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            PREVIOUSLY ON…

          

        

      

    

    
      In our last adventure, the team found themselves, as usual, neck deep in galactic politics. How does that keep happening? The Commonwealth Governing Council would surely like to know so they can put a stop to it.

      With everything going on in the galaxy, more and more societies are thinking about going it on their own or even forming new coalitions outside of the Commonwealth. 

      That’s not great for the Galactic Commonwealth, of course, as they lose members and tax revenue. The Peacekeepers, still weakened from their battles with the renegade Janus and his mutant warriors, can’t keep up.

      While trying to do a job—security escort—for a separatist movement speaker, the team stumbled into a plot to destabilize the Commonwealth. It seemed several members of the Harrith government and military hadn’t forgiven or forgotten the plot to force their society to join the Commonwealth (Space Rogues Book 1, don’t you know). Even the separatist speaker was in the dark!

      While part of the team dealt with one side of Harrith society wanting to destroy the Commonwealth, the other part of the team worked to convince the Harrith to help the GC’s Governing Council by sending a delegation to Tarsis.

      Harrith society, after all, had been stable for centuries…Maybe the Commonwealth could learn a thing or two.
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      “This place is nice,” Nic said. “Like one of those vids from Wil’s world where people lived in the dirt and rode around on animals.”

      The Heritage City Spaceport was little more than a two-kilometer-wide circle outlined by a meter-tall concrete wall. A lone two-story tower stood at the northernmost part of the spaceport, a series of dishes and comm antennas surrounding it.

      Oberon was Earth’s first extrasolar colony, and Heritage City was its capital. The Earth Government Alliance’s first colony had gotten off the ground faster than Wil would ever have thought. He’d forgotten how determined humans could be when they set their minds—and planetary economies—to something.

      The road from the spaceport into the city was nothing more than a kilometer-long packed dirt track wide enough for a pair of grav trucks to go both ways. Unfortunately, no such vehicle was on the road today, so they were walking.

      Situated in the middle of a five-kilometer crescent of beach that hugged the coast, with the spaceport to the northeast, slightly inland, Heritage City was along the shore of the world’s only ocean.

      “It is only two years old,” Zephyr pointed out. She gestured ahead of them to the span of two- and three-story buildings made largely of prefabricated components.

      Behind them, a cargo shuttle lifted off from the spaceport, its lift engines roaring as they pushed the heavy vessel into the sky.

      “I kinda like it,” Wil said. He pointed toward a low mountain range beyond the city, covered in whatever passed for pine trees on the planet. “A nice little cabin up there in the woods.” He draped an arm around Cynthia’s shoulder. “You can chop wood, right?”

      Shaking her head, his wife said, “Dream on, wilderness man. You wouldn’t last a week without climate control.”

      He shrugged. “Could be a rustic cabin with modern touches.”

      “Remind me what we’re doing here,” Bennie said as he kicked a rock ahead of them. Like Nic, he was in his earth-tone-colored tunic and trousers—what passed for a uniform among the Knights of Plentallus.

      “You were in the briefing,” Maxim said. Bennie turned to look up at his much taller friend, saying nothing. The big Palorian sighed. “We’ve been hired to escort the newly minted ambassador to the GC on a tour of the Commonwealth before depositing him safely on Tarsis.”

      “Where he’ll be sworn in by the Governing Council,” Zephyr added.

      The Brailack hacker bobbed his head. “Ah, right. Just as boring the second time.” He ducked out of the bigger man’s reach just in time. He grinned as he darted ahead.

      “The pay’s good,” Wil pointed out, even though Bennie was no longer listening. After their last job fell through, funds were lower than he liked. Since going legit as Rogue Enterprises, he’d been trying to take only above-board jobs. The pay wasn’t always as good.

      He turned to Bennie. “Not like you and your underling bring in much money.” He looked back at Nic. “No offense.”

      She shrugged. “I keep telling him we should charge for our services.”

      Bennie shook his head. “I’ve told you before, apprentice, that Knights of Plentallus don’t charge for services rendered. We help where needed, and if citizens feel inclined to support us, they do.”

      Nic turned to Wil, expressionless. “They rarely do.”

      Zephyr clucked at her friends, pointing ahead of them. At the edge of town was a small group of people, apparently waiting for them.

      Bennie perked up. He turned to Wil. “This is an Earth colony. You think they have those crunchy red things, cheezos?”

      “Cheetos, and I doubt it.” Wil ran a hand through his hair. “I shoulda asked earlier—maybe they could have imported some. Haven’t had Cheetos in way too long.” He gave his little green friend a pointed look. “They’d last longer if someone didn’t sneak them.”

      Bennie made a face.
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      The group of humans that met them at the edge of town were all well dressed in what Wil assumed must be the fashion back home. He looked down at his standard shipboard attire and shrugged. He’d never been able to keep up with fashion. It was harder being thousands of light years away.

      “Hi, folks. Wil Calder.” Wil extended his hand.

      One of the men stepped forward. “Branson Carlisle. Ambassador to the Galactic Commonwealth.” He shook Wil’s hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you all. I’ve heard so much about you.” Looking at the assorted aliens, his gaze fell on Nic. “I don’t believe you were in my briefing. Hello.” He reached out to pat Nic’s head only to have his hand batted away with a growl. Carlisle recoiled. “So sorry.”

      Bennie had a hand over his mouth to control his laughter. “This is my apprentice, Nic’ole Thot’la.”

      “Nic,” she offered. “Not a child.”

      “Technically a child,” Bennie corrected. He did not look at his angry apprentice’s face.

      Cynthia put a hand on the younger woman’s shoulder.

      Ambassador Carlisle smiled. “Well, it’s nice to meet you, Nic. Sorry I tried to pat your head.” She nodded once. He took in her outfit, then Bennie’s. “I look forward to hearing more about your order.” He turned to the group. “Forgive me.” He motioned another man forward. “This is my aide, Bruce Hawkins.”

      The man behind the ambassador stepped up. He was at least ten years younger than his boss and significantly more fit. Nothing like what Wil thought a junior bureaucrat would look like. The man stuck his hand out.

      Wil shook the offered hand. Firm grip—too firm. “Nice to meet you.” He turned to the others. “My team: my first officer, Zephyr. Tactical, Maxim. Tall and shiny is our engineer Gabe. Green and surly is our hacker and resident Knight of Plentallus, Bennie. His apprentice, Nic. And last but not least, my wife, Cynthia. All around ninja assassin badass.”

      “Assassin?” Hawkins asked, eyebrows crawling up his forehead.

      Wil shrugged. “For good.”

      “A good assassin?” Ambassador Carlisle asked.

      “That’s a thing,” Wil insisted.

      “The best,” Cynthia said with a grin. She turned to the gaggle behind the older man. “And they are?”

      Carlisle eyed her a moment, then turned and introduced the rest of his entourage, but since none of them were coming with on the job, no one on the team paid much attention.

      The team was following Carlisle and his aide back to the government building when Cynthia leaned in to Wil. “Something is flashy about that aide, Hawkman.”

      “Hawkins, and flashy?”

      “Yeah, him. You know…smells bad, not quite right.”

      “Fishy. Why? What’s up?”

      The short whiskers near her nose twitched. “I can’t put my finger on it, but…I dunno. He’s too smooth to be an aide. Too fit, too.”

      Wil grinned. “I’m smooth and fit.”

      “You are neither.”

      He made a noise. “Strong handshake, too. I’m guessing maybe ex-security or something. Maybe that’s what’s got your Spidey sense on edge?”

      She shook her head; her left ear twitched. “Maybe.”

      The group stopped outside a three-story building surrounded by what was eventually supposed to be a lawn. A few stubby blades of grass were visible in patches on either side of the walkway that led to the double doors. The colonists planted saplings along the walkway. Someday they’d provide lovely shade.

      Hawkins broke off from the group as they made their way into the building. Wil watched him open an unlabeled side door and vanish inside.

      “Heritage City was the first city on Oberon. There are two more now,” Carlisle said. He pointed to a large map on the wall opposite them. Heritage City sat along the coast, the largest of three dots. Another dot to the east on the other side of the small mountain range was labeled New Denver. One to the south and slightly east was labeled York.

      He guided the group to a staircase. “I have refreshments set up on the patio. The governor would like to meet you all.”
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      The rooftop of the Oberon planetary government building offered an expansive view of the fledgling city from the spaceport inland to the coastline and ocean beyond. A handful of automated fishing boats bobbed just off shore, shut down for the evening.

      The governor, it turned out, was a fan of Wil’s.

      “By the way, Captain. The new president sends his regards,” the ambassador said.

      “That the Canadian guy? From an island or whatever?”

      The older man nodded. “Vic Douse, from Prince Edward Island, yes. From cabinet minister to prime minister to leader of the Earth Government Alliance. Quite the career path.”

      “Impressive for sure. Nice guy?” Wil asked. He smiled. “I mean, he’s a fan of mine, so we know he’s got impeccable taste.”

      The governor and ambassador shared a look.

      “Probably knows somebody,” Bennie offered. All three men looked at him. “What?”

      When no one said anything, he looked around. “What?”

      Wil shook his head. “That’s not how Earth elections work.” When he got raised eyebrows from the other two men, he added, “Mostly.”

      The ambassador chuckled. “The president is, in fact, a big fan of yours. He was read in as prime minister and put everything Canada had behind forming the UEGA. I doubt we’d be this far with the Galactic Commonwealth if anyone else had won the election. He’s followed your story ever since.”

      Wil nodded. “So, I have a fan club?”

      Zephyr leaned over to Maxim. “He’s going to be unbearable for at least a week.”

      “Two is my guess.” He looked across the seating area as Wil was regaling the governor with the story of their time aboard the Siege Perilous, the massive dreadnaught run by a machine intelligence from the far side of the galaxy. The governor was leaning in, eyes wide, elbows on his knees. Maxim watched the pair. He was pretty sure Wil had said that the other man was Kolien or Kelpien…Korean, that was it. It was interesting to see another type of human. There were so many. Palorians had a much more limited genetic variety.

      Cynthia joined Gabe at the edge of the building. “Humans everywhere, as far as the eye can see.”

      “Unsettling,” the team engineer said. The pair looked out over the city and sea beyond until Gabe cocked his head. “Interesting.”

      “What?”

      He pointed. A block away there was a cluster of half a dozen droids doing who knew what with a couple of humans. It looked like they might be helping erect a scaffold in front of a two-story building with a coffee shop on the ground floor.

      “Droids,” the Tygran woman said absently. “That is interesting.”

      Gabe nodded and then turned to the larger group. “Excuse me.”

      Governor Shen turned from Wil. “Yes, Gabe?”

      “There are droids here.”

      The governor joined Gabe and Cynthia, looking down the street. He smiled. “Yes, indeed. Arcadia has been instrumental in helping get Oberon off its feet so quickly. Your people are intensely industrious.”

      Gabe inclined his head. “I would like to go down and say hello.”

      The governor turned, extending an arm toward the door to the stairs. “Of course.”

      “Okay if I come with?” Cynthia asked the droid. Gabe nodded. The pair headed for the exit.

      As Gabe and Cynthia exited, a young man brought a tray of drinks and snacks to the seating area.

      “How’re things back home?” Wil asked as the governor picked up a glass of what looked like… “Is that…beer? Real beer? Not grum?”

      The other man’s grin was ear to ear. “An IPA from my favorite brewery in Southern California.” He picked up a pint and offered it to Wil. “I have a keg or two brought in on the diplomatic shuttle.” He sat back down and leaned back in his seat. After taking a sip, he sighed. “So good.”

      Wil took his own sip. “Oh, damn.”

      Bennie watched the exchange and then said, “I thought you said grum was like beer.” When the team had gone to Earth a few years ago, the only way he could blend in was disguised as a child. Wil had insisted it would blow their cover if he was seen drinking beer.

      Wil offered the Brailack his glass. Bennie took a sip. Savored it. Then, he drained half the glass. Lowering the mug and licking his lips, he said, “Wow. That’s way better than grum.” He offered the glass, but Wil waved it off, reaching for a fresh pint off the table nearby.

      Nic reached for the offered glass. Bennie pulled it away, making a clucking noise. The young Olop bared her teeth, crossing her arms and leaning back against the seat.

      “No beer for children,” he smirked.

      Zephyr and Maxim shook their heads.

      Turning to the governor, Wil said, “So. What’s the good word from home?”

      Maxim picked up a pair of pint glasses, offering one to Zephyr, keeping the other.

      The governor adjusted his position on the outdoor sofa. “You remember that Earth First movement?” Wil nodded. “Mostly gone. Or at least minimized.”

      “That didn’t take long,” Wil said. He took a sip of his IPA, relishing it.

      The other man nodded. “It didn’t take long for politicians to see which way the tide was going. Those yahoos kept burning bridges left and right until no self-respecting politician would touch their cause. Those already in office found something else to occupy their time.”

      “Tide?” Maxim asked. “What does the motion of your world’s moon have to do with anything?”

      “Public opinion,” Wil offered. Maxim’s mouth formed a line. He nodded.

      The governor continued. “Once the Earth Government Alliance fully unlocked the archive you provided, things improved for everyone. Quickly. Power is abundant. Food is growing where it never could, meaning there’s more than enough to go around. Obviously, our space exploration program has accelerated beyond anyone’s wildest dreams. There are more volunteers for emigration to Oberon than we can accommodate.”

      Wil took another sip, then said, “Glad to hear. I was a bit worried you all were going to embarrass me. Or destroy the planet.”

      Ambassador Carlisle, who’d been tapping away at a tablet, looked up at that but said nothing.

      Bennie’s wristcomm played a little tune. “Oh, uh, I’ll be right back. Something I need to take care of.”

      Wil looked at his friend suspiciously. So did Nic.

      He smiled as he got up. “Just be a microtock.”

      As he headed for the staircase, Bruce asked, “He always suspicious like that?”

      Wil nodded. “That’s nothing.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      A block from the Heritage City government building, Gabe and Cynthia approached the work crew they’d seen from the roof. “Excuse me,” Gabe called out. The droids near the coffee shop stopped and turned as one. “Hello.”

      A four-legged load lifter stepped forward. “Greetings, Gabe. It is an honor to meet you.” It placed a rugged manipulator against its chest. “I am Onyx Quad.”

      Gabe bowed his head. “This is my colleague, Cynthia,” he introduced, extending his hand toward her.

      She smiled, inclining her head. “Nice to meet you, Onyx Quad.”

      Gabe gestured to the scaffold and human crew standing nearby. “I do not wish to delay your work; I was surprised to see Arcadians.”

      A dull gray bipedal bot approached from around the side of the building. Cynthia thought it might have been a residential service bot. “I am Tycho Aloft.”

      Gabe turned to Cynthia. “Tycho Aloft was on the governmental affairs sub-committee on Arcadia when I was there.”

      She made a thoughtful face.

      Tycho Aloft dipped its head in acknowledgement. “Indeed. After the last election, I found myself dissatisfied with government service and sought a new vocation.”

      “How did you end up here?” Cynthia asked.

      “I heard that Arcadia had made political inroads with the people of Earth and were embarking on several collaborations. Of the available choices, helping to set up the human’s first extrasolar colony seemed the most rewarding. I am pleased that I was not incorrect in my assumption. The people of this planet are remarkably kind,” Tycho Aloft replied.

      Onyx Quad bent its front legs, dipping its torso. “The humans have proven to be interesting partners. Helping them to establish this colony has been a worthwhile endeavor. They have no preconceived ideas about synthetic intelligences.”

      Another droid rolled forward on a pair of knobby tires. “I am Ajax Table.”

      “Ajax Table?” Cynthia said under her breath.

      Via Cynthia’s earpiece Gabe said, “Many emancipated droids consulted dictionaries to determine their names via random selection.” She looked at him and nodded her thanks for the explanation.

      The wheeled droid nodded to Gabe. “We have met before. On Arcadia.”

      Gabe inclined his head. “It is a pleasure to see you again, Ajax Table. When last we met, you were part of President Mitch’s cabinet.”

      “Like a reunion,” Cynthia quipped.

      Ajax Table nodded. “Yes. When his term was complete, Mitch was given leave to seek partners for Arcadia. We were all members of the trade delegation to human space. Once we learned of their efforts to establish their first extrasolar colony, we offered our services.”

      “I’m sure they appreciate it,” Cynthia said.

      Ajax Table nodded. “They seem to. In exchange for our labor and expertise, they have provided parcels of land for Arcadians to establish homesteads.”

      “Construction on the first arcology begins next year,” Onyx Quad offered.

      Gabe cocked his head. “Are many Arcadians planning to emigrate?”

      Onyx Quad bobbed as it bent all four legs. “It is nice to have options. Our people should not be limited to just one world.” Looking over its shoulder, it added, “We should return to work. It was enjoyable to meet you, Gabe.”

      Cynthia consulted her wristcomm. “We should get back. Wil says they’re on their way down from the roof.”

      Gabe nodded. “I am pleased to see Arcadians outside our home world. Be well.”
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      Bennie exited the government building, looking around until he spotted Gabe and Cynthia up the street. He headed the opposite direction. A quick look at his wristcomm confirmed that the person he was here to meet was two blocks away.

      “I wasn’t sure you were going to make contact,” he said as he reached his destination. The human woman was standing in front of a café that closed after lunch. She looked up and down the street before saying, “I wasn’t sure I was either. I saw your ship come in. I almost didn’t.” She hadn’t made eye contact with him. Looking at the table next to them, she asked, “You have it?”

      Bennie nodded. “Of course.” He reached under his tunic to one of the many small pockets sewn into the inside. He produced a data chip. “Your tech should be able to read this.” He held it out for her.

      She reached out for the chip.

      Bennie pulled the data chip back. “My fee?”

      “Oh, yes. Right,” she stammered. She fished out one of the devices the humans liked to use instead of wristcomms.

      He watched her fumble with it until his wristcomm beeped. He checked the banking app, confirming the transfer. He held out the chip. “Enjoy.”

      She took the chip, quickly putting it in a pocket. “Thanks.” She turned and headed away from him.

      He smiled and turned to head back to the government building. His wristcomm beeped again. It was Wil letting them all know that it was time to head back to the ship.

      He met Cynthia and Gabe outside the building. The former eyed him, eyebrow raised. “What were you up to?”

      “Nothing.”

      “That seems unlikely,” Gabe said.

      Before Bennie could answer, the rest of the team and their clients exited the building.
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      “Welcome to GNO Newstime. I’m Xyrzix.” The newscaster’s hairless blue head dipped.

      “And I’m Klor’Tillen,” the pale green Brailack said, “in from the cold to help my friend Xyrzix behind the desk.” He beamed and turned to the other journalist.

      Looking at his small cohost, he said, “Indeed, it’s pleasurable to have you here in the studio.” He turned to the camera pickup. “The newest soon-to-be full members of the GC, the humans of Earth, will be taking their place among the council’s representatives.”

      Klor’Tillen nodded. “Yes, we’re told that the hoo-mon…?” He shook his head. “That’s not right. Hugh-men. I think that’s it. Their ambassador will be making his way to Tarsis soon to be sworn in.” He turned to another camera pickup. “While most see this as great news, bringing new blood, as it were, into the Commonwealth, others are not so optimistic.”

      Picking up the story, Xyrzix said, “Indeed. We’ve received reports of a few Tier 3 worlds demanding a temporary moratorium on new GC memberships.”

      “I wonder why?” the Brailack anchor said from his side of the desk.

      The other news anchor shrugged. “In other news, the Florkelball tournament on Qwazino Three ended in a sudden death overtime shot that also resulted in bloodshed among the rival fans.”

      “Sudden death, indeed,” Klor’Tillen quipped with a chuckle.

      “Dark, my friend…dark,” Xyrzix said.
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      “Heritage City Space Control, Ghost. Requesting departure clearance,” Cynthia called from her station behind and to the left of Wil’s pilot station. She turned to look at Wil, who was looking over his shoulder, and gave him a nod.

      “Powering up repulsorlifts.” He slid the throttle lever forward, feeding power to the repulsors mounted in the front of each of the two engine nacelles. The Ghost rose, balancing on columns of gravity-repulsing energy. The ship teetered a bit.

      Bennie clucked without looking up from his station.

      “Just a little wind,” Wil said, adjusting the power to the repulsors. Until the atmospheric engines kicked on, the Ghost could do nothing but balance on the power columns of energy pushing her higher and higher into the air.

      “Uh huh,” the Brailack hacker said, still not looking at Wil.

      Once the Ghost reached an altitude of one hundred meters, Wil pushed the atmospheric engine throttle forward one position. A loud boom echoed through the ship as the overpowered engines roared to life, pushing the ship forward.

      “Love this part,” Wil whispered.

      He continued to feed power to the engines and the repulsors, forcing the ship higher and higher. The Ghost had not been designed with aerodynamics in mind. Her wings couldn’t generate lift; her center of gravity was well aft of her middle. It took a careful balancing of her repulsorlifts and atmospheric engines to keep the ship in the air, let alone get her out of the atmosphere.

      “Space control wasn’t thrilled with the noise,” Cynthia reported.

      “They never are,” Maxim said from the tactical station just forward and to the right of Wil’s flight command station. He was also grinning.

      The crew watched as the pale pink clouds of the Oberon sky thinned. The sky darkened from light blue to black. Stars appeared. Wil shut down the atmospheric engines as he brought the sub-light engines up to half power. As always, there was a brief second of freefall when the atmospheric engines cut out and before the sub-light engines ramped up.

      The bridge hatch opened, and Ambassador Carlisle walked in. “Already in orbit? Impressive.”

      Wil smiled. “We’re full of surprises.”

      Zephyr turned. “You and your aide get settled? Quarters to your liking?”

      The older man inclined his head. “Indeed. Your guest berths are…cozy.”

      “That’s one word for them,” Bennie said.

      Wil glared at the little green hacker. “If you’d stop going in there to do God only knows what...”

      “I’m sorry, what?” Carlisle’s face paled.

      “What?” Bennie said, studiously facing forward. “Oh, look, we’re about to collide with the freighter.”

      Wil turned his attention back to the screen a moment before the Ghost’s collision warning alarm sounded. He pulled the flight controls hard to the right while stomping on the left foot pedal, kicking the Ghost’s tail end out and around before pushing the sub-light throttle forward. The ship accelerated, the larger ship growing in size as it slid to the top of the primary display.

      Wil glanced over his shoulder to see the ambassador clutching the sides of the bridge hatch, knuckles white. “Sorry.” The other man gave three short nods.

      Wil turned to Bennie, glaring.

      Zephyr cleared her throat. “We’re probably far enough from the gravity well to jump to FTL.”

      Wil shook his head, then glanced at one of the displays mounted near the main display. The Ghost was indeed nearing a safe FTL distance. Jumping to Faster Than Light speed near a gravity well was never wise and almost always deadly.

      Wil looked over his shoulder to Cynthia, who nodded that they were clear to depart. He eased the sub-light engine controls back to zero. After flipping a few switches and confirming the FTL system was online and ready, he reached for the slider for the FTL drive.

      He pushed it all the way forward. On the main display at the front of the bridge, the stars stretched into rainbow lines swirling around the ship.

      Zephyr stood. “Ambassador Carlisle, we’ll be having dinner in a tock.”

      The older man stepped to the side of the hatch to let Zephyr pass. As the others filed out, Maxim remained in his seat.

      Once it was just the two of them, Wil looked at his big friend. “Something on your mind, pal?”

      The big Palorian man leaned forward. “I’ve made the final arrangements. For the joining ceremony.”

      Wil beamed. “Well, it’s about damned time.” He stood and crossed the small distance between his station and Max’s, offering his hand. The big man clasped Wil’s forearm as Wil returned the gesture, the GC’s version of a handshake. He leaned back against the back of Zephyr’s station, crossing his arms over his chest. He was beaming at his friend.

      The normally stoic Palorian special intelligence operative was grinning like a kid in a candy store. “The betrothal band was delivered to the warehouse just before we left.”

      Wil’s eyebrows shot up. “That some kind of weird warrior sex thing?”

      “It’s a bracelet, you classless backwater bumpkin.” Maxim’s grin hadn’t budged. “It’s a Palorian tradition that the oldest male in a family is bound with the family band to his life mate. Fathers make them when their firstborn arrives. They hold on to them until the firstborn is ready.”

      Wil moved back to drop into his seat, turning toward Maxim. “Like a family wedding band—a ring. But like, custom made? By your dad?”

      The other man nodded. “Each oldest son makes a band for his oldest son, etcetera.” He smiled. “My father has been harassing me to finalize plans for some time now. I think he was getting tired of holding on to it.”

      Wil made a face. “I mean, you’ve been kind of a bridezilla about this whole thing.” He raised a hand to keep his friend from replying. “So, what’re the plans? What’re we doing? On Fury?”

      “Gods no. That place is a dren heap.” Maxim shook his head. “Once we wrap up this job, I’ve got us booked at a small resort on Qwazino Three.” He leaned forward in case somehow Zephyr was listening. “It’s a quaint little place on a lake. Reminds me of the Rioldro shores on Palor. She’ll love it.”

      Wil smiled at his friend. It was good to see Maxim finally solidifying these plans. The big man had been waffling from idea to idea for ages now, and Wil knew it was grating on Zephyr’s nerves. Apparently, wedding planning for Palorians was a guy thing.

      He stood. “Well, I’m happy for ya, man. Let’s get ready for dinner.”
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      “Bennie, don’t hog all the bacon,” Cynthia scolded. The team and their guests were crowded around the table in the kitchenette on the starboard side of the ship’s common deck. It was a tight fit when there were six of them. Eight made it a bit too cozy.

      “This is really good,” the ambassador’s aide said. He scooped up a forkful of eggs.

      Wil nodded. “It’s gotten easier since Earth stopped being a protected backwater.” He scooped up a forkful of eggs. “Was so hard to get in and out with eggs and bacon. I used to have to land in shitty little backwater towns and sneak to the nearest Costco—which was never that near.

      “Don’t forget the Cheebos,” Bennie added.

      Wil nodded. “Cheetos, and yeah, other than yipsee sticks, nothing compares.”

      “You smuggled Cheetos off Earth?” Bruce asked. “Cheetos?”

      “Several times,” Maxim confirmed. “Always exciting.”

      Bruce shook his head. “Of all the things to risk life and limb for…”

      Wil waved him off. “Not that big a risk.”

      “You said Earth was a protected planet,” the other man said.

      Wil shrugged. “Yeah, but it wasn’t like they parked a command carrier in orbit. Most of the time, the nearest PK ship was light years away.”

      “Doesn’t seem very protected,” Ambassador Carlisle said. He took a bite of eggs. “Please pass the salt.”

      Wil looked at Zephyr. She inclined her head. “Even before events drastically diminished Peacekeeper forces, there were more protected worlds than we could maintain any permanent presence at.”

      Bruce cocked his head. “That’s right,” he pointed at Maxim, “you two were Peacekeepers.” He accepted the salt from Bennie and handed it to his boss.

      Zephyr inclined her head again. “Just so. Anyway. We couldn’t maintain a presence in every protected system, so command carriers and cruisers were given random patrol routes. Since you never knew when a ship would arrive, most criminals didn’t risk it.” She looked at Wil. “Most.”

      He grinned. “Hey, if it weren’t for Lanksham breaking the rules, I’d be a well-preserved corpse drifting in space around Neptune.”

      Maxim picked up the explanation after. “Peacekeepers had strict, no warning, no mercy orders for protected systems. That and the unpredictability of the patrol schedules did a pretty good job at keeping those worlds safe.”

      “Amazing,” the ambassador said. “All these centuries, sentient, spacefaring life has been all around us.” He shook his head.

      “Anyway. I’ve got some options I want to go over with the ambassador on this whole tour,” Wil said. He tapped his wristcomm, activating the bulkhead-mounted display across from the kitchenette.

      “Oh no,” Zephyr said.

      Bennie groaned.

      Nic looked at him. “What?”

      “Multimedia presentation time,” Maxim answered. Bennie groaned again.

      “I hate you all,” Wil said. He grabbed his plate and headed for the seating area. He looked over his shoulder. No one was following. “Now.”

      Ambassador Carlisle and Bruce exchanged a look, the former turning to Cynthia. She shook her head. “He likes to do presentations when planning heists—jobs.”

      Maxim looked at Bruce and nodded toward the lounge space. “Might as well go get comfortable.”

      Once everyone got comfortable, Wil started. “Our job is to show the ambassador around. A quick trip through the GC. Show him the highlights as we make our way toward Tarsis for the swearing-in ceremony.”

      Bruce Hawkins raised his hand. “We don’t want to see just any planets.”

      The ambassador nodded his agreement. “I’d like to see what the GC has to offer. As you know, Captain, you’re still the only human outside our limited sphere of influence. Earth knows only what we’ve been told about the GC from your reports, what the Arcadians on Oberon have shared, and what the GC representative that came to Earth brought with her. We—I—want to know what it’s really like out here.”

      Wil nodded. “I figured.” He updated the display. “We’re on our way to Fury, but that’s not a place you need to see.”

      “Why?” Carlisle asked.

      “Because it sucks,” Nic offered from the dining table. She and Bennie were perched on stools at the table. “So gross and boring. Sand everywhere.”

      Bennie glowered at his apprentice.

      Wil cleared his throat. “Anyway.” He updated the screen. “Fury isn’t important. Mari Sava is on the way. It’s interesting.”

      “A minor Olop colony,” Gabe offered.

      Wil nodded. “Nothing too fancy, but it’s on the way.” He nodded to Nic. “Plus the Olop are nice. It’ll be a good first stop. Nothing too over the top.”

      “Very well. That sounds like a good first stop,” the ambassador said.

      “After Fury, I figured we could head to Gulveig,” Wil said. He slid the presentation to the next screen that showed a blue-green world with a thick brown band along the equatorial region.

      “No,” Zephyr said.

      Wil frowned. “Why?”

      “Hulgian colony,” Gabe offered.

      She consulted her wristcomm. “Fwillundrah Rao starts in a week. Every major city will be an orgy.”

      “That could be fun,” Bennie said. Everyone turned to look at him. “What?”

      “Couldn’t the Hulgians be a powerful ally to Earth?” the ambassador asked. “Perhaps it would be⁠—”

      “No,” Zephyr repeated.

      Wil swiped the screen on his own wristcomm, updating the display. “Okay, Tro Ella.” They had a pretty okay relationship with the Trollack. Wil called them catfish people, but not to their faces.

      Cynthia raised her hand.

      Wil sighed. “What?”

      Nic leaned over to Bruce. “About now, he’s wishing he’d asked for help with the presentation.”

      Wil heard her and glared at the young woman.

      Cynthia shook her head. “Nothing. I was voting yes.”

      Wil took a deep breath, looked at the ceiling, and released it.

      “What about Burrziira?” Bruce asked. “The Burzzad are highly advanced. They could be valuable allies to Earth.”

      Wil waved his hand. “Too far. Would take a few weeks at least. What about Draji Rix?”

      Bennie made a choked-sounding noise. Everyone turned to look at him again. “I may have an outstanding warrant or two…” When everyone kept staring, he said, “Ten. Ten warrants.”

      “What the wurrin did you do to them?” Maxim asked.

      “I thought he was some kind of noble protector space wizard or something?” Carlisle asked.

      Zephyr leaned over. “He is, sort of. Before that he was—” she looked at Bennie, “still is—a hacker with questionable morals.”

      “Hey!” Bennie said. He looked indignant.

      Maxim raised an eyebrow. “Really?”

      “Okay, fine.” The Brailack hacker reached for a piece of bacon. He made a slashing motion with his free hand. “But no Draji Rix.”
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      Wil offered Ambassador Carlisle a tumbler with a dark brown liquid in it before he sat. Everyone else was either asleep or busying themselves elsewhere in the ship. The common deck lounge was quiet. The lighting was at fifty percent.

      Carlisle took a sip. “This is good.” He swirled the glass, letting the single ice cube clink against the glass. “Space bourbon?”

      Wil smiled. Zephyr hated it when Wil put space in front of things. He nodded. “D’nini Schlufluk.”

      “Bless you,” the other man said.

      Wil smiled. “No, D’nini Schlufluk is what this is.” He held his glass up. “Closest I’ve found to bourbon.” He took a sip, closing his eyes to savor the peaty flavor. “Don’t ask me what it is. I have no idea.”

      The ambassador leaned back, absentmindedly plucking at a thread sticking out of the arm of the sofa. “You ever think about coming home?”

      “Home?”

      “Earth.”

      Wil shook his head. “No. Been back a few times. A lot of times, actually.”

      “Costco runs,” the other man said with a nod.

      Wil dipped his head. “Nothing for me there.” He waved a hand to encompass the ship. “Plus, I’ve got a family here. And a badass spaceship.” He filed away Carlisle’s use of Costco runs for later. It was a little too accurate. He’d have to ask James just how much information Earth’s government had on him.

      Carlisle ran his free hand through his mostly brown hair. Gray was appearing at his temples. Wil figured the gray would accelerate once the man settled into his role on Tarsis.

      “What about you? Ready to not be on Earth?” Wil asked. He held up the bottle, offering a refill. Carlisle nodded.

      “Tell me about Tarsis.” Carlisle raised his glass, letting Wil fill it. “I mean beyond the official stuff.”

      Bennie came in from the corridor that led to engineering and the computer core. Without saying a word, he grabbed a spare glass, poured himself a drink, and hopped up onto the sofa next to the ambassador.

      Wil grinned at his friend and said, “The Tarsi are assholes. They’re snooty and superior.” He shrugged. “But they did bring the Palorians in line and give them a purpose. Then they formed the Galactic Commonwealth.” He took a sip. “And they’ve held it all together. Until recently.”

      Bennie took a sip of his drink. “Brai would be a very different if not for the Tarsi. But also, yeah, they really are assholes.”

      “How so?” Ambassador Carlisle asked.

      The Brailack hacker took another sip. “We were constantly under threat from neighbors. We’re not exactly a race of warriors. The Tarsi showed up with Peacekeepers, and like that, we had a chance to flourish. So long as we paid our taxes.” He raised his glass.

      Carlisle smiled. “Know what I did before being tapped to represent our home world to the rulers of the galaxy?” Wil shook his head. “In-house counsel for one of the largest pharmaceutical companies in North America. I’m used to dealing with assholes.” He held his glass out.

      Wil tapped his own glass against both of theirs. “To assholes.” After a sip, he added, “Quite the promotion. I’m sure you’ll do just fine then.”

      “Donations to the winner of the election have long-reaching results.” Carlisle smiled.

      Leaning back, Wil said, “Get in good with the Tarlak. They’re cousins of the Tarsi, usually in service roles. They’ll be your best allies.”

      “Good to know. And the council itself?”

      “Bigger assholes.” Wil grinned. Bennie nodded wordlessly. “Well, most, not all. Some of them are just trying to make the galaxy a better place. Others…well, politicians are the same whether they have two legs or four.” The other man chuckled. “Lately, things have been a bit up in the air.”

      “I’ve heard. Rumor has it, you and your team had something to do with that?” He raised an eyebrow as he took another sip of his Schlufluk.

      Wil inclined his head. “Well, we were just transportation mostly.”

      “Mostly?”

      Wil grinned. “Mostly.”

      “You think the council will make the changes the Harrith are proposing?” the ambassador asked.

      “If they know what’s good for them. I don’t think most folks know just how close to collapse the GC is,” Bennie said.

      Wil nodded. The other man was more informed than he had expected. While it wasn’t a secret that the Harrith were helping the Commonwealth, the council was doing its best to spin the other race’s involvement. “He’s right. The Harrith will be excellent teachers, I think.” He set his glass down. “They welcomed Earth into the fold, though, so clearly they’re still making the occasional mistake.”

      The other man chuckled and raised his glass. “Can’t keep humans out.”

      Will slapped his knee then stood up. “On that note, I believe my wife is alone in our berth. I should fix that.”

      Carlisle finished his drink and handed the tumbler back to Wil. “Indeed. I have some reading to catch up on.”

      Both men turned to Bennie. The Brailack downed the last of his drink and reached for the bottle. “I’ve got nothing else to do right now.”

      Wil shook his head and headed for the kitchenette, Ambassador Carlisle following him.

      After putting the glassware away, Wil opened the hatch to the main staircase, letting the ambassador go up ahead of him. He looked over to the sofa and Bennie. “We’ll be arriving on Mari Sava around midmorning. Don’t be too hung over.”

      Bennie held up the tumbler without looking back at Wil.
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      Mari Sava was a lush green world. Technically, it was a moon orbiting a massive gas giant. Most of the surface was covered with enormous trees. The rest was two large oceans.

      The colony’s spaceport was a thick permacrete slab fastened to the trunks of several dozen of the big trees that had had their tops removed. Each massive trunk was fused to the platform at a molecular level.

      “This is different,” Zephyr said as the Ghost settled onto the pad.

      “They did ask our tonnage,” Maxim pointed out.

      “I wonder what larger ships do?” Bruce asked from his perch near the bridge hatch. The Ghost’s bridge had no visitor seating.

      “Likely shuttle goods and people down,” Bennie said. “Cargo shuttles, even fully loaded, only weigh a little more than the Ghost.” He pointed to the primary display where a midsize cargo shuttle, slightly larger than the Rocky Nontee, was lifting off. Bruce half shrugged.

      “These trees are something else,” the ambassador said. “I wonder what else they use them for? Do they export the lumber?”

      Wil put the ship into standby. “Let’s find out.”

      “You’ve never been here?” Bruce asked.

      Wil shook his head. “Nope.” He snapped his fingers. “No, wait. We did a job here once.” He looked at Zephyr.

      The Palorian woman scrunched her brow ridges, then nodded. “A hold full of…let’s just say power converters.”

      Bennie bobbed his head. “Oh, yeah.” He looked around, rubbing his little three-fingered hands together. “I wonder if…what was her name? Well, whatever it was, wonder if she still lives here.”

      Wil made a show of ignoring the team hacker. “Gentlemen. If you’ll come with Cynthia and me. I called ahead to make an appointment with the governor.”

      “Very good,” Ambassador Carlisle said. “Do you know the governor? Personally?”

      Wil shook his head. “No. We dealt with her lieutenant the last time we were here. Nice fella. Looked a lot like Logray from Return of the Jedi.” He turned to Bennie. “Do not get arrested or cause a scene of any kind.” He turned to Max and then Zephyr. “Can one of you?”

      His first officer nodded. “Yeah.”

      Bennie made a face. “I do not require a chaperone. I am a fully vested Knight of Plentallus and a grown adult.” He puffed out his chest.

      Maxim shook his head. “Come on, Knight of Plentallus. Let’s get Nic and Gabe and hit the town.”

      Outside the ship, a trio of Olop were waiting at the foot of the boarding ramp. When Wil led the ambassador and Bruce down, one of the little teddy bear people stepped forward. “Greetings, Captain Calder. It is pleasurable to see you and your crew again. Welcome back to Cuhroh.”

      Wil inclined his head. “Good to see you, too, Lieutenant Governor.” He bent down to offer his arm. The smaller being clasped Wil’s forearm as he clasped the furry little man’s forearm. Standing, he gestured to the two men standing behind him. “Lieutenant Governor Crispin Tu’holla of the city of Cuhroh, please meet Earth’s first ambassador to the GC, Branson Carlisle, and his aide Bruce Hawkins.”

      The lieutenant governor turned, offering a light-brown-with-white-striped arm to the ambassador. “An honor. Governor Ski’Fallo is excited to meet you.” He turned. “If you’ll follow me.” The two other Olop who were with the lieutenant governor stepped aside. Looking over his shoulder, he said, “Dru and Vuor will remain here in case the rest of your crew needs anything.”
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      Bennie watched Wil, Cynthia, and the two new humans depart from the top of the Ghost’s boarding ramp. “Okay, they’re gone. Let’s go.” He had only taken one step before a pale purple four-fingered hand clamped onto his shoulder. “Hey!”

      Maxim said, “Do you even know where you’re going? Last time we were here, we barely left this district.”

      Bennie smirked. “If you recall, I did not stick around with you sleamohs.”

      Maxim crossed his arms and stared at his small friend.

      “I have an innate sense of —”

      “He already has the map on his wristcomm,” Nic interrupted.

      “Horrible child,” Bennie hissed. “I should replace you with one of the new recruits.”

      The Olop girl rolled her eyes.

      “We can offer ideas on destinations if you’d like,” one of the two Olop waiting below called up. He reached up and touched one of his teddy-bear-like ears. “Couldn’t help but overhear.”

      Maxim looked at Zephyr. “I’m going to stay aboard with Gabe. Make sure the ship’s secure and catch up on some reading.”

      After giving her partner a kiss, the ship’s first officer led Bennie and Nic down the ramp.

      “Why, hello there, young one,” one of the waiting Olop said. “I’m Dru.” He offered his arm.

      “Uh, Nic.” She exchanged handshakes with both escorts.

      The other escort—Vuor, he said his name was—looked Nic up and down. “Interesting outfit.”

      Nic puffed up a bit. “I’m a Knight of Plentallus. Trusted guardian of peace and justice in the galaxy.”

      Zephyr looked at Bennie, expecting him to fire off a quip to deflate the young woman’s pride. Instead, he was beaming with pride.

      The light-gray-furred man rocked on his heels. “Okay then.”

      Zephyr sighed as Nic visibly deflated. She cleared her throat. “We aren’t expecting to be here long. Would it be possible to see something of your commercial core? The last time we were here, we didn’t have time to explore beyond the spaceport neighborhood.”

      “Of course,” Dru, the shorter of the two, said. He was dark brown with spots of pale orange fur.

      “Can you tell us about these trees?” Zephyr asked as the group made its way to the edge of the spaceport landing pad.

      Bennie fell in next to Nic. “That was well said.” He moved off before she could reply.

      “Oh, yes,” Dru replied. “The hoskee trees, native to Olopnal, grow only in very specific conditions. When our people learned of this moon and its soil composition, we seeded the entire surface several cycles before the first colonial transport arrived.”

      The edge of the landing platform had no railings. An open-top air car waited, hovering, at the edge of the pad. The group made its way one by one into the vehicle.

      Once seated, Zephyr asked, “How long ago was that? These trees are enormous.”

      Vuor, at the vehicle’s controls, looked over his shoulder. “Two hundred orbits.”

      “So short a time.”

      Dru bobbed his head. “Hoskee trees grow quickly, reaching full maturity in as little as one hundred orbits.”

      “How do you build if the trees are still growing?” Bennie asked.

      The air car pulled away from the landing area, dropping straight down—to the shock of all of its passengers, except Nic, who seemed to be enjoying the plummet—before accelerating toward a clump of the thick trunks.

      “Hoskee trees reach their full thickness halfway through their maturation cycle. So, we’re able to build into them as well as anchor things to them at that time. We just plan for early construction to spend the next fifty to one hundred orbits rising higher off the ground,” Vuor said. “It can take some planning, to be sure,” he added.

      The air car wove between several trunks that looked like they’d had apartments and commercial buildings carved into them.

      Dru looked over at Nic. “I imagine life on a ship must not afford you many opportunities to climb.”

      She shrugged. “Not really. I lived in Dae before this.”

      The other Olop nodded. The capital of Olopnal was as much glass and metal as it was nature and hoskee trees. A true blending of nature and modern technology.
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      Cuhroh’s government complex was a series of structures strung between several massive hoskee tree trunks. The trip from the spaceport to the complex took the group through myriad districts, some entirely built into the enormous trees, others completely modern looking glass and metal structures supported on and between the massive trees.

      “And this is a client colony?” Ambassador Carlisle asked.

      Tu’holla nodded. “Our home world, Olopnal, is about eighty or so light years from here. There are many Olop colonies. Mari Sava is the most distant, however.”

      “I see. And do you export the lumber from these, what did you call them?”

      “Hoskee trees.”

      “Yes, hoskee trees. Given how much weight these trees can support, I would assume lumber made from them would be like steel beams.”

      The lieutenant governor again nodded. “We do. The southern continent is reserved for lumber production.” He turned in his seat. “Many Olop vessels are made from hoskee lumber.”

      “Vessels like spaceships?” Wil asked. That was news to him. He knew that ships in the GC were made from a variety of materials, but he always assumed they were all metal alloys of some sort. He realized he’d never actually seen an Olop ship before.

      “Indeed. Our freighters and sector security vessels in particular. All hoskee lumber. It is, as you say, Ambassador, quite strong.”

      “I didn’t know that,” Cynthia said. “You mentioned it taking two hundred orbits. How do you sustain the production?”

      The lieutenant governor inclined his head. “Indeed. Our farming operation rotates crops. But also, don’t forget how large a hoskee is. We get quite a bit of lumber from each tree.” Turning in his chair, he said. “Here we are.”

      The luxury transport came to a halt and then lowered to the small landing pad attached to the building. Their pad had space enough for a dozen air cars similar to the one they were in.

      Governor Ski’Fallo met the group at the top of the steps. “Ambassador Carlisle, it’s a pleasure to meet you.” She smiled, her white teeth contrasting with her jet-black fur.

      “The honor is all mine, Madame Governor,” Carlisle said. He introduced Bruce and then asked if there was some place the two could speak. He looked at Bruce. “I won’t need you for this; feel free to remain with Captain Calder and the others.”

      Wil looked at Bruce and caught the slightest flicker of annoyance on the other man’s face. The aide had expected to be in the meeting. Was he normally included in these types of meetings? Wil shrugged. “Come on. Let’s find a place to grab a drink.” He looked at Cynthia and added, “I bet space teddy bears have happy hour.” He ducked almost in time to avoid her punch. “What was that for?”

      “That was for Zephyr,” she said with a crooked grin.
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      The trio left the governmental center, following the winding suspension walkways that wove between the giant hoskee trees. They passed countless Olop as they went until finally Wil stopped a passing woman. “Excuse me, is there a bar or restaurant anywhere nearby?”

      She looked Wil up and down and then said, “Two levels up.” She pointed behind him toward an open-air lift of some sort. They had walked right past it without noticing. “Then I think you’ll come this direction and should see it.”

      While Wil and the Olop woman chatted, Cynthia turned to Bruce. “How long have you worked for the ambassador?”

      Wil passed them. “This-a-way.”

      Everyone fell in behind him.

      Bruce turned to Cynthia next to him. “A little over a year. I joined his team when he learned he’d be going off-world to represent Earth.”

      Wil looked at the open-air framework, marveling that they’d walked right by it. He spotted the controls where the old woman said they’d be. After pressing the button, he watched as a cage like contraption rose from below.

      “What’s that like?” Cynthia asked as they all boarded the lift.

      As the platform rose, she continued, “Being the first official off-world mission.”

      They followed Wil to a structure carved into the tree. He nodded appreciatively. The Wood
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