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            HAPPY BIRTHDAY!

          

        

      

    

    
      “Happy Birthday to you—” The crew is gathered in the Ghost’s lounge, around the tiny kitchenette table. “Happy Birthday, dear Wil⁠—”

      Wil waves his hands. “Okay! We’re good.” The song dies down.

      Gabe tilts his head to one side. His yellow optic sensors brightening. “Was our rendition of your birth song inadequate, Captain?”

      “Birth song? No, that’s not— You know what, never mind. Let’s eat! This cake looks… well, delicious.” Wil squints at the what-appears-to-be-chocolate cake in front of him. He gives Bennie some side-eye. “Plus, Bennie can’t sing.”

      The Brailack hacker affects a stricken look. “I’ll have you know my voice is quite lovely, by Brailack standards.” None of the crew makes eye contact with him.

      “I hope you like it. It wasn’t easy finding analogs to all the ingredients,” Zephyr offers, handing Wil a very military-looking knife. “Especially when I didn’t know what most of the ingredients were.”

      Wil turns the razor-sharp blade over and examines it, before plunging it into the cake. He cuts a slice for everyone, except Gabe. Since getting a new body on the dreadnaught Siege Perilous, the droid has made it known that his new mouth is purely ornamental.

      Without waiting, Bennie takes a huge bite of his slice. “This is good!”

      Wil tuts, then takes a forkful of his own cake. He chews, then stops, then chews a bit more. Everyone is looking at him.

      “Wil, do humans turn red at will?” Zephyr asks, concern on her face, the blue tinted skin on her face darkening slightly.

      Wil snatches his bottle of water, gulping down half of it. In between coughs, he asks, “What—” He takes another drink, then manages: “What is this?” He points frantically at the cake.

      “Cake?” Maxim offers, looking from Wil to Zephyr. His bright green eyes sparkling as he stares at the dessert.

      “I take it one of the analogs I used for an ingredient was incorrect?” Zephyr asks, taking a bite of her own slice of cake. She makes a satisfactory-sounding noise.

      Wil coughs again, pushing his plate toward the center of the table where Bennie snatches it, placing it on top of his empty plate. Wil looks at him incredulously. “How can you eat that?”

      Bennie wipes his mouth on the back of his hand. “Uh, because it’s delicious?”

      Wil looks at Zephyr. “Sorry Zee, no offense, but a bit off the mark. I appreciate the effort, though.”

      She nods, lifting another forkful of cake to her mouth. “None taken. What precisely was off, if I can ask?”

      Wil eyes her fork, then the platter with the remains of the cake on it. “Well, first of all, birthday cakes aren’t spicy. Nor are they,” he pauses, trying to find the right words. “Was there meat in it?”

      Zephyr nods. “Ah, I see. I wasn’t sure what ‘vanilla’ was—” she uses air quotes, “So I used ploth.”

      “Ploth?” Wil says, both a question and a statement. “That would explain it. Isn’t ploth a fat-extract type thing? I didn’t even know we had any of it onboard.”

      “I picked it up in a market on Trau. And yeah, it’s a rendered animal fat.” Zephyr looks at Wil, then Maxim, who is happily taking a second slice of the cake. The big man just shrugs.

      “And the spice?” Wil presses.

      Zephyr taps a finger to her chin, thinking, “Oh, I used grombo eggs,” At Wil’s blank stare she continues, “They’re known to be spicy to some species.”

      Wil shudders again. “Yup, definitely going to have to put together a translation matrix if you all are going to try making any more Earth dishes. But let’s move on.” He rubs his hands together. “Present time!”

      “I don’t understand this holiday,” Bennie says, passing over a small package. “You celebrate your birth, but not your name day?”

      “Name Day? We name our babies the moment they’re born,” Wil says. “I mean, some parents are indecisive and it might take a few days, but the baby always goes home with a name.”

      The Brailack looks stricken. “What happens if one sibling eats another? You’ve wasted time naming it.”

      Wil stares at Bennie for a full minute, unblinking. “Dude, I never want to know any more about your life or your planet.” As he unwraps the present, he mumbles, “Freak show.” He lifts the lid off the small box, revealing… “A computer chip?”

      Bennie nods. “Yeah. I was watching that movie you like.” He snaps his fingers, as he thinks “…Avengers! Avengers is the one. Anyway, that guy with the fancy armor that talks, he inspired me. I couldn’t improve the ship’s personality,” Everyone nods in agreement, “but I checked out the specs on your armor. This will give you a basic AI. Oh, and that fifth Avengers movie, it was really dark.”

      Wil nods. “Yeah, it wasn’t as good as anyone hoped.” He turns the chip over in his hand. “Thanks man, I can’t wait to try it.”
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            IT’S NOT A DOLL

          

        

      

    

    
      Maxim leans across the table. “Not sure we can top that, but here.” He slides a package over to Wil, bigger than the one Bennie offered. Wil picks it up, shakes it, tilts it side to side. “What are you doing?” the big Palorian asks.

      “Trying to guess what’s inside,” Wil grins. “That’s not a thing people do?”

      Zephyr chuckles. “No, they usually just open them.”

      “Sounds boring, but okay.” Wil lifts the top of the box. “A... doll?” He lifts out what looks like an eight-inch blue bear, leaning as if looking into a window.

      Zephyr takes the bear-thing from Wil, holding it up. “It’s Kel.” Maxim is also smiling.

      Wil blinks. “Is Kel a popular character on Palor? Maybe a kid’s show host, or smarmy criminal defense lawyer?” He takes the figurine back and turns it over, inspecting it from all angles.

      “Kel is a totem of good fortune,” Maxim replies. “Palorian pilots keep him in the cockpit or bridge of their ship. “

      Wil looks up. “Oh, well that’s cool! Kinda like my hula girl from my pod.” He looks down at Kel. “I wonder what happened to her...”

      Maxim and Zephyr exchange a look, then shrug in unison.

      Gabe hands Wil a clean white envelope. “Happy birthdate, Captain.”

      Wil smiles. “Thanks, buddy.” He opens the envelope and removes a single sheet of paper. He stares at it for a bit until Bennie finally can’t take it.

      “Well? What is it?”

      “It’s—If I’m reading this right, it’s a free and clear ownership record for the Ghost… well, for the Reaper.” He looks up at Gabe, who is smiling, or at least doing something close to it. Thanks to his run-in with the Siege Perilous, the new body can do a lot of things the old one couldn’t. Things like moving his mouth into shapes like smiles, and frowns.

      “How?!” Wil asks.

      “During our recent trip to Xor-flaf for the Farsight Corporation, I was able to use my newfound abilities to access the GC starship registration database. You had mentioned that Bennie changed the registration data for you, to enable to you hide. I have cleaned the records, since I assume hiding is no longer needed.”

      Wil is beaming. “Thanks buddy, I really appreciate that! I hadn’t given it much thought, but this,” he holds up the paper, “well, it certainly makes doing legitimate business easier.”

      “Because we do so much of that,” Bennie quips.

      Just as Wil is about to punch Bennie in the shoulder, the computer announces: “Incoming priority communication for Ben-Ari Vulvo.” Everyone looks first at one another, then all eyes settle on Bennie.

      He shrugs, then looks toward the ceiling. “Computer, send communication to my PADD.”

      “Acknowledged,” the ship replies.

      “Why does he look up at the ceiling?” Maxim asks, as Bennie lifts a PADD off the seat next to him.

      Zephyr shrugs. “It’s a Wil thing.”

      “Hey!” Wil says, leaning over Bennie’s shoulder. “Who’s that?”

      Bennie turns away, blocking Wil’s view. “My mom, krebnack.” Bennie keeps listening to the message, then puts his PADD down and calmly gets up. “We have to go to Brai.”

      “What’s up?” Wil asks, scooting out from the table to follow Bennie, who is already heading to the bridge. The others follow suit.

      “Someone has kidnapped one of my sisters.”

      “I didn’t think you and your family were close,” Maxim says. “I didn’t think any Brailack was close with their brood mates or parents.”

      Bennie shrugs as he enters the bridge.  “Generally, that’s true, and for the most part I haven’t thought of my folks or my brothers and sisters in years. But when stuff like this happens, it brings everyone together. Kidnappings aren’t that uncommon really. It’s an easy way for those with less useful skills to get by in life. I guess this is different, though.” He plops down into his seat, taps some commands into his console, then looks at Wil. “Sending you coordinates.”

      Wil sits down and taps his own console, acknowledging the coordinates, and automatically starting to move the ship into position for the jump to FTL. “So why’s this different? If it happens all the time, I mean?”

      Bennie looks over. “I wasn’t clear. It happens to less wealthy families all the time. This is the first time one of my family has been kidnapped, which says something about the kidnappers.”
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            NEWSCAST

          

        

      

    

    
      “Good evening. I’m Mon-El Furash—”

      “And I’m Gulbar’ Te—” a lanky Burzzad adds, from the seat next to her.

      “… and this is GNO News Time,” Mon-El finishes. “The Peacekeepers have announced that they have identified the origin of the mysterious vessel known as the Intruder. They have not been especially forthcoming with details, but they assure us that they have dispatched a fleet to act as an early warning system.”

      “According to the Peacekeepers’ statement,” Gulbar’ Te chimes in, “the early warning fleet will be constructing a long-range array, similar to Borrolo but even more specialized.” The Burzzad newscaster smiles, his mouthful of perfectly flat teeth showing. “Peacekeeper Command assures us that the location from which the Intruder came is quite distant and poses no threat to the citizens of the GC.”

      Mon-El nods. “That’s certainly reassuring, as the sudden appearance of the ship—combined with the destructive power it clearly exhibited—has been quite terrifying.” She shudders. “On the positive side, polls show that a majority of the population of the GC overwhelmingly supports the Peacekeepers in this effort to safeguard against threats such that posed by the Intruder.” She shakes her head. “Just imagine if there were hundreds of vessels like that one.”
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            CONTRABAND

          

        

      

    

    
      “Wil, long range sensors just picked up a Peacekeeper corvette,” Zephyr announces, from her station. Turning to glance up, she adds, “Looks like it’s an interdiction patrol.”

      “Oh yeah,” Bennie says. “They patrol the entire sector.”

      Wil turns to his Brailack hacker, scowling. “That coulda been useful information—you know, earlier.”

      Bennie looks at Zephyr, as Wil runs from the bridge. “What’s up his butt?”

      She shakes her head. “One, I think you actually used that one right. Two, beats me.” She turns back to her station, then makes to get up. “I’ll see what’s up.”

      Bennie hops down from his chair, waving her off. “No, no. You keep them busy. I’ll see what Captain weirdo is doing.”
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        * * *

      

      “Wil!” Bennie shouts as he enters the crew lounge. It’s empty. “Where are you!? Computer, where is the Captain?”

      From the overhead speakers, the same voice that greeted Zephyr and Maxim aboard the Ghost not that long ago replies, “The Captain is in his quarters.” Bennie hurries into the corridor.

      Banging on the door to Wil’s quarters, he shouts, “Hey! What are you doing?”

      The door slides open and Wil waves Bennie in. “Come help me!” Next to the bed are what look like two dozen fist-sized blue crystals.

      Bennie points. “Is that…?”

      “Trillorium? Yup, lots of it.” Wil holds up one of the crystals.

      Bennie walks over to the pile. “Sweet boneless zipzap,” he whispers, taking in the dozens of crystals, “Where, how⁠—”

      “Does that matter?” Wil interrupts.

      “I mean, yeah, it kinda does.” Bennie looks his friend in the eyes. “These are... blood.” He shudders. “And worth a fortune.”

      “I know what Trillorium is,” Wil growls.

      Bennie is still looking at him. “Then you know they’re incredibly illegal, right?”

      In answer, Wil only points to a medium-sized cargo container, which is already a quarter full of the crystals. Bennie kneels, taking the crystal Wil is holding out and placing it inside. Each time he turns to take a crystal from Wil, the captain makes awkward eye contact.

      “Look, I’m not trying to sell them or anything like that,” Wil says at last. “I’ve had these for years. Once I knew what they were, I took them from Xarrix and just tossed them in this hiding place.” He hands Bennie another crystal. “He’d hired me to transport a bunch of stuff for him, stuff he’d stolen from somebody—some warlord somewhere. I was being nosy during the trip, checking to see what he had in the crates, when I came across these.”

      He holds one up, looking at it in the light, before handing it to Bennie.

      “When I saw them, I had to look up what they were. The crystalized blood of the indigenous beings of the planet Tril. Blood diamonds taken to a horrible galactic extreme. Enormous energy transfer capabilities—double that of most superconductor cables. And they can store potential energy better than most batteries.”

      “Sounds about right,” Bennie says.

      “The moment I knew where they came from, I knew Xarrix couldn’t get his scaly hands on them.” Wil passes Bennie the last crystal. “Come on, let’s take these to the hold.”

      Bennie holds open the door for Wil, as he awkwardly hauls the cargo box through. “Why were they under your bed?”

      “I dunno. At the time I didn’t think much about it—it was only me aboard the ship. By the time you all joined me, I’d forgotten about them, for the most part.” He glances down at the Brailack hacker beside him. “I’m kinda surprised you didn’t find them, all the times you’ve snooped in my room.”

      Bennie tuts. “Gross. Like I’d look under your bed.”

      Wil just shakes his head and continues through the lounge to the hatch leading down into the cargo bay.

      When they get to a corner of the hold that looks no different from the other three, Wil sets the crate down. Bennie watches with interest. Wil reaches down and presses against a floor panel, first in one section, then another. A series of clicks come from the deck plating, then a panel pops up. Wil slides it away.

      Bennie stares, eyes bugging out a little. “What the wurrin is that? A smugglers’ hold?”

      Wil looks up from the now wide-open hole in the deck. “What—this? This hole in the floor you didn’t know existed? What makes you think it’s a smugglers’ hold?” He tuts, dropping down inside the hole, which is nearly a meter deep and two wide. He gestures for Bennie to slide the crate of Trillorium crystals over.

      “We’d be rich if you sold them, you know,” Bennie mutters.

      Wil reaches for the hacker, but misses by an inch as Bennie dodges. Instead, he settles for hurling a crystal at the irritating Brailack, who dodges again—just barely. Bennie squeaks, tripping over his own feet, landing with a thud. He scrabbles instantly for the blue crystal. “Careful! This could explode!”

      Wil hops out of the smugglers’ hold and grabs the crystal he just lobbed at Bennie, tossing it into the hold. “They require a tremendous amount of energy to break them. Remember, I looked them up.” He slides the floor panel back into place, unseen latches click, securing it in place.

      Bennie sits up, gesturing to the sealed hold. “You know, that could be useful later…”

      “No touchy,” Wil says, pointing to the now impossible-to-see compartment. “Seriously, touch it, and I’ll float you, without a spacesuit.”

      Bennie makes a face. “Okay, jeez.” The small hacker looks at the floor panel wistfully, “How’d the Ankarrans not find this when they helped repair the Ghost on Harrith Prime? Or your under the bed hiding place for that matter?”

      Wil shrugs, “Luck I think, for the most part. With Ankarrans it’s hard to tell, they may well have found them and just not cared.”

      “True, they’re weird.”
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            JUST A ROUTINE STOP

          

        

      

    

    
      As Will and Bennie enter the bridge, Maxim looks up from his station. “What were you two doing?”

      Bennie opens his mouth and is shoved into his own station by Wil.

      “Nothing,” Wil says. “Don’t worry about it. What’re the space cops doing?”

      Maxim looks at Zephyr, who shrugs. He turns back to Wil. “They’re pulling alongside now, actually.”

      Wil grunts, falling into his seat. “Great.”

      Zephyr is tapping her console. “We should establish a protocol for letting everyone know which transponder we are flying under. I took the call from the Peacekeepers and it caught me by surprise when they called us the ‘Event Horizon.’” She puts air quotes around the new name.

      Wil shudders. “Still gives me nightmares. I’d forgotten that was the ident I picked for the Ghost.” The Ghost is equipped with a very illegal mod to it’s transponder, allowing the crew to change the name and registration data of the ship on the fly. “So, how’s this whole getting-pulled-over thing work?”

      Zephyr stares at him a moment. “Surely you’ve been boarded before?”

      “Don’t call me Shirley. And no actually, I haven’t.” Wil snorts at the joke only he gets.

      Zephyr quirks an eyebrow. “How is that possible? Peacekeeper patrols are in most major star systems. They’re as ubiquitous as… well,” she thinks about it, “grum in drenhole bars.”

      “And how many major star systems have we visited since you all came aboard?” Wil asks, his own eyebrows raising.

      Zephyr pauses, thinking. Her face scrunches a little. “Well, dren, I hadn’t thought about it. We really do lurk in the crappy parts of the GC.”

      Wil nods. “Yeah, I tend to shy away from places where—no offense—your people and their warships congregate.”

      Bennie lets out a high-pitched laugh. “Your people!”

      Maxim scowls at the Brailack from across the bridge. “What do you mean, ‘your people?’”

      Wil raises both hands, a palm facing Bennie and Maxim each. “Anyway, back on topic. What’s one of these traffic stops like?”

      Watching the exchange, Zephyr answers: “They’re pretty routine really. An inspection team will come aboard, usually a mid-level centurion and a squad of enforcers. They’ll scan the ship from inside and out, look under things and inside cargo crates. “

      Bennie tuts. “Don’t forget how the mood of the Centurion in charge determines how much of the ship they’ll toss.”

      Zephyr scowls. “That’s not⁠—”

      Bennie holds a hand up to silence the much taller Palorian woman. “Talk to the hand, sister.”

      Wil gasps, then starts laughing. Zephyr turns a deep shade of purple, while Maxim tries his best to stifle a laugh, fails, then lets loose a roaring belly-laugh that makes everyone turn to look at him. He looks back at them all. “What? That was funny.”

      Wil catches his breath. “No argument here.” He looks at Maxim. “So. Can we bribe ‘em?”

      “Why are you asking me?”

      Wil shrugs. “I dunno, I mean... you’re a Peacekeeper⁠—”

      “Ex-Peacekeeper,” Zephyr corrects.

      “Fine. Ex-Peacekeeper. Didn’t you ever do these patrols?”

      “Well yes,” Maxim says, “but never as lead Centurion.” He looks over to Zephyr who shakes her head. “We were both low-level troops. We didn’t get our rank until we moved to the Intelligence Directorate.” After being framed, and now cleared of all charges, Maxim still prefers to clarify his employment status with the Peacekeepers. It’s easy to confuse for most, as Palorians by and large are Peacekeepers, in fact no other race serves in the GC military.

      Bennie chimes in: “You know you could use one of your Tri—Hey!” He ducks as the Kel figurine is hurled across the bridge, nearly hitting him in the face.

      “The what?” Maxim asks. “Also, that wasn’t cheap, Wil. If you don’t like it, we can return it.”

      Before anyone can say anything else, a chime comes from the overhead speakers and the ship announces: “Peacekeeper vessel is in position for boarding tube connection.”

      Wil turns his head to the ceiling. “Gabe, meet us at the—” He looks at Zephyr.

      “Starboard.”

      “—the starboard airlock, please.”

      “On my way, Captain.”

      Wil takes a deep breath, letting it out in a rush. “Okay, let’s get this dog and pony show started.”

      As Maxim and Zephyr follow him out of the bridge, Maxim asks, “What’s a pony?”

      Zephyr shrugs. “What’s a dog?”

      Wil looks over his shoulder. “And you, put my action figure back where it belongs.”

      Bennie makes an obscene gesture as the bridge hatch closes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          
          

          
            ANYTHING TO DECLARE?

          

        

      

    

    
      With a hiss the airlock hatch opens, parting down the middle, each half sliding away. On the other side stand seven Peacekeepers, tactical armor and all. The one in front has several markings that stand out from the others.

      Guess that one is in charge, Wil thinks. He bows, spreading his arms out in front of him. “Welcome aboard the Event Horizon.”

      Zephyr leans over and whispers, “What are you doing?”

      Wil straightens, looking at her out of the corner of his eye. “Nothing. What? Shut up.” He turns back to the Peacekeepers. “So yeah, hi.”

      The lead Peacekeeper inclines his, or her head. “Permission to come aboard?” Asks a modulated voice, designed to make all Peacekeepers sound the same.

      Wil nods. “Granted.” He steps to the side, making room for the Peacekeeper procession to enter.

      The leader turns after the other six have entered, raising her—or his—face shield. Her, definitely a her, Wil decides, watching her walk across the threshold of the airlock, Guys aren’t that graceful.

      “I am Centurion Turin, I’ll be leading the inspection detail of your ship, Captain...”

      Wil nods. “Fishburne, Laurence Fishburne.” He gestures to the others. “These are some of my crew—” He points to Maxim, “Leroy Jenkins,” then Zephyr, “Marsha Brady,” then Gabe, “See Threepio.” Even after the Harrith Incident Wil still prefers to keep the Ghost and crew under the radar as much as possible. There’s no specific need for the false identities, but its fun, and habit.

      The Peacekeeper Centurion frowns, taking in each member of the crew, until she settled on Max and Zephyr. “Palorians.”

      Zephyr answers for them both. “We are, thanks for noticing.” She scowls a little for effect.

      “Birth defect,” Maxim adds, pointing to Zephyr’s mid section. “She couldn’t serve.”

      Turin nods, then looks up at Maxim. “And you?”

      The big Palorian turns away, affecting embarrassment. “Discharged, wounded in action, combat trauma.”

      Turin turns to Wil. “Quite the band of misfits you have here, Captain Fishburne. Is this it?”

      Wil shakes his head once. “There’s a Brailack on the bridge.”

      The Peacekeeper officer shudders. “Brailack.” She says it like a curse. “Very well, we’ll get started.” She turns to her crew. “You three head aft and work forward. Start in the cargo hold.” She gestures to the remaining three. “You, start at the bridge.”

      Wil looks up at Gabe. “Can you escort team two to the cargo bay?”

      “Of course.” The tall droid gestures politely. “This way, please.”

      As the Peacekeeper boarding party splits up, Wil and the crew fall into step with Centurion Turin and her team. She turns to Wil. “What are you? Multonae?” She looks Wil up and down.

      “Human,” he offers, opening the bridge hatch. “Don’t worry, I’m the only one.” He smiles.

      “You’re not supposed to be able to leave your system—” she says, then is distracted by Bennie’s station. She runs a finger along one of the displays he’s attached to the bulkhead, revealing something sticky looking on the finger of her glove, “This is disgusting.”

      Before Wil can say anything, Bennie pops out from under his console. “Screw you! This station is perfect!” Four pulse rifles snap up and are aiming at him. “I mean—” he starts.

      “This is Tyrion.” Wil says, stepping between the about-to-be-shot Brailack and the Peacekeepers. “He’s a drennog.”

      Turin motions for her troops to lower their weapons. She walks to the opposite side of the bridge, looking at Maxim’s console. “Weapons?”

      Maxim activates his console. “The Gh—um, Event Horizon, is as you can see an Ankarran Raptor.” He glances at Wil, his expression showing his annoyance at the fake identity.

      Turin nods. “They’re fine ships, even when not maintained properly.” She looks askance at Wil. “I served on one briefly.”

      Wil gives a fixed smile, turning towards the bridge hatch. “Shall we continue the tour?” He looks at Maxim. “Leroy, can you hold down the fort?”

      The burly ex-Peacekeeper nods. “Of course.”

      Wil and Zephyr escort the boarding party out of the bridge, just in time for them to hear Bennie say before the hatch closes, “Why can’t I be in charge?”
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      “This is the crew lounge,” Gabe explains, as he and the Peacekeepers enter from the long passage that connects the forward section of the ship to the larger main body.

      The troopers make a circuit through the lounge, lifting cushions, opening cupboards. One turns to Gabe. “This looks fine. We’ll move to the cargo hold now.”

      Gabe inclines his head toward the hatch. “That way.”

      “We’re familiar with the layout.” As a unit, the three troopers move on. Gabe follows. As he enters the cargo hold, the three troopers are descending the stairwell to the lower level, one holding a handheld scanner. “What’s in the crates?” he asks, pointing to the few crates left in the largely empty space. Opposite them is the small sparring and workout area Maxim and Zephyr make use of.

      “One moment, while I check the manifests.” Gabe accesses the ship’s computer and searches the logs. The Ghost recently made a delivery on Fury, so the hold is empty of paid cargo. He gestures toward a large crate in the corner of the hold. “That one is listed as Captain’s stuff, don’t touch.” He gestures to a smaller crate. “That is self-sealing stem bolts.”

      One of the troopers taps the display on the crate. “Confirmed.”

      Another is standing next to the larger crate. “We should look inside this one.”

      Gabe nods. “Very well.” He places his hand on the control panel, accessing the crate’s locking mechanism and hacking it. The lid pops open with a hiss.

      “What is all this dren?” the trooper asks, looking inside the crate.

      Gabe leans over the top of the crate, peering inside. “I understand they call those Red Vines.”

      “What are they?” Another trooper comes over and looks inside. He lifts a round container up, turning it over. It is full of six-inch-long red tubes.

      “They are a snack food,” Gabe replies.

      “Good?” one of the Peacekeepers asks.

      “The Captain thinks so.” Gabe reaches over and plucks the container from the troopers’ hand, placing it back in the crate. “I believe the contents of this crate are all items from the Captain’s home world.” He reaches over to replace the lid.

      The third trooper, who has until now remained quiet, is in the opposite corner of the hold. “I’m getting a weird reading over here.”

      Gabe and the other two Peacekeepers join him. “So, what’s over here?” one asks.

      Gabe shrugs and looks around. This movement is entirely for show—his sensors have already swept the entire cargo hold. “I do not see anything.” He looks at the floor. “I have access to the ship’s computer, there is nothing here.” He turns back to the first trooper. “What is it you detect?”

      The trooper turns his scanner around so that Gabe and his colleagues can see the screen. “Not real sure. The readers are… weird.”

      “I can ask the Captain, if you’d like. However, according to the ship’s internal sensors, what you are likely detecting are several power conduits that power the sub-light engines. One appears to have a phase imbalance.” Gabe gestures to the deck plating to his left. “It runs through here.”

      One of the troopers looks at their own scanner, then to Gabe. “That’s probably it. Let’s move on to engineering.”

      Gabe tilts his head. “Please follow me. I think you will find the engineering space impressive.”

      “You’re a Peacekeeper engineering bot, so I’d expect nothing less,” the third trooper says.

      Gabe grimaces, but says nothing, closing the hatch to the cargo hold behind him.
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