy were standing, looked his friend in the eye for a split second, took a deep breath and then looked at Hoch.

“Okay. You’ve gone all in, and now we’ll see how well you play your hand. It’ll take a week, maybe ten days, to get your ship ready. Do you have enough credit left to last that long?” Hoch nodded. “Good. Normally I’d say stay low and don’t get into trouble, but in this case, I think I’d actually prefer that you did get into some trouble. Anyway, we’ll contact you when the ship’s ready. Now if you don’t mind, my friend and I have a lot to do, so kindly fuck off.”

Hoch stayed low and stayed out of trouble. He also did some some research into URS and the Fontaine family, as much as was publicly available at any rate. The family had humble origins, and Mistress Fontaine’s father had managed to accumulate a surprising amount of wealth in a relatively short period of time. He had either been very lucky or had a lot of help. Hoch knew enough about the transformation of human society from the oligopolistic capitalist scramble of the early 21st century to the highly organized cartel of monopolies run by a very small group of families to wonder what friends and enemies the Fontaine family might have now.

Nine days later Franz contacted him and told him to show up at a certain gate, at a certain time at the local spaceport. As he heard the connection break, he looked down at the new tattoo on his right hand. It was the same angel with outstretched wings that Sara had had on her own hand, but with one difference. His angel’s head was a human skull. It was time to start the hunt.
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Franz and buddy were waiting impatiently for him at the designated spaceport gate. The three of them got into a small, open vehicle of the kind that spaceport personnel used to get around. Buddy drove the vehicle over to one of a dozen large hangars. Franz led the way inside, to where there was an ordinary-looking Gazelle-class starfreighter. Hoch had seen the same kind of relatively small starfreighter many times before. Its overall shape was that of a wedge with stubby wings for atmospheric flight. From the dull finish of the hull, he could tell that this particular ship had seen a lot of light-years. The rational part of his mind chided him for thinking that Mistress Fontaine and URS would let him play with a brand new ship, but it was still a bit disappointing.

As the three of them walked toward the open hatch, Franz said, “See anything out of the ordinary for this type, Racheengel?”

Hoch took a closer look. “I don’t remember ever seeing those bulges underneath.”

Franz nodded. “Yup. That’s because the standard civilian version of this class doesn’t have those bulges. URS has a shipbuilding division, and it builds both civilian and military starships. A while back, Space Force asked all the aerospace companies to build a prototype for an armed starfreighter that Space Force could use to ferry supplies and personnel to bases, one that would be able to defend itself from pirates or other threats. That project got cancelled for budgetary reasons but not before URS had modified this Gazelle-class ship. The bulge up there is a retractable turret that holds a rapid-fire railgun. It can fire armor-piercing kinetic-energy or explosive shells. These bulges down here carry two medium range, anti-ship missiles.” He laughed when he saw Hoch’s expression of surprise. “You’re reacting the same way I did when Mistress Fontaine told me to arm this baby. The original plan was to just have the railgun for self-defence, which by the way is legal. URS had a special permit to put missiles on this ship when it was a prototype. But civilian ships aren’t supposed to have offensive weapons like those missiles. I’m not sure how legal this ship is now, so I’d suggest you don’t go around bragging about having them. In addition to the weapons, this ship also has military grade radar and ECM gear that your ordinary starfreighter wouldn’t have. The maneuvering engines have been upgraded too. This beast will outrun anything of the same size. It’ll even give a Space Force light cruiser a run for its money. Of course, you don’t want to get into a shooting match with Space Force ships, because this ship doesn’t have any armor worth the name. It does, however, have some beefed-up structural integrity in order to handle the higher acceleration stresses. Let’s go inside, and I’ll show you a couple of things that Mistress Fontaine specifically ordered me to share with you.”

As they stepped into the ship, Hoch was surprised by how narrow the corridors were. They eventually came to what he surmised was the cargo hold due to the fact that there was cargo in it.

“Mistress Fontaine apparently wants you to have every opportunity to actually make some trading profits while you snoop around out there, so you’ll start with this cargo hold full of various kinds of equipment, consumables and specialty items that might be in demand on the outer colonies and stations you’ll be visiting. That’s one thing, but there’s also this.” He stepped over to a section of the wall and pointed to a 10 cm by 10 cm square section that was a slightly different color from the rest of the wall. “Put you hand on that, Racheengel.”

Hoch did so and a larger section of the wall underneath popped open. Hoch looked inside and said a silent ‘wow’. “How much is that?” he asked.

“There’s half a million credits worth of gold in there. As you probably know, every colony and most orbiting stations have their own currency, but they’ll all accept gold. Once again, I wouldn’t go around letting everyone know how much gold your ship is carrying. That’s why it’s in a secret cargo space. It also makes a good hiding space for smuggled goods. Whether you do that or not is your business, though I don’t think Mistress Fontaine would be too happy if the ship were confiscated for carrying contraband. So now you know what she told me to show you. I’m assuming that you know how to pilot one of these ships, right?”

Hoch nodded. He’d been trained to pilot military starships; civilian ships were child’s play by comparison.

“Good. In that case there’s just one detail left to take care of.” He held his hand out and buddy handed him a gold-colored data tablet. “You need to acknowledge that you’re taking possession of this ship and are responsible for bringing it back when you’re done. Put your hand on the tablet. It’ll scan your fingerprints and also take a sample of your DNA.” Hoch did so. He hardly felt the sample being taken. When the device beeped, Franz nodded and pulled it away. “Okay. You’re now the Captain of this ship. This hangar has been rented for another 24 hours, but you can pilot the ship whenever you’re ready.” He paused and gave Hoch a serious look. “I’m not going to say ‘good luck’, although if you’re stupid enough to really try to find those killers, you’re going to need all the luck you can get. If you get into trouble, don’t expect any help from me or my friend here. As far as we’re concerned, you’re on your own.” He turned to buddy and said, “Let’s go.”

Hoch followed them to the hatch to make sure that they left the ship, then closed it and made his way to the pilot’s quarters, which were in the upper level of the ship. He wasn’t expecting a lot, nor did he find it, however while his quarters weren’t big, they were comfortable. Something had been left there for him. There was a metal container lying on the bed with a flat white object on top. He picked it up and realized with a shock that it was an envelope made from real paper! He couldn’t remember the last time he had seen real paper used to convey information. He carefully opened the envelope, remembering how he had gotten a nasty paper cut when opening a similar envelope as a kid. Inside was a note that appeared to be handwritten.

My High Avenging Angel, 

I have reason to believe that the attack on Sara was not a random act. Even people at my level have enemies, and some of my peers are ruthless enough to engage in such actions. Watch your back, and don’t trust anyone. This container holds items that will help you in your quest. The headband contains customized personal electronics. It was built especially for my husband, now long-dead, and it has very special circuitry. Not only is it not available to the average person, even the wealthy and elite would find it all but impossible to acquire. Believe me, if they knew what it could do, there are people who would kill you in a heartbeat to get their hands on it. Try to keep its abilities secret if you can. The armlet should be worn on your left forearm. It contains a miniaturized stun projector. It has a limited power supply but can be hidden under your clothing to make adversaries think that you’re unarmed. Underneath these items, you’ll find a jumpsuit that has been tailored specifically for you, with the left sleeve slightly larger to accommodate the stunner. These are my gifts to you.  

L. M. E. Fontaine.

Hoch tried on the headband. It looked similar to the devices that many people wore. While in Space Force, he’d had one that was optimized for use on board military starships, but he’d had to give it up when he was discharged. He made adjustments to the fit so that part of the headband was in contact with the bone behind each ear. That would allow him to hear the voice of the unit via bone conductivity. He wondered if this unit had the ability to interpret his brain patterns so that he could communicate with it just by thinking, as some of the more expensive versions were capable of doing.

[I do have that capability. My previous owner wanted to call me Keko but you may call me whatever you wish.] 

Hoch was impressed by the clarity of the distinctly feminine voice though the bone connection. His Space Force version had had a strictly electronic voice that was sometimes difficult to clearly understand.

Keko is an acceptable name, he thought. Tell me what capabilities you can make available to me?

[I possess sophisticated communication/encryption/decryption modes of operation. You can use me to transmit commands to your ship’s auto-pilot even when you’re not on the ship; however, there is a range limitation. I can access data networks remotely, and I’m capable of penetrating most secure systems. I have the capability to analyze voice stress patterns to determine, with a 98% degree of accuracy, if someone you are talking to is lying. I can imitate the voices of other individuals when communicating electronically and can carry on multiple such conversations at the same time. I can scan the surrounding environment in a broad range of light and auditory frequencies. Naturally, I can and will record everything you see, hear and say or think for future reference, unless you tell me otherwise.]

Hoch was stunned. Penetration of secure data networks and imitating someone else’s voice over electronic communication were capabilities his Space Force version didn’t have, and determining if someone was lying was something that could make his search for Sara’s killers a lot easier. 

Wow. Now I understand why Mistress Fontaine warned me to keep your abilities secret. Continue to record everything. Do you have the flight plan for Sara’s ship after it left Thule Station?

[Affirmative. All data relating to Sara Fontaine’s ship and death has been downloaded into my memory. I also have instructions on how and when to transmit progress reports to Mistress Fontaine. Shall I power up White Rose?]

That’s the name of this ship?

[That is correct. The name can be changed before we leave Earth.] 

Hoch pondered this for a few seconds before saying out loud, “Change the name of the ship to Whirlwind, Keko, and yes, go ahead and power her up. Can you relay my verbal responses to the tower when we lift off?”

[Affirmative. Power-up sequence has commenced. Shall I contact the tower now?]

“Yes, do that. I’m sure there’s a queue waiting ahead of us.”

“Flight Control Tower, this is URS XSF1001 codename Whirlwind requesting lift off clearance.” 

The voice Hoch heard was not the feminine voice of Keko but rather that of a male. It suddenly dawned on him that Keko was imitating his voice. Do I really sound like that?

[You do. Should I not have done that?]

Before he could answer, he heard the tower’s response. “Tower to Whirlwind. You are number eight in line for lift-off clearance. You may exit your hangar, but stay within 500 meters of it until told otherwise.”

“Whirlwind to tower. I copy your instructions,” said Hoch. He closed the container, got up and headed for the cockpit. 

“Keko, tie me into the tower’s com channel and open the hangar doors, please.” He listened to the routine tower communications with other ships as he settled into the pilot’s seat and strapped himself in. With the ship now powered-up, he applied minimal thrust and the ship began to roll forward.

[I can instruct the auto-pilot how to do simple maneuvers like this.]

Hoch smiled. “I’m sure you can, Keko, but it’s been a while since I piloted a starship, and I want to remind myself how it feels.”

When the tower notified him that Whirlwind was at the front of the queue, he willed himself to relax. The tower would control the auto-pilot until the ship was above 161 kilometers altitude. They would then hand off control to him, and in turn, he would hand off control to the auto-pilot, which Keko would have programmed for the flight to Thule Station by then. He told Keko what he wanted her to do. 

Lift off went smoothly, and 13 minutes later, Whirlwind was accelerating out of Earth’s gravity well at a pace that was typical of Whirlwind’s class of starfreighters but which was only a third of what she could have done. No sense in showing off when it wasn’t necessary.

During the six day trip to Thule Station, Hoch learned that Keko could do a few other things, such as play chess and discuss politics, history and poetry. He asked her if she was a sentient, self-aware artificial intelligence. Her answer surprised him.

[My understanding of what self-awareness means is problematic. I can define the meaning of the term, but I’m unable to determine if I meet that definition, and therefore I suspect that I am not self-aware.]

While Hoch understood the logic that stated if an artificial device is unable to determine if it’s self-aware, then it isn’t, he had been hoping that Keko was because he was beginning to think of her as a real person.

When Whirlwind arrived at the star system containing the Thule Station, Hoch allowed the station control center to manage the ship’s approach and docking. While that was happening, Keko had already downloaded the station’s trade data and identified several trades that had a high probability of eventually being profitable. A modest balance of station credits was established in the ship’s name. The normal procedure was for the captains of arriving ships to report to Station Administration in person to verify their identity. Hoch remembered that Sara would have needed to do that too.

By the time the ship was docked, Hoch had put on the arm stunner and the tailored flight suit. He had practiced with the stunner during the trip and was now familiar with its use. Upon exiting the ship, he had a momentary flashback to the last time he had been on the station. The access corridor looked and smelled the same and was the same temperature: cold. The corridor curved at the far end, and as he went around the bend, he almost stumbled over a body. It turned over and struggled to sit up, and Hoch realized it was one of the female members of the mercenary crew that had dumped him on this station.

“My God, Kasia, what are you doing here like this?” 

She slowly stood up, pulling her thin jacket more tightly around her to fend off the cold.

“I, ah...left the Wolfbane, Hoch. That bastard, Honniger? You remember how aggressive he was to both men and women?” Hoch nodded. “Well, he used to come to my quarters on a regular basis for some recreational sex, and he liked to get rough. I’m no saint, Hoch. I like my sex a little on the rough side too, so I was fine with it. But a few weeks back, he left the ship temporarily and came back on board at the last stop before the ship came here.” She shook her head and shivered. Hoch had a feeling it wasn’t from the cold. “When he came back on board, he acted different. There was this crazy look in his eyes, and when he came to my quarters, he got real violent, way more than usual and way more than I liked. I swear there were a couple of moments there when I thought he was actually going to kill me. That scared the crap outta me, and I decided I wasn’t going to stay on the ship any longer than I absolutely had to. That’s how I ended
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