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Mission #1

Wonder Man

or how Hariel earned his Codename

Hariel controlled his breath as he finished his push-ups. The house gym had a glass wall that opened onto the valley – his valley, his land, his home off the grid of the Star Nations – but his eyes didn't really see the greens and browns outside under a clear blue sky. His concentration didn't break until he was done with his daily routine.

His decentralized circulatory systems and the synthetic blood that radically altered his internal anatomy might allow him to survive multiple gunshot wounds and other internal damage relatively easily, but that didn't mean he should ignore his virtually invulnerable body.

A healthy daily routine in the house gym was the best way to keep himself fit and his muscles ready. He was forty now, not a good time to give up on one's health.

He put down the dumbbells and looked around at the house gym. He was done for the day. He was covered in sweat, so it was time to shower and relax. He went upstairs to his bedroom to change.

The warm water washed away the exertion and helped him go back to his comfort zone. Keeping his inner balance was becoming increasingly difficult these days. Exercising regularly helped but he was growing restless.

The house was quiet, but he knew his peace of mind would be gone forever when he had allowed five people to settle on his land. They had built two little houses similar to the one he had called home for twenty-five of his forty years. A former farm, it had been refurbished and turned into a comfortable home by his mother twenty-five years earlier.

The lower floor had a living room and a kitchen, the gym he used extensively and the office with computers and the server that connected to the meganet. The upper floor had two bedrooms and a bathroom, and what had been a barn had become a hangar for his shuttle and a flying car. The second bedroom had been empty since his father's death fifteen years earlier.

The valley only looked peaceful now. It was getting way too crowded for his tastes. He didn't mind the two older guests, since they kept to themselves and had a wisdom that he liked and had sorely missed, having lost his parents a long time ago. The two were first cousins and had survived the destruction of their home planet much like he had – different planet, different year, but he could relate.

But the youngsters that populated the other house sometimes got on his nerves. All three were twenty-five and seemed to have some kind of attraction to him – for different reasons. And they had decided to form a team and work together, so he'd have to put up with them.

Gone was the excitement of building something new in the valley. Of having people settling nearby. Of having picnics and day trips to the closest town. He should find a new occupation. Not stealing, although he'd miss that thrill. He never stole for a living anyway. He didn't need to work for a living, but days went faster when he was busy doing something.

Days had flown when he was with Kev-yon. He hadn't stolen during his five-year marriage to the most gorgeous man in the galaxy. Then they had fought, Kev-yon had gone back to his home planet and when Hariel went looking for him, he had watched him die in the cosmic catastrophe that had wiped life off the former Imperial planet, Marc'harid.

The same planet that had given birth to the mighty Sire, now a minority in the galaxy, like four out of five of his guests.

He could hear the youngsters' voices approaching for another unscheduled visit. He sighed. Too late to instruct Dinah that he didn't want to be disturbed. He quickly finished dressing and went back downstairs, meeting the youngsters in the living room. His hazel green eyes took them all in at the same time.

Iso-bel was petite, the shortest of the lot, with long brown hair and blue eyes. She was willowy and nimble, and he knew she was an assassin, mercenary, bounty hunter, a young woman who had been trained by the best on Sylvania, Ulba'wis and Friport. Her codename was Icy Aya and she was already a working member of the team, with contacts on Friport and elsewhere.

Shanell was from Sylvania, the Y-chromosome toxic planet where men didn't live long, and she was the best starship pilot in the Star Nations – according to her. He had a semi-automatic starship, so he didn't really need to know how to fly.

Shanell had her bob of hair dyed copper red, and her dark roots were starting to show. She had brown eyes and she was taller than Iso-bel. She usually wore corsets and sexy gowns when she wasn't on her beloved Haiduc, a starship smaller than Hariel's own Vision.

And then there was Jes-syd, with his dark blond mane and amber eyes, the hacker who was in love with Iso-bel but also admired Hariel for his strength. Iso-bel and Jes-syd had been together for five years before the former Imperial planet had been destroyed. The same five years of his happy marriage.

The two youngsters' relationship had ended in spite of both surviving the catastrophe – unlike his beloved husband – and now both seemed incapable of maintaining a relationship. Actually all four of them were lone wolves.

That was one reason why they had decided to form a team. But they hadn't started working yet, busy with building the houses and moving into the valley and starting a new life. Maybe it was time to get moving, but he wasn't sure he was ready. He was used to doing things alone.

Iso-bel sat on the couch next to him, close but not too close, frowning. Jes-syd took an armchair and Shanell the other. They seemed to have decided those were their positions in his living room, as if they owned it.

"We're going to town," Jes-syd said. "Would you like to come with us?"

"No, thanks," he answered. "But do ask Dinah if she needs anything."

The robot housekeeper had taken it upon itself to look after all the houses of the valley, which suited all inhabitants just fine.

"We might be back tomorrow," Shanell said with a mischievous smile. "I wouldn't mind trying a club or three!"

"Be my guests," he replied. "I'm not as young as you are."

Iso-bel's blue eyes stared at him, but she said nothing. All three left and he moved to the office. He went on the bulletin board and had a look at the job offers. Most seemed boring, but he eventually found one that intrigued him enough to give it a try.

"Gavin!" he called, leaving the office for his bedroom. "We're leaving!"

"Where are we going?" The white android joined him in the bedroom where he quickly packed a change of clothes. It had a human shape, but neither the color, nor the hair. It was all white, with many sensors, a marvel of technology from the space station where he'd been born, and his personal doctor.

"A government official named Lose Sones needs someone to transport him and an entourage of nine guards to a remote space station," he answered. "I can handle this job on my own. I don't want those three hanging out with me."

"Grumpy old man," Gavin said. In its long life – almost half a century with continuous upgrades – the AI of the android had developed a human personality.

"Gavin..." He scowled and then immediately smiled. "You never change, old friend. But yes, I am becoming a grumpy old man."

"I was joking, Hariel, you're only forty. Ker-ris and Leo-will are much older than you."

Hariel sighed. "I know." He zipped the backpack closed. "Let's go before the youngsters come back from town. They took the flying car, didn't they?"

"Yes. The shuttle is still in the hangar."

"Glad it opens only for me. Let's go, G4!"

***
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The shuttle was a ground-space machine big enough to have comfortable living quarters for one. Equipped with the best of Sire technology, it had sufficient energy to blend the light around it, rendering it invisible or making it look like something else if stealth became necessary.

Hariel had inherited it with the Vision from his late Sire husband, Kev-yon Makinster. It had biometric openings that recognized only him and Kev-yon, unless he programmed it for someone else. He didn't trust his new neighbors enough yet, though.

Gavin followed him into the shuttle and they took off for the starship anchored in orbit above the valley. A semi-automatic Imperial Disk, that particular model of starship had been used by many Sire families as a private cruise ship with all the comforts the aristocratic owners might want when they moved from one planet to the other.

Once upon a time the Sire Empire had governed the whole galaxy. Then the last emperor had been killed and the Star Nations had created the High Council instead. After the destruction of Marc'harid, the Imperial Disks had become very rare. They had excellent shields and good speed, wonderful passenger space, but low cargo space and no weapons – unless one added them.

Hariel parked the shuttle in the internal hangar of the Vision and headed for the main deck. Time to pick up the government official and his nine guards. They were on Gweltaz, his FTL drive would mean only a few hours' travel, during which he could relax with his only friend Gavin.

Gweltaz was another Goldilock Zone planet like Vilas Lok, with continents and seas and fresh air. The Vision landed in a private spaceport on the outskirts of the main city to meet the customers. Hariel opened the disk's external door and found them all waiting outside of the spaceport building, ready to come onboard.

Hariel was a natural telepath and he gave a cursory look at the mind of the official, recognizable by his business casual clothes.

Lose Sones came forward first. He had wild auburn hair and sharp hazel eyes. Middle-aged and quite elegant, his handshake had a firm grip. He was all business as he thanked Hariel for accepting the job. He was a sucker for strict regulations and strict codes of honor. One of his hobbies was traveling.

He introduced his guards' team leader, a mercenary called Leksei Liansky. The tall, bulky man had a silver Mohawk and brown eyes. He wore a ballistic coat and carried a micro-grenade rifle. Liansky was a compulsive liar and Hariel didn't want to waste time trying to understand his convoluted mind.

"I am commandeering your starship, Captain," Sones said as they stepped onboard. "Where is your crew?"

"No crew," he answered, puzzled. "It's semi-automatic."

"Excellent. You can get off now or stay onboard and work for me."

"I am not going anywhere." He stopped in the middle of the entrance and crossed his arms over his chest. He wasn't going to allow a government official to steal his Vision. Kev-yon's Vision. "The ship answers only to me. And I expect to be paid for this job."

"We'll see." Sones glared at him while the guards piled up behind him, weapons ready. "Now let's get on the main deck and program the course for the space station."

"I am outgunned and will obey for now," Hariel said with a scoff. "What do you plan to do to the Vision?"

"I need some weapons on this ship," Sones said. "Let's get moving, shall we?"

"Wonderful!" Hariel brightened outwardly, but was still mad at the man inside. How dare he want to steal Kev-yon's starship! "I had been meaning to take it to Friport for a makeover! I'll be happy to see it armed!"

Sones narrowed his eyes, suspicious of his motives. Hariel wasn't going to tell him the truth – although he had indeed been meaning to take the Vision to Friport if and when he earned some money. He didn't need money to live in his valley, but if he wanted to purchase services, he did need it.

The other eight followed Sones and Liansky to the main deck and looked curiously at Gavin. The android watched them and made no comment. Sones read its plaque, G4V1N, and asked what it was for. Upon hearing Gavin was a medical android, he completely dismissed it from his thoughts, which suited Hariel just fine.

"Where is this space station you need to get to?" Hariel asked sitting at the dashboard. "And do you also need to get back here?"

"In due time," Sones answered. "Don't think you'll get your ship back, though."

Hariel shrugged and set the course given to him by Sones. He was curious to see where this was going. His first job was turning out different from the description, but he wasn't worried yet. And having been born on a space station, he was curious to see another.

They left Gweltaz with two men constantly watching him at all times. He wasn't going to let them intimidate him, though. As long as they didn't damage the Vision, he'd be quiet.
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The space station was in the asteroid belt of Gweltaz's solar system, probably the remnants of a planet that had been reduced to pieces. The rocks were geological treasures and the space station controlled the mining machines and robots that extracted the minerals from the asteroids.

Jakri B835552-D had a good spaceport with refined fuel available. It was a good quality installation with annual maintenance overhaul available. Not that the Vision needed it. They also had a shipyard capable of constructing non-starships and the space station had added a big weapons factory for starships to its premises.

The atmosphere was very thin and needed the use of compressors to ensure sufficient oxygen to breathe. A local law had affixed panels everywhere in the spaceport: Portable energy weapons prohibited. The technology of the space station was above average and the five thousand Humanoid employees worked for a Gweltazian corporation, although locally relationships were based on the performance of technical activities which were mutually beneficial.

All in all it was disappointing, though. A mining space station was boring. There were no brilliant minds working there. He should have asked beforehand where they were supposed to go, although Sones had imposed his will immediately.

Hariel still wasn't clear why Sones had requisitioned his starship. The Vision wasn't a warship and surely it would cost to turn it into one. The man's mind was a blur of convoluted thoughts that made him raise his mental shields and keep them up at all times. He wasn't used to having ten unshielded people around constantly.

"I am not leaving my ship," he told Sones. "I am not going to live in low-g and thin atmosphere when the Vision is perfectly habitable. What do you plan to do with it?"

"We are going to experiment with some weapons we built here," Sones answered, scowling at him. "The Sire fleets are disbanded, it's time to put them to use!"

"The Vision doesn't belong to a Sire fleet. It's a private cruise ship for family members."

"Who are all dead." Sones scoffed. "Marc'harid was destroyed five years ago. Whoever employed you is dead."

"I am my own employer," Hariel answered through clenched teeth. "This starship belongs to me and Kev-yon Makinster who might be dead, but I'm not. You cannot commandeer a private starship, unless you want to be reported to the Galaxy Police. All the captains and admirals of the disbanded Sire fleets – which I am not – would do the same."

"Then maybe we will get rid of you and keep the starship," Liansky said, caressing his rifle. "I'm sure it can be reprogrammed for a new owner even without you!"

"No, no, wait, wait!" Sones waved his arms. "I'm sure we can reach some kind of agreement."

"You requested a starship to be taken somewhere," Hariel said. "Now it turns out you want to keep the starship for yourself. Doesn't sound like a nice thing to do, Sones. What you want wasn't in the job description. You should have mentioned it."

"Well, that's why I didn't post the request on the Friport server!" Sones huffed. "Fine, stay onboard for now, but don't you dare leave!"

"You haven't paid me yet. I won't leave until I get my money and some fuel. On you."

He didn't really need any of it, since he had enough to go back to Gweltaz, but he preferred that they thought he was more needy than he actually was.

Sones and Liansky stormed off the Vision, but still left two men behind to keep an eye on him. Well, a man and a woman. Two people only were much easier to handle. Since he was in a space station among normal Humanoids with no mind shields, Hariel studied them as he pretended to relax in his starship lounge, ignoring them.

The man had a number of scars, moss green eyes, a very short build and pasty skin. He disliked challenges, autumn, and the status quo. He loved members of the opposite sex, the 'bad girl' look, and complete honesty. He was fast and not very brave.

The woman was stunningly beautiful. Blonde, blue-eyed, with fair skin and perfect curves. She wore a tight-fitting overall that probably enhanced her, with two strange red lines designed on her back. He tried to read her mind but found natural shields.

Another natural telepath, like him? He took his tablet, pretending to read, and ran a search instead. His tablet connected to his own Vilas Lok server and allowed him a much more thorough search than any normal tablet – but the two guards wouldn't know about it.

He had heard the others call her "Cherry" and he found the blonde in the database of Sones' guards. She'd been with Liansky for ten years and her file was more interesting than her leader's.

She was a half-blood. Her father was Carian and her mother Humanoid. Her real name was Cer'iss'es O'ryniss, a.k.a. Cherry Wings, and she had lost her feathered wings. And Caroids had natural mind shields that not even the mighty Sire could take down. Caroids had never bowed to the Sire, not even when the emperor was alive. Probably because of her maiming, though, "Cherry" had started working for Liansky.

And then he saw the implant. Based on the almost fifty-year-old design by Tyro Megnaghy for Prince Kol-ian Vaurabi, the nanotech had allowed the maimed Caroid to get her wings back on New SETH World and she was still working to repay them.

Cherry red retractile wings that allowed her to fly again when she wished to. The two lines on her overall were made to allow her to open and display her wings. They looked great in the short video that illustrated them.

Impressed, Hariel looked at her. They were similar. Both enhanced with nanotech for different reasons.

"What are you looking at?" she snapped, glaring at him.

"Nothing." He went back to his file, still smiling. She was even one year younger than him. Very interesting. The file didn't say how or why she had lost her wings, but she was indebted to Liansky. She had been trained as a mercenary and she was now as lethal as Icy Aya, but she didn't work alone. Couldn't. Maybe she could be convinced to betray her boss and help him.

Except he couldn't manipulate her mind. And Caroids were notoriously uptight with Humanoids, so he probably couldn't seduce her like he had done with Shanell and other people. But then, Sones didn't seem to be willing to commit murder to get rid of him, so maybe he could get out of this mess on his own.
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It didn't take long for the space station technicians to mount pulse laser cannons on the Vision. It kind of ruined its looks, but Hariel doubted he could get anything more discreet on Friport. Except when he saw how "disfigured" the starship was by the new weapons, he decided the Vision wouldn't become a warship.

He didn't care what Sones wanted. It was his ship and he wasn't going to turn it into a pirate ship for some stupid government official who thought he could take on the Star Nations all by himself. Well, with a starship and nine men.

"We are now ready to depart," Sones announced, coming onboard with his goons. "I will use this starship to deal a blow to the Gweltaz government which doesn't treat us well, and wouldn't give us our independence."

"A freedom fighter!" Hariel pretended to be impressed, but he was metaphorically rolling his eyes instead. He wasn't going to be involved in a local squabble. Not with Kev-yon's starship. His late husband wouldn't have approved. "And how do you hope to give such a message with just one starship and nine men?"

"I will attack their capitol and destroy it while they're holding their plenary session in a couple of days!" Sones' eyes filled with madness. He was ready to die for the cause. Destroying the Vision with it. Not going to happen, no.

"Destroy a government and another will spring out, like mushrooms," he said, deadly serious. "I will not let you use my starship to kill people. I will not let you damage my property. Get off the ship, now!"

"Oh, really?" Sones smirked. "You think you can throw me out?"

Liansky moved first. Sones had promised him a lot of money to protect him on his suicidal mission. The mercenaries were probably not aware that Sones was ready to die for his cause – and that he could take them with him.

"We don't need you, we have an engineer who will reprogram this damn ship!" Sones added. "Kill him, now!"

Liansky pulled out a smart-gun with biometric sensors and shot Hariel. The force of the discharge shook him, but he wasn't thrown to the ground. He blocked Gavin, who was already moving to help, with a sharp gesture and looked Liansky in the eyes.

Drop your weapon he transmitted. You cannot kill me.

Liansky's eyes widened in shock and he dropped the smart-gun more out of surprise than anything else. The other mercenaries gaped at the scene as he walked to their leader and slapped him.

"Get off this starship," he ordered. Liansky backed away, clearly shocked.

"Liansky!" Sones screamed. "Kill him! All of you! There's nine of you and he's wounded!"

"He doesn't look wounded!" one complained, moving towards the external hatch.

Hariel was sending them panic waves, straightening to show he was all right. He might have a hole in his body, but it wasn't lethal. His nanotechnologist mother had gifted him with a virtually invulnerable body, the only enhancement he'd had on SETH World, a change that had taken years and turned a rachitic boy into a strong and healthy young man. And now, twenty years later, a strong and invulnerable man.

The only one who seemed more puzzled than scared was Cherry, of course. He couldn't influence her shielded mind. So while Liansky and the others slowly backed away, terrified of his superhuman ability, she just stared at him, frowning in concentration.

"Cherry, kill him!" Sones screamed frantically.

Hariel snorted. He marched on the official and grabbed him, dragging him off his starship with his undiminished strength. He threw him into the arms of his mercenaries, then moved aside to let Cherry off the Vision.

She gave him a long stare before leaving.

"Since you're not going to pay me, I'll keep the weapons," he said before closing the external hatch on Sones' screamed insults.

He was glad to get off the space station. He sat at the navigational computer and checked where Friport was. Not really in the quadrant. He should stop to refuel on the way and then he could have the cannons removed from the Vision – and earn some money in the process. Totally useless job, this one. Except for meeting gorgeous Cherry, that is.

"Set the course and come to the infirmary," Gavin said. "I need to help your nanotechs with healing your body."

"Yes, Gavin." Now that the adrenaline was slowing down, he felt tired and some pain where Liansky had hit him. He set the course and happily headed for his cabin, where Gavin would take care of him.

***
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Friport was a world-sized, spherical starship. It had no atmosphere on the surface that looked like a desert moon with craters too regular to be natural, but inside it was full of life. Its core held the engines and some form of control, but mostly it wandered in space, sometimes getting caught by the gravity of star systems, hence the need to be able to steer it away.

One crater opened to let the Vision dock in the main spaceport and town inside the bowels of the huge starship. Hariel had already been there and his starship was known to the locals, but they too noticed the "upgrade" that he had no intention to keep.

He locked the ship and headed with Gavin to the usual backstreet hotel where most starship pilots met if they didn't reside on Friport itself. The same hotel where he had taken Shanell when she had brought him here from Gaia when they had first met.

His cabin in the Vision was as comfortable as his Vilas Lok bedroom, but he took a room to shower and rest anyway. Then he'd go to his favorite restaurant and then meet with his contacts and ask them if anyone was interested in pulse laser cannons.

The room was spartan and the bathroom minimal, but it was enough for his needs. Before changing into clean clothes, he checked his body in the bathroom mirror, but the wound had vanished. Bless his mother and her specialty. The nanotechnology that kept his body whole and healthy was the best gift a mother could give to her sickly child.

He should go back to Vilas Lok, though, since he hadn't been able to keep those muscles of his exercised during his very first job. He had skipped almost a full week and had even been wounded! Maybe he should add a gym to the Vision, instead of weapons. He'd use the hotel gym until he got rid of the cannons.

Finger-combing his dark curls, he decided to shave before showing up at the restaurant. It wasn't quite meal time yet, so he may as well spare a few more minutes to get ready. People of Friport knew his real face and it was usually clean-shaven, although he hadn't bothered while "held hostage" by Sones.

Nobody knew his real name, though, except his new teammates and neighbors. Whenever he wandered away from Vilas Lok, whether to steal or just sightsee, he was known as Hal Rownes. Even Sones knew him as Captain Rownes.

That was because Hariel Reubel had officially died on SETH World twenty-five years earlier, hence he had carved a new identity for himself. Of course the mighty Sire had known the truth – and Kev-yon Makinster had married Hariel Reubel – but they were no more, so nobody could tie Hal Rownes to Hariel Reubel.

Although Iso-bel and Jes-syd had found the connection way faster than his own father had. He should probably encrypt the information better, but then, Iso-bel and Jes-syd hadn't reported him to the Galaxy Police and nobody on Friport cared what his real name was.

Jes-syd's identikit had been pretty close to his real face, allowing Icy Aya to recognize him on sight, but the bounty on Mr. H's head had been paid and he could always joke about his resemblance to a wanted-now-dead criminal.

Half an hour later, he sat at a corner table of his favorite food joint. It looked old-fashioned with its wooden tables and chairs and paper menus, but that was why he liked it. He had enjoyed his stay on Earth because they still had so many of those old things it was refreshing. The waiters were robots, though, but not the latest, human-like models. The owner had gathered all the old robots he could find and reset them as waiters. The voice recognition software meant they registered the order upon hearing it and transmitted it to the kitchen, then came back with the dishes when ready.

Hariel dictated his wishes, knowing sometimes those robots could have trouble with their software, and put down the paper menu, taking in the smell of warm food that wafted into the room. It wasn't a big restaurant, and it had only ten tables and three serving robots. It was half-empty at the moment, but he didn't mind.

The human owners worked in the kitchen. Both enjoyed cooking so much, that they liked doing it for other people. They probably didn't have the fresh produce available on planets, but Hariel had grown up on a space station and was used to synthetic food. Although, again, on Gaia he had loved the food, and even put on some weight, which had helped hide his true face and form.

But enough changing faces and stealing artifacts. Although he might go back to Gaia just for the food one day. His current teammates seemed to like it too, so maybe they could go together and then spread out on the planet so they wouldn't intrude on each other's privacy.

Hariel wondered if Cherry would like Gaia. Then his food arrived and he was busy filling his belly and giving his body some lost energy back. As he ate the dessert – a wonderful cheesecake with whipped cream – he took out his phone and checked his contacts.

He started sending out messages, asking who was on the Wandering Planet and who might be interested in his cannons. He ended up with a few people willing to meet him in a nearby bar to discuss business.

He went back to his hotel to use their gym for an hour under Gavin's supervision, then showered again and headed out. The bar was larger than the restaurant and it also served food – mostly pre-cooked, since there was no real kitchen, only a microwave behind the counter.

It was decently clean and quite popular. When he stepped in, it already had a healthy crowd making the average noises of chatter and glass tinkling. Of course, being Friport, most of the crowd was shady-looking, and the bar was poorly lit, so all the tables were dark.

The drinks were low-priced and of good quality, which meant half the patrons were already drunk, and the vast majority openly armed. Hariel was probably the only man who didn't have weapons because he didn't really need them. He was invulnerable to most attacks and was strong enough to kill with his bare hands if necessary.

He noticed an active dice game and the most notable patron, a depressed, whiny entertainer with strange tattoos. The bartender was of the gossipy kind, so Hariel asked him if he knew anyone else who might be interested in his cannons.

Then he went to sit at a table, waiting for his appointments, with a glass of the House Special. The drink was pink with dark swirls and cinnamon on the rim of the glass. The drink smelled somewhat like rum and tasted like a tangerine. It was highly alcoholic, but Hariel didn't mind alcohol when he was on Friport and didn't have to keep his mind shields up. The structure of Friport dimmed his telepathy to very comfortable levels.

The first to show up was Azzadar, an independent pilot who had taken him to Gaia when he had gone to explore it before deciding what to steal. When he had left with Shanell, he had brought a souvenir for Azzadar, a glass sculpture that the pilot hadn't appreciated much. In fact he slammed that same sculpture on the table now, almost breaking it.

"Hal, son of a bitch, tell me this is not stolen goods! You look so much like that Mr. H..." Azzadar sat down across from him with a huff. He had large light brown eyes and pasty skin, wavy black hair, a pierced lip and a very tall, compact build.

"Really?" Hariel asked with his most innocent look. "Who is that?"

"A thief, wanted by the GP." Azzadar snorted. "There was a bounty on his head, but he was caught."

"Since I'm here, I'm obviously not him," Hariel replied. "No, that glass sculpture wasn't stolen, it was given to me by the artist."

With a little help from his powerful, manipulative mind, of course.

"Ah. It's hard to get rid of, though." Azzadar sighed. "Nobody wants it."

"I'll take it," he replied. He had had to give up his whole collection of stolen goods, he might as well start again.

"Thank you." Azzadar looked relieved. "So, what do you have this time?"

"Pulse laser cannons. They've been mounted on my starship, but I don't need them."

"Mm." Azzadar sighed. "I'd love them, but since I got caught by the Galaxy Police, I'd rather not change my Vortu Sprinter lest they revoke my license and throw me into jail."

Hariel chuckled. He had seen that adventure-gone-wrong with space pirates in Shanell's unprotected mind – before she was given an artificial mind shield. She had risked losing the Haiduc too with that stunt.

"I understand," he said. "Can you direct me to any mechanic or other person who works on starships? I never had mine touched here, so I have no idea who to go to."

Azzadar brightened and gave him a list. If he couldn't find anyone interested, he'd resell to the local starship repair businesses.

Azzadar left, leaving the glass sculpture still wrapped on the table. Hariel put it in his backpack after quickly checking it was still whole. Probably Jack Storm had already forgotten him and that particular glass sculpture. It wasn't on the list of Mr. H's thefts, so Hariel could keep it with no consequences. Good.

***
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Ahtyl Brison was a female pilot who worked on a Sleek Blockade Opacus, the same model of the pirate ship that had set up the fleet that had ended up in the Galaxy Police clutches, including Azzadar and Shanell.

The SBLOP-282 had below average weapons, so she was very glad to tell her captain about the availability of brand new pulse laser cannons. The starship had a crew of thirteen and it could be found only in the black market.

Ahtyl had gray hair and amber eyes. She wore current fashion and carried a tablet computer. Hariel had already met her in his life because Athyl was a jaded thrill-seeker, much like him. Except she found the thrills piloting starships, he found them stealing and changing his appearance.

Well, the Chameleon and the gentleman thief were buried now, if he didn't want the Galaxy Police to take his assets and his freedom. But it always felt good to chat with another thrill-seeker. In fact he couldn't refrain from telling her how he got the cannons.

"Oh, my, Hal!" she commented with a chuckle. "I shall call you Wonder Man from now on! I mean, nine mercenaries all by yourself? You're really a wonder!"

"It wasn't exactly easy," he admitted with a smile and a shrug. "I guess I caught them by surprise."

She laughed. "Not only is he Wonder Man, but Mr. Modesty as well! Hal, you are gorgeous, and you know it, and you have that strong mind of yours that would put even the Sire to shame..."

He didn't contradict her, but he wasn't really as strong as a Sire. He didn't have the gift to mind link, for example. And Kev-yon had always been more powerful than him in spite of being younger.

"I'm not too happy about how things went, though," he said. "I think I'll consult the Friport bulletin board from now on. There are way too many unscrupulous people out there!"

"Yeah, but you don't find that many jobs here," she replied with a sigh. "Unless you join a mercenary team, that is."

"I'm a lone wolf. I'd rather not deal with another Liansky, thank you!"

"Can't blame you... Shame on Liansky, though! He got duped by a fanatic! Glad you managed to get them off your ship!"

"So are you interested in those cannons?"

"I'm sure my captain will be." She winked. "Let me call him, so we can settle this business right now."

Hariel laid back in his chair, relieved. The House Special glass was empty and his mind wasn't too clear anymore. He looked forward to ending the meetings, grabbing some food and slumping into bed.
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Waking up with a headache reminded him why he shouldn't drink. Moaning, he rolled out of bed and went to the bathroom, hoping to clear his head. Gavin waited for him with a green pill in his white hand.

"Thanks, G4," he grumbled before gulping it down.

About one hour later he was almost fit again. He paid for the room and headed for the spaceport. Ahtyl and her crew mates were still milling around the Vision, but the cannons were almost all off the starship.

"Good morning, Wonder Man!" Ahtyl greeted him with a grin. "We're almost done. You can leave in another thirty minutes!"

"Good, then I'll wait in that cafe over there. Do come and grab something when you're done!"

"Sure thing!" She waved him off and he went to nurse the remnants of his hangover with a strong cup of coffee.

While he waited, he decided to open the frantic messages from his teammates who had discovered his disappearance when they had come back from town. He had seen them on the space station, but hadn't bothered to open them, yet.

Shanell was the one who had used more exclamation points and question marks, Iso-bel and Jes-syd were more subdued, but still chiding. Why had he left without them? Where was he? Was he all right?

They were worried for him. The kids were worried for him. He smiled and felt warm inside.

He opened a new message and put in all three names.

I'm on my way back. Did a quick, shitty job. Will tell you all when I get there. But I have a codename now, like Iso-bel. See you soon, Kids!

Your Wonder Man
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Mission #2

Floppy Disks and Starship Cannons

Shanell pulled on her pilot jacket and looked in the mirror one last time. Time to either go to the hairdresser or back to work. The dark roots were showing again over her copper hair. Except the hairdresser was in town, and she doubted Aya would accompany her.

No, definitely time to go back to work. After that stunt Hariel had pulled on his own... Wonder Man indeed, Shanell looked forward to working with him. He was stronger and smarter than M'all'ideo, surely they could get away with more!

She left her bedroom on the lower floor, touching the microchip at the nape of her neck. They had given her an artificial mind shield and she was still getting used to it. It was a relief knowing that the telepaths surrounding her couldn't read her like a book anymore.

Aya and Jes-syd were both in the gym next to her room. They slept upstairs in two different rooms, but exercised together. They were all gym freaks in her new team! Even Jes-syd, a hacker, spent a lot of time in that damn gym.

Although he probably did it to be with Aya. They didn't talk, though. Not even with their minds, probably. Icy Aya who wouldn't let her ex-boyfriend be with her again. Shanell sighed and stopped at the gym's door.

"Guys, why don't we go to Hariel's and start working again?"

"Yes!" Aya immediately dropped her dumbbells. "I'll be ready in a minute!" She rushed back upstairs to shower and hopefully get out of those sweatpants and tank top. Jes-syd followed her more calmly, flashing a smile at Shanell.

"Thank you," he mouthed.

She followed his tall figure up the stairs. She liked his blond mane and amber eyes, but at the same time, she didn't feel any attraction for him. Not after seeing how much he still loved Aya. Besides, they were mighty Sire telepaths and she was just a humble Sylvanian.

She went to the kitchen to drink an orange juice, then met with the other two in the entrance hall. They were fast. Probably eager to get to work too. Aya had changed into shirt and pants and loosened her long brown hair. At least the eye-liner seemed gone for good. Jes-syd had his usual hoodie and jeans. Shanell was probably the only fashionista in the group!

They quickly checked a bulletin board on Jes-syd's tablet in the entrance before going out under a clear blue sky. Shanell loved the weather on Vilas Lok, but then, she had only been living there for a few months. So far it was a change from the harsh climate of her native Sylvania and the green valley had a peaceful effect on her.

They barely glanced at the house where Aya's grandfather and his cousin had retired and headed directly for the main, bigger house, the home of the owner of that beautiful valley in the middle of nowhere Vilas Lok. Shanell still couldn't believe the pleasure planet had such secluded places, away from the hustle and bustle of cities and the rest of the Star Nations. They were off the grid but still connected through the meganet.

The robot housekeeper let them in and asked if it could go clean their house, since they had vacated it.

"Please do!" Shanell told it. "Especially the gym!"

Aya glared at her, then the three twenty-five-year-olds entered the living room together. Shanell sat in an armchair and glanced at the single glass sculpture that sat on the empty shelves of Hariel's living room, an artifact stolen from Gaia that Azzadar the smuggler hadn't appreciated. The walls and shelves had been emptied of Hariel's past loot, except that single sculpture that had only recently found its way to Vilas Lok.

"Do we have an unscheduled meeting?" Hariel asked, looking at them from his favorite couch by the window.

"We need to find something to do," Aya said. "Your valley is beautiful but boring."

"Feel free to go back to your Friport apartment," he replied, amused. "I'm sure Shanell will be happy to take you there."

She scowled at him. "If only you didn't go off alone!" she snapped. "Are we a team or what?"

"Dunno," he teased. "Currently you are my guests, so don't piss me off, Icy Aya. I can beat you."

"Yes, we know you're Wonder Man," Jes-syd said, always the peace-maker. "We've been idle for too long, I guess."

"We've been looking for jobs," Shanell added. "Like I did with M'all'ideo... before he decided he'd rather be the bodyguard of a rich Wegan."

"Good, so what did you find?" Hariel asked with mild interest.

Jes-syd consulted his tablet. "We have a few options," he said. "A merchant named Affarj Nika needs someone to escort a group of robot cargo spaceships to a nearby colony. Shanell has already done something similar, we might go with both starships."

"Next?" Hariel asked. Boring job. Escorting robot cargo. Shanell agreed with him. Although she wondered if they could find a job that wasn't boring for thrill-seeker Hariel.

"Mm... An academic scholar named Maria Cotte needs someone to transport forty-five tons of common goods to a local world," Jes-syd said.

"I don't have room for that on the Haiduc!" Shanell said. "How about you, Hariel? Is your cargo space big enough?"

"Next," Hariel answered with a shrug. "The Vision isn't for cargo, and that's final."

Of course, he had an Imperial Disk, great for family cruises, bad for cargo.

Jes-syd sighed and kept reading. "A shady crime lord needs someone to recover an object from the ruins of the New Ceres Colony. Does that sound like something you'd like to do?"

"Give me that." Hariel held out his hand and Jes-syd passed him the tablet. Hariel scanned the job offers. "I don't see anything we could do right now. If it's interesting, it's unpaid. I don't work for free."

"You stole artifacts," Jes-syd said amused. "Not to resell them. It that's not working for free, I don't know what is!"

"That wasn't work," Hariel replied, giving back the tablet.

"You want to keep working alone?" Shanell asked. "I mean, you did help Jes-syd on Serenaide! Can't you help us now?"

Hariel shrugged. "I helped Jes-syd because he had trouble on his own," he said.

"We'll find something we can do together, as a team," Aya said, determined, scowling at Hariel.

He shrugged again and turned to look at Jes-syd, crossing his arms over his muscular chest.

"A foreign ambassador needs a team to deliver a stolen antique floppy disk to a military intelligence organization," Jes-syd said, reading his tablet again. "How does that sound?"

"Stolen goods!" Shanell brightened and looked at Hariel, hopeful. "What do you say?"

"I'm not too keen on military intelligence organizations, but I can't let you guys get yourselves in trouble," he answered. "But the Vision doesn't have weapons."

"The Haiduc does," Shanell replied with a big grin. She looked forward to getting back to work with her starship and her new team.
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Kenyatta Shawana Michell Carmolli had a tall, pudgy build and golden-brown skin. She was shy and not very graceful, which probably didn't help in her job as ambassador. But somehow she had gotten her hands on an antique floppy disk and needed it delivered to Admiral Karyn Kubal of the Scepter of Gana.

Shanell watched amused as Hariel and, mostly, Jes-syd looked awed at the antique hardware. The box contained three 3.5" HD floppy disks and a few other things. Jes-syd didn't even know those things existed, but Hariel had seen some on Gaia. And apparently that was where the floppy disks came from.

Miss Michell Carmolli was stationed on Ypsilanti and Admiral Kubal was a childhood friend of hers. Shanell couldn't read her mind, but her teammates could, and if they agreed to do the job, it meant they hadn't seen any danger in doing a simple transfer.

"What ship should I announce to Karyn?" the ambassador asked while Jes-syd and Hariel carefully put away the antique piece of hardware.

Shanell gave her the Haiduc's license plate and requested the coordinates for the meeting with the Scepter of Gana.

"She will transmit them to you," the ambassador said. "Just wait for her signal. And any collateral damage is unacceptable."

"If we screw up we don't get paid, got it," Shanell muttered. "Let's go, guys."

The Haiduc was a Light Weight Spaceship that still smelled new since it was not even one year old. The LWS-104 had average sensors, good weapons, very good shields and speed, below average cargo space and average passenger space with two cabins and a small common bathroom. There was also a small crew cabin with a bathroom and it could have one to three crew members – but Shanell always managed it alone.

Well, usually. Now that she had a team she could trust, she didn't mind having company in the navigator seat or leaving the pilot seat to rest. The very good fuel supply allowed her to stay out there among the stars for longer than her previous starship, an OST-310 called Zodie.

Since there were three berths in the three cabins, it fitted the four-member team perfectly. Aya came to sit next to her while the two men stayed in the passenger space, probably still drooling over that stupid piece of software that was so obsolete it should be in a museum.

"I wonder what they can do with it," she commented as they took off from Ypsilanti and headed for the stars. "I mean, is it even readable by modern tech?"

"I have no idea." Aya sighed and relaxed in the other seat. "Kenyatta thinks it holds plans to a secret weapon, but she doesn't know how to open it. She hopes Karyn has the hardware to check what it says."

"Just imagine if it's a hoax!" Shanell chuckled.

Aya smiled. "It's what the boys are trying to find out," she said.

"I wouldn't call Hariel a boy," Shanell said with a wink.

Aya rolled her eyes, but she was still smiling. "Yes, yes, I know, Wonder Man. Even in bed. Stop throwing it at me, your mind is shielded now but I still remember what I saw there before!"

Shanell burst out laughing. "Would you like to try him?"

"N-nyeh." Aya shrugged and her smile vanished. "I don't know. He is gorgeous, but..."

"Aya, you did have sex with Jes-syd, didn't you?" Shanell asked, worried.

"Yes, we had a normal sex life, as you call it, five years ago. But we're not ready to do that again."

"You are not ready. I think he looks forward to you unblocking and getting back with him." Shanell sighed. "But he'll never force you. Although if you have sex with Hariel he will be wounded."

"I know, that's another reason why I don't want to try our enhanced friend."

They heard the two men burst out laughing in the passenger space.

"I hope they didn't hear us," Shanell grumbled.

"I'll check on them," Aya said. "Keep an eye on that comm, Karyn still hasn't told us where we should meet her."

Shanell nodded, frowning. Then she relaxed, looking at the stars outside. She loved the galaxy, the universe out there. Sometimes the planets – no matter how terraformed and habitable they were – felt too small for her. Now that she had infinity outside of her windows, she felt free.

Aya came back to her seat, still chuckling. "Not a weapon," she said. "They decrypted the antique floppy disk. It's a game!"

"A what?" Shanell asked, incredulous.

"I know some English and I helped them with the written part." Aya chuckled again. "It's the award winning 3D space combat simulator for PC MS-DOS from industry legend Chris Roberts. It's called Wing Commander and the reference cards are of fake starships! Those blue prints of Raptor, Hornet, Scimitar and Rapier are just... an old Gaian game from last century!"

Shanell burst out laughing too.

"Now we don't want Karyn to know that," Hariel's voice warned them, mirth in it.

They turned to look at him. His hazel green eyes gleamed with mischief.

"Of course," Aya said quickly. "We do want to get paid! Let them decipher the language on the box and the game instructions!"

Jes-syd was behind Hariel, also grinning from ear to ear. "Any news of the admiral?" he asked.

As if on cue, the comm pinged. "I think we have a rendezvous," Shanell said with a smile.
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The Scepter of Gana was a combat spaceship, as befitted a military organization. It had a battle-scarred hull covered with reactive tiles. It was equipped with multi-layer force shields and armed with heavy railguns and missile launchers.

And of course it was much bigger than the Haiduc that safely docked inside it to give the antique pieces of hardware to the admiral. Hariel and Jes-syd had made copies because they wanted to try to play the game.

Shanell had no idea how they had managed to do that, but obviously Hariel's stay on Gaia had allowed him to learn enough to recreate a reader for the antique floppy disk. Jes-syd was a programmer, but Hariel was good with hardware as well.

Admiral Karyn Kubal waited for them in the hangar. She had tanned skin, bright hazel eyes and a stocky build. She shook hands with "Captain Shanell" who gave her the box seemingly untouched.

"Thank you so much," the admiral said, passing the box of floppy disks to her attendant as if it were a relic. "No trouble in getting here?"

"No," Shanell answered, offering the microchip that went to their joint bank account. The Lone Wolves Team account, from which she would withdraw to refuel the Haiduc.

"And nobody touched the box besides Kenyatta?"

"We took it from her hands and are putting it directly into yours," Shanell assured.

The admiral narrowed her eyes in suspicion, then took the microchip and quickly inserted it in a slit of her BBP device, pressing numbers on the small keyboard before ejecting the chip and giving it back to Shanell. She quickly checked the balance by inserting it in her phone and smiled.

"Thank you, ma'am. It was a pleasure doing business with you and your friend!"

The woman nodded stiffly and shooed them off. The four of them went back on the Haiduc, chuckling among themselves.

"Well, that was easy," Shanell said, starting the pre-flight procedure. "Are you sure you didn't leave any trace of your passage?" She turned to look at the two men who looked like cats who had just eaten a mouse.

"They'll never find out," Hariel assured. "And it could have been worse if you'd done it alone."

"Wait, what?" Jes-syd frowned and looked at him.

"Yes, I made sure Karyn didn't ask too many questions and trusted us more than she was supposed to." Hariel grinned, reminding them all that he might not be a Sire, but he was a natural telepath much more experienced in mind manipulation than Aya and Jes-syd.

"And you didn't even need to sleep with her," Shanell commented, amazed.

"Ah, well, she's a lesbian, so she wouldn't have fancied me," he replied, amused. "You should have worn one of your corsets and you would have pulled it off on your own."

Shanell gaped at him and Aya burst out laughing. Hariel's mischievous smile made Shanell roll her eyes and shake her head.

"You'll have to apologize for that," she warned as the hatch of the Scepter's hangar opened to let them out.

"As my lady wishes," he answered with a mock bow, sending Aya into another fit of giggles.

Shanell slapped Aya's thigh, since her former roommate was again sitting next to her in the navigator's chair. "Shut up, Aya!"

Shaking her head and trying not to smile, she maneuvered out of the Scepter that soon vanished with its FTL drive at full speed.

"Right, let me set the course to get back to Vilas Lok," Shanell muttered. "We need to refuel on the way back..."

"Serenaide," Aya said, consulting the navigational computer. "So Jes-syd can stop and say hello to his mom." She shot her former boyfriend an impish smile. He rolled his eyes.

"Right, course to Serenaide set," Shanell said. "Why don't you let Hariel sit with me?"

Aya guffawed, but vacated the seat next to her. Aya and Jes-syd vanished into the passenger space and Hariel sat next to Shanell.

"Since there was no room to do this on the Zodie, I thought I'd use the extra space now," she said, smiling impishly at him.

"I thought I was too distracting to sit next to you," he replied. As usual he wore tight-fitting clothes that underlined his muscles and body in ways that made most people's heads turn. Well, except the admiral of the Scepter of course. And the ambassador, now that she thought about it.

"Do you think Karyn and Kenyatta are or were lovers?" she asked.

"Yes, they have a history of hot lesbian sex," he answered. "I thought you dumped Liling because she was growing too fond of you."

"Well, I definitely prefer men," she retorted. "Not all Sylvanians are lesbians!"

"So I've heard," he teased. He had married the son of a Sylvanian princess who had moved away from her Y-chromosome toxic planet for that very reason and had gone back only when her husband had died.

"Are you sure you're forty?" she asked, pouting. It wasn't fair that such a hunk was so much older than her. So superior in everything. So... Wonder Man. Yeah, right. Wonder Man had made love to her when he was still only Hal the Hitchhiker, though.

"I am pretty sure I was born forty years ago." His impish smile was dazzling. "As for my mental age, it varies with the day and the company."

She burst out laughing. "Hal, you crack me up!"

"Name's Hariel," he corrected, amused. "Although on Friport they know me as Hal, indeed."

"And Hal made love to me on the way from Gaia to Friport," she reminded him with a very eloquent stare.

"Ah, yes, of course." He chuckled. "But you're living in Hariel's valley now."

"So no more sex?" she asked, disappointed.

"We'll see. You'll have to earn it," he answered, flashing his dazzling smile.

As they exited the time-space jump to land on Serenaide to refuel, they were startled to find their way blocked by another starship. The planet was only half an hour away when the Renown ordered them to stop.

The privateer spaceship had a needle-like primary hull welded to twin ellipsoid secondary hulls. It was equipped with a single luxury suite and armed with laser cannons and missile racks. The owner appeared on their comm screen.

"This is Enert River, master of the privateer vessel Renown. I have recently upgraded my heavy laser cannons, and I'm looking for a fight to test them."

He had medium length gray hair and brown eyes. His clean-shaven face had pasty skin and he didn't seem to know how to smile.

"That's a pirate," Aya said, now standing behind Hariel and Shanell. "Can we destroy him?"

"I have weapons, but this is no combat ship!" Shanell grumbled. "What can we offer him to let us go unscathed?"

"Let's ask him." Hariel shrugged. He opened the channel. "This is the Haiduc, and we're not a combat ship, nor a passenger shuttle. We're a private ship and we have no passengers on board at this time. If you'd kindly move out of our way, we don't even have fuel to spare, since we're trying to get to Serenaide to refuel."

The man on the screen smirked. "I need something for target practice. I will bring you all onboard and destroy that useless LWS-104."

"Over my dead body," Shanell said through gritted teeth.

"I have no qualms about destroying you with your ship," Enert retorted. "I'm just giving you a choice."

"Not really," Hariel replied. "But I'll come onboard."

Enert narrowed his eyes. "Aren't you Hal Rownes? What are you doing on that ship?"

"I don't always travel with the Vision, what did you think?" Hariel replied. "And we've got company, maybe you want to switch targets?"

Shanell was staring at the instruments, frowning, when she saw another ship approach from the planet. Hariel turned off the comm as Enert seemed busy screaming orders to his men.

"It's the Reasonable Excuse," he announced with a big grin. "It's equipped with a single suite and armed with brand new pulse laser cannons. Guess where they got them?"

"The Vision?" Shanell asked, skeptical.

"Exactly." Hariel burst out laughing.

His first solo mission had taken him and his starship to a space station where a government official had fitted pulse laser cannons to his Imperial Disk. Since he hadn't been paid, he had resold the cannons on Friport, where they had been fitted to the starship now in plain view behind the Renown.

The Reasonable Excuse had a sculpted hull with three large engine nacelles. The pilot was a woman with gray hair and amber eyes who requested communication with the Haiduc.

"Hello, Ahtyl," Hariel greeted with a smile. "Are you going to test those cannons on that loser?"

"Hal!" She squealed in delight like a little girl. "What are you doing on that ship?"

He rolled his eyes. "Just because I own a starship doesn't mean I always use it," he said. "Can we go on? We really need to get on the ground and refuel!"

"Of course, Wonder Man," Ahtyl said with a big grin. "We'll take care of Captain River. Have a safe journey!"

She signed off and Hariel turned to look at Shanell. "Please proceed to the planet, Captain," he said with a nod.

"So that's the woman who gave you your codename?" Aya asked, amused, as Shanell disengaged from the two bigger starships and headed for Serenaide's main spaceport.

"Yes, she's an old friend," Hariel answered.

"Lover?" Shanell asked, frowning.

"Shanell, dear, I don't fuck everything that moves," he replied, amused. "When I say friend, I mean friend, is that clear?"

"Yeah," she muttered. She kept forgetting he was bisexual anyway. He'd been married to a man!

"I think we should take a break on Serenaide," Hariel said, turning his chair to look at Jes-syd and Aya. "You two go to visit Jes-syd's mom and I'll take care of our starship pilot in the meantime."

Aya chuckled and Jes-syd smiled. "Thank you, Hariel. We'll make sure Kim-ash doesn't know you're on the planet."

"Oh, please, do tell her that I'm busy with a non-telepath!" Hariel replied. "That should drive her crazy!"

"You are mean," Aya said with a smile.

"I don't think Jes-syd ever told you what she did," Hariel replied, making Jes-syd blush. "I'll let you both figure it out on your own." He winked at them and shooed them back to the passenger space before turning back to Shanell. "Now, where were we? Bed gymnastics during the refueling stops was it?"

Shanell smiled despite herself. "Yes, that's exactly where we were."

She looked forward to showing him her wings tattoo. She didn't have it when they'd first met and she hoped he liked it.
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Mission #3

Jetpacks and Cyberbrains

Icy Aya controlled her breath as she jogged back to the house. Her brown ponytail danced behind her and she was sweating under the sun, but she didn't care. She had missed the green landscape after the flatness of Sylvania and the Gray Desert of Ulba'wis. Running outside was better than just going to the house gym, where sooner or later Jes-syd would show up.

Not that he spoke whenever he did. He just exercised next to her, but his simple presence was unsettling. So it was better going out for a run in the green valley of Vilas Lok she was starting to consider her new home away from home.

Well, there was no home to go back to anyway and the little house with its slanted roof was much better than her small apartment on Friport. She was on a real planet with real air and real gravity, not on an artificial world.

And she was surrounded by shielded minds, so she didn't need to raise her mental shields to the max. She had the dimmed telepathy of Friport with the fresh air of a real planet – like Marc'harid had been.

She pumped up the volume of her headphones when she saw her grandfather and his cousin were seated in their front garden. It was too late to change route, so she kept jogging, eyes to the ground, music pumping rhythm in her ears.

Iso-bel! Stop right now!

Her grandfather's telepathic order made her sigh and slow down in front of his house identical to hers. The two buildings had been constructed next to each other behind the bigger house of the owner of the valley, Hariel Reubel.

Icy Aya switched off her music player and kept jogging on the spot, to keep moving while she looked her grandfather in the eyes.

"Good morning," she grumbled. "I would like to continue to my own room and shower if you don't mind."

"I do mind," he replied. "I'm worried for you. Since when are you so active and always moving?"

She scoffed. "Since I was a hyperactive child," she replied. "There was no gym in Kay-low's house, so I went out running. The Sylvanian Academy and the Ulba'wissian school taught me how to stay fit."

"And why don't you use the house gym you requested here?" he asked with an amused smile.

She stopped her jog and scowled at him. "I enjoy running outside more. I'm using the house gym too. And it's none of your business, since I'm twenty-five and not even my father was like this!"

"Like what?" he asked innocently. "I told you, I'm worried for you. I think you're avoiding Jes-syd."

"What if I am? We're history!"

Her grandfather shook his head and sighed. "As stubborn as a Vaurabi," he said. "I'm the one who lost a love mind link. You're wasting your gift, Iso-bel."

"I don't want a love mind link with Jes-syd," she snapped, putting her fists on her hips.

"Really?" He sounded teasing. "With Hariel maybe?"

"With nobody!" She growled and switched on the music again. "Good-bye!"

And she resumed jogging towards her house. She felt his laughter in her head. She couldn't fool her grandfather. But she didn't want to mind-link at the moment. With anyone.

Her grandfather's family had the gift of mind links that allowed two individuals to become one. It had made the family stand out on a planet of telepaths, but that planet had been destroyed five years earlier and there were very few survivors.

The mighty Sire telepaths who used to rule the galaxy were now a minority, scattered through the Star Nations. Her grandfather and his cousin. Jes-syd's mother. A few more lucky ones who either managed to get away from the dying planet or weren't on the planet itself at the time of the catastrophe.

Icy Aya had lost her parents and younger brother that day and hadn't been able to maintain the relationship with Jes-syd who had been spared because, like her, he was studying on another planet. Unlike their best friends, Ran-ald and Emma-lin, who had died on Marc'harid.

Heck, even Hariel was a survivor! A natural telepath whose parents came from Wega, he had married a Sire only to lose him in the cosmic catastrophe that had destroyed the former Imperial planet.

The only non-telepath in that valley was Shanell, her roommate at the Sylvanian Academy, who now had an artificial mind shield. Icy Aya had hoped her ex-boyfriend would settle on her ex-roommate, but apparently Jes-syd was still stuck on her and Shanell was more interested in Hariel.

She went straight to her spartan room to shower and changed into a pair of tight-fitting pants and her Indian embroidered shirt, a souvenir of her second trip to Gaia for her first official job – to kill an ambassador on the Galactic Showboat.

While she was in the kitchen to order something from the food dispenser, she heard Shanell coming in through the front door.

"Guys, we've got a job!"

Icy Aya grabbed her plate and a bottle of water, and headed for the living room where she found Shanell with Jes-syd and Hariel. Shanell was wearing one of her corsets, so she'd gone to Hariel's to do more than look for a job. Her bob of copper hair reached her shoulders, showing dark roots, but Icy Aya had managed to keep her away from hairdressers whenever they went to town.

Jes-syd looked mildly curious as he sat down and tucked a strand of his golden mane behind his ear. His amber eyes glanced at her before looking at Shanell and Hariel, who sat in an armchair to avoid having anyone sitting next to him.

Icy Aya took in the handsome forty-year-old with his hazel green eyes and taught muscles barely hidden under his shirt and pants. Sometimes she really wished she could be as open and extrovert as Shanell and ask him to have sex. Not in front of Jes-syd, of course. If only she could do a job alone with him...

She curled up in a corner of the couch while Jes-syd asked, "So, what have you got?"

"An anonymous government official needs a team to assassinate Hayden Smith, a security executive of Batya-Serova Communications, and recover their cyberbrain," Shanell announced triumphantly.

"And we will need to acquire some special equipment first," Hariel added. "Jetpacks on New SETH World."

"Ah, so that's why you like the job," Jes-syd teased. "You get to go home – sort of!"

"My home world is as destroyed as yours," Hariel replied. "But yes, I'll be glad to go back to New SETH World. It's been some time since I was there."

"So we're going there with the Haiduc," Shanell said. "We get the jetpacks, then Aya can kill the guy and Hariel and Jes-syd recover the cyberbrain. How's that for teamwork?"

Icy Aya shrugged. "Fine by me."

She'd need the file on her victim before the actual killing. And probably some time to learn how to use a jetpack. She had tried one, a couple of times, at the Sylvanian Academy, but it had been three years since then and she must be reminded how those things worked.

She assumed she'd need a jetpack because the target had one too. And a cyberbrain, a mechanical casing for the human brain that allowed a mental interface with the meganet and other computer networks.

Jes-syd immediately ran a search on Hayden Smith. He had bronze eyes, dimples and blond hair. He loved blind faith and large cities. One of his hobbies was solving puzzles. And as security executive he had a jetpack and other smart-weapons that he controlled through his cyberbrain.

"He's had military training," Jes-syd said with a frown. "Maybe Hariel should help you."

"I will get a jetpack too," Hariel said. "But I'm not killing anyone. I'm a thief, not a killer." He looked at Icy Aya. "Although I look forward to the day when you won't be able to kill anymore either."

She looked away, frowning. It was hard to kill for telepaths. Unless their feelings and empathy were frozen by grief. Like hers.

***
[image: ]


Icy Aya tried not to think about Shanell's new starship's name. The Light Weight Starship didn't look like its namesake that had belonged to her father, so as long as she didn't think about the name, she was fine. In her mind, Shanell's starship was the Zodie 2, not the Haiduc.

She usually sat in the navigator's chair to keep her friend company, but this time she stayed in the passenger space to study her target. She should probably hit him when he was off work and out there with his jetpack. He seemed to enjoy flying around and shooting at animals in the wild. A weird kind of hunter that Icy Aya liked less and less. He might have a nice face and sweet smile, but she didn't like how he behaved.

"Can we control him
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