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Hal sighed in the controlled atmosphere of Friport, the Wandering Planet, home to the adventurers and rogues of the Star Nations. He'd already spent two years under that fake sky, but had finally moved out of Fero's apartment to his own place.

He sat on his bed, scrolling through the news on his tablet and ignoring the fake window that displayed a view of a town and mountains that didn't exist – at least not on Friport. He had programmed the screen of the fake window to display a different city on a different planet each day, and he probably wouldn't see the same view twice before a year or more.

He had moved to a single-occupant apartment in the same building as Fero, the heavyset Humanoid woman with gray skin and braided red hair who had accepted him as her apprentice two years ago. It wasn't much, but it was enough for now.

It looked like a starship cabin because it actually was  starship cabin, since Friport was a starship as big as a planet, with towns and sectors in its bowels. Shaped like a moon, its craters were entry points for starships that were allowed to land in the main spaceport as visitors, and it had private docks for smugglers, traders and residents.

Hal didn't own a starship, he had reached Friport on a cargo ship, but he had seen many as the son of Alahairian traders, so he was used to spartan quarters. Although he had never spent years on end inside a starship, no matter how big.

After eighteen years with his mother, he had chosen to move to the starship as big as a planet after both agreed he'd never be like his peers. He didn't know how to call his ESP powers – telepathy? Not just that, unfortunately, or maybe, luckily – but they were what made him different.

Living on Friport had its perks. It dimmed his power, allowing him to feel normal again. He wasn't very good at controlling his mind's power and the Sire planet had been destroyed, so he had nobody to ask for advice. But Friport was built in a way that shielded him and at least he could think in peace without people throwing their thoughts at him.

He had felt safe by Fero's side, since she had fiercely protected him for two years, also teaching him physical self-defense so he would be able to react if he was ever assaulted again. He was no longer the skinny child or teen some men thought they could do what they wanted with, although he still had the baby blues.

But now Fero had told him he was ready and that he should start looking for work on his own. Hal scrolled through the job offers, bored, until he saw the announcement. The Galaxy Police had set up a briefing and promised a bounty for the capture of an interstellar thief.

He sat up straight and was about to call Fero when she called him.

"Have you heard about the GP meeting?" she said gruffly.

"I was about to call you! Are we going?"

"Worth listening to... might be someone we know."

"You know," he said. "I still don't know many people besides you and your friends here."

Fero scoffed. "I could still be your mother, young rogue," she teased. "You're only twenty. Show me how you'd hunt for bounty."

"Challenge accepted," he answered cheerfully. "See you at the Friport Palace Hotel!"

They might live in the same building and have shared everything like mother and son for two years, but now Fero had definitely cut the virtual umbilical cord with him. He was on his own, although he knew her contacts and they knew him.

The one he got along with better was a Feloid named Winford McRaven. The young hacker was only slightly older than him, while all the other friends of Fero were in their forties and fifties. Winford had a blue mohawk and soft brown eyes, and being the son of a Feline and a Humanoid, he also had cat-like ears.

Hal called him and asked him if he'd come to hear what the cops had to offer. Winford spoke with a soft voice and agreed to meet him in the hotel lobby before the meeting. But the briefing wasn't until the next morning – or what passed for mornings in the twenty-four-hour cycle of the Wandering Planet – so Hal opted for dining out.

What he missed the most was real fresh food and his mother's cooking. And the fresh air filled with the natural smells of a real planet. But he wasn't going back to Alahairo, not until he had a steady income and could treat his mother like the queen he thought she deserved to be.
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The Galaxy Police briefing was in the conference room of a hotel in another sector of Friport. Hal took a subway train to reach the venue close to tthe Wandering Planet's main spaceport and reached the biggest cave of the gigantic starship, a small town of ten-story buildings in a regular grid around a main square that was right under the "sun" of that particular sector.

Coming out of the subway into the much large streets of this sector, he watched people moving around in silent electric cars before crossing a street and entering the lobby of the Friport Palace Hotel, the biggest and most expensive of the starship, boasting two thousand rooms and a hundred luxury suites and took up a whole block.

The lobby was huge and had elevators on one side. It was furnished in a very modern style, with a lot of shiny metal and mirrors. A digital panel welcomed all visitors and informed them about the events currently happening at the hotel. Hal was quite impressed and he knew he'd never be able to afford a room in that place, so he looked around as much as he could.

He was checking the digital panel when someone playfully pulled his long brown hair. Scowling, he turned around, his fist ready to hit, only to meet Fero's grin. Winford and a couple of Fero's other friends were with her. The hacker wore cargo pants over his cybernetic legs and a Network 23 T-shirt.

"Come, on kid, I'll show you the way," Fero said. She wore a military uniform and carried a tablet computer.

Her second-in-command, Aswin, had dark skin and a muscular build. He was confident and not very brave. He had narrow brown eyes and loved members of the opposite sex, happy endings, and obscure trivia.

And then there was Aswin's current girlfriend, Victorina Lien. She was short, with a red mohawk and blue eyes. She wore a ballistic coat and usually carried a light machine gun. Victorina was haunted by her military past, but today she had obviously left her weapons at home.

The Galaxy Police briefing was in the biggest conference room. Public spaces were all on the ground floor – conference rooms, restaurants, bars, gym, spa, pool and even a couple of shops – and Hal followed Fero and the others, talking quietly to Winford.

The conference room had a screen behind the podium so even the last row could see what the panelists were showing – or maybe for the cameras that would probably record the briefing. The first rows were already full and the room was filling up quickly.

Hal sat in the back corner, as far away as he could from the entrance, between Winford and Fero. Five minutes before the start of the talk, three cops and a civilian walked to the podium. The Xi-kongian policewoman and the civilian climbed onto the podium and sat at the table. The other two cops were probably just security. 

The female cop was all business and no smiles. She checked the time and tried the microphone. The room was full by now, with people standing at the back.

"Hello everyone," she greeted. A camera showed her close-up behind her. "We have come here to ask for your help. After years of investigation and with the help of Jes-syd Russom, we've managed to put a face to the thief who signs himself 'H' but is also known as The Chameleon for his ability to change his appearance and escape capture. Jes-syd has a high level of skill in computer technology and programming, and has toyed with our facial recognition software. I will let him show you his results."

For a moment the young hacker's face filled the screen. Hal compared the shoulder-length golden mane and amber eyes on the screen to the Feloid sitting next to him. Jes-syd was definitely more handsome but the two hackers had the same shyness and uneasiness in talking in public.

"He's a Sire survivor," Fero muttered.

Hal's attention perked up. Maybe he should talk to that young man about his mind powers, ask him how one shielded oneself. Reading other people's minds was tiring after a while, it was one of the reasons he stuck to Friport in spite of everything.

Fero didn't know about his mind powers, but his mother had told him to look for a mentor with the same skills – except he hadn't found one yet. But here was a survivor of the Imperial planet, if only he could talk to him after the briefing...

When Jes-syd Russom finished his explanation, the screen shifted to a slideshow of faces – some old, some young – that seemed to combine into one very specific person, a handsome man with hazel green eyes and dark hair.

"This is the face of Mr. H. We do not know his real name. He's had many identities and none really exist. We do not know when or where he will steal again because we couldn't find any logic to his heists. Some have been pulled off by emulators, and sometimes he seems to resell what he steals. But more often than not, he keeps the goods to himself. Therefore we want him alive, unless you catch him in his shelter and find all the stolen goods – only in that case, dead is fine too. He might be one of you, we don't know, but that's why we're enlisting you for this case. He's been stealing art objects for twenty-five years, it's time we put a stop to his career!"

Chatter rose and fell as the cop gave more information. Hal heard his name and turned around to look at the people standing behind him, but all looked intent on the podium, not him. It was a group of pirates and smugglers Hal didn't know, and they weren't talking about him, since he heard another voice comment, "You're right, he does look like Hal Rownes! Do you see him in this room?"

"Haven't seen him in years," the other one who had spoken first replied with a shrug.

With his heart beating faster, Hal took a picture of the identikit still projected behind the cop and the hacker. He sent the image to his mother with a message.

He's wanted by the GP, but some people here say he looks like Hal Rownes... He's an interstellar thief who goes by the moniker Mr. H, should I chase him?

The meeting over, Hal was waiting for Jes-syd to come his way when his mother called him.

"Honey, that's my Hal!" she said. He had inherited her blue eyes and brown hair, but his eyes immediately went to the screen where that face had been. "He's your biological father!"

"What?" He stared wide-eyed at his mother's face on his phone screen. "But... he's a thief?"

"Possibly." She smiled. "I didn't know more than his name back then, and he did vanish after the summer... I don't think he was Alahairian anyway."

"But you still think it's him?" Hal insisted, incredulous. He turned his back to the rest of the room, staying in the corner and ignoring the people passing by.

"Twenty years older, yes," his mother answered with a smile. "I'd recognize those hazel green eyes anywhere!"

Hal gaped. "Then I will definitely look for him!" he said. "Call you back, gotta ask a few questions..."

But as he turned, he realized the cop and the Sire hacker were gone. Hal cursed under his breath. Even Fero was gone, only Winford was still standing in the room, waiting for him, his cat ears twitching.

"Do you know Hal Rownes?" Hal asked him.

Winford pondered. "I think he owns the Vision. It's an Imperial Disk, it was at the spaceport until recently. But I don't think he's Mr. H."

"Why not?"

"The Imperial Disk," Winford said patiently. "Only the Sire had them. Yes, I know, Hal Rownes is not a Sire name, but they often traveled incognito, especially Sire aristocrats."

"Oh." Hal pondered. "So will you help me catch Mr. H? I really need to talk to him..."
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After spending a whole afternoon next to Winford, Hal decided the Feloid definitely had a peculiar smell. But then, he hadn't spent so many hours with him up until now, researching Mr. H. No matter how much he applied himself, Hal was a simple user of the meganet and knew no tricks to go beyond the official places, but Winford was definitely good.

Hal took notes as they classified the thefts and studied the items that had vanished. Then Winford found news of the Manuscript Collector who had paid thieves to find him manuscripts all over the galaxy thirty years before Mr. H. Looking for other thefts, they found at least another couple of thieves who had become famous, but eventually had been caught.

"You wanna be a thief?" Winford asked, stretching his limbs as their stomachs grumbled. It was time to eat something while they pondered the next move.

"I don't know," Hal answered as they headed out of Winford's cramped apartment. The Feloid had a similar living space to Hal's but he had filled it with computer stuff, so even the apartment smelled different with all that machinery. "Do you have a role model?"

Winford pondered his reply, as usual. "I think we all do. Have someone we want to be like when we grow up. For many it's a parent or a celebrity. I'm only twenty-five, but growing up I heard wonders about Imperial Prince Kol-ian Vaurabi's hacking skills, so I chose to follow that path."

Hal nodded, thoughtful, as they headed for a nearby fast-food restaurant. He had tried to be a singer, an entertainer, a celebrity. Hadn't worked. He'd had to go underground and vanish on Friport. He now felt quite excited at the thought of finding his biological father. He might have found his role model at last.

"You don't seem very skilled with programming, though, so I suggest you find a different path," Winford continued as they reached the fast-food restaurant's door. "What do you like to do, besides following Fero's orders? Do you think you'd enjoy the chase like a bounty hunter? Would you like to learn to be a mercenary? An assassin? There are plenty of possibilities even here on Friport, but of course, you need to choose."

"I'll sleep on it," Hal said with a sigh. Indeed there were many paths and he wasn't sure which one he wanted to follow after giving up chasing stardom.

They sat at their usual table and ordered their meal through a tablet. The fast food restaurant's menu focused on meat, and the food was fairly-priced. Recently, healthier options had been added to the menu, although fresh produce was impossible to find on Friport. Also, it had faced a lawsuit over one of the business's mascot characters, which some had deemed offensive.

Winford talked about his own role models – his Humanoid father had never been one of them – and Hal listened while pondering his options. But by the end of the meal, he didn't have a clearer idea, except he wanted to find Mr. H.

"How do I figure out where he's going to hit next?" he asked Winford as they slowly headed back to their apartment building.

"I'll run a couple of simulations tonight," Winford answered. "I'll send them to you and you can figure it out in the morning."
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Hal woke up to a list of places where Mr. H could show up. An interesting batch of planets all over the place. Except Hal didn't have a starship to get there quickly. Of course he could use commercial flights, but he had to get off Friport first.

Hal sighed and showered as he pondered. Winford couldn't help him more than he already had. He could tag along with Fero, but she had sounded uninterested in the chase. She said the GP didn't pay enough to bother.

What might look like a ton of money to him was obviously not enough for many others. Still, there were probably already a few people out there hunting, and if he wanted to reach the man who had vanished on his mother twenty years ago before everybody else, he'd better get moving.

He put on his favorite black shirt and black leather pants, dropped a few items in a backpack and headed for the spaceport. Again up that elevator to the main sector and down the streets to the docks and shipyards in the controlled atmosphere.

He looked around for an Imperial Disk, but saw none. If only he'd known someone who might look like his biological father had been on Friport all this time... not that he'd gone to the spaceport often, since he'd arrived. This spaceport was so enclosed, that there was no way to see the stars, and starship maneuvers were done through tunnels and sealed passages, totally invisible to the naked eye.

"Hey, gorgeous, looking for a starship again?" The male voice startled him, but he recognized immediately who it was. Graldy Belley, the pilot who had brought him here two years ago. He put on a mask of impassiveness before turning to face the man he had avoided since – for the first time without his mentor by his side.

Graldy was short and willowy, with tangled copper hair and green eyes. He wore a utility jumpsuit and carried a needlegun. Graldy was sharp-tongued and perverted, but Fero had kept him at bay. He had never kept his admiration for Hal to himself, though. And Hal saw the usual lust in those green eyes that seemed to undress him slowly.

"Hi, Graldy, no, I'm not looking for a ship," he lied through his teeth. "I already have passage, but I was waiting for someone."

"Fero is never going to loosen the leash on you, is she?" Graldy scoffed. "Well, you both know where to find me if you need me." And with a last lecherous stare, Graldy left.

Hal exhaled in relief. He'd rather be stuck on Friport than travel with Graldy
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