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      Distant Ties

      

      Hey, I’m Rogue, Captain of the Daring Dream. Our existence is ruled by one thing: the climb. Sure, there are financial and personal tensions aboard, but almost everyone could say that they were most focused on working to enrich the ship so it and we could improve. As usual, I’m starting this record with events that test me and my crew the most. Well, there are some other bits that are worth sharing along the way, but they contribute to a picture of how we evolved in good and bad times.

      There’s a recording from the Daring Dream’s communications system that will catch you up on what’s going on as well as I ever could, so instead of giving you a long introduction, I’ll let you see it yourself.

      

      Human Galactic Calendar 999/9/12/09:05 Local Galaxy [Milky Way] Time

      Location: Trans-Dimensional Space, in transit to Tabrus.

      Sensor Feed: Cockpit Interior

      Watch Person: Mimi, Communications Lead

      

      Mimi, the only Kawaii Cat known to have a full time job aboard a fighting ship, was stretched out on her station. It was a specially designed bed on the copilot’s side of the Daring Dream’s main control console with two trackballs, a touch screen and a pair of holographic projectors built in. The tip of her tail twitched a little as she kept an eye on the ship’s systems. Everything was running properly, and the Daring Dream was on track to arrive near Tabrus in one hour and twenty-seven minutes.

      A notification indicating that there was a call coming in made her sit up. She groomed her chest with a few quick licks, making sure that the fur she may have mussed while she was lounging was straight, and batted her touch screen. The encryption details came up, she scrolled to the appropriate communications key and accepted the call. “Ashley!”

      The dark haired, dark eyed woman’s face appeared holographically, life-sized. When she smiled, it was like her whole face got into the act. “Mimi! My favourite comms officer!”

      “I’m guessing you’re TD? Or, did you find one of those stretches of space where we can connect to the whole Stellarnet?” Mimi asked.

      “Yup, I’m in trans-dimensional space. I can’t say which ship or where we’re going, but I thought I’d give you a shout and see how things are going, you know, just in case you’re stuck out here with no access to the Stellarnet too,” she said. Her lisp always came back a little more when she was relaxed or tired.

      “I miss the Stellarnet,” Mimi sighed. “Good thing the Quad Drives speed travel up, otherwise I don’t think it would be worth it. How are you?”

      “Good. The Order are pulling ground troops off Messar. The whole continent will be clear soon,” she replied.

      “Messar, Messar, I’ve heard of it, but…” Mimi asked.

      “The second largest continent on Rodus,” Ashley said. “Samurai Squadron has been striking their bases for a couple of weeks, no one else has been helping out, so everyone’s pretty happy we’re done there.”

      “Congratulations, fewer Order people on Rodus means they’ll be less invested in staying. Maybe you can shove them all the way out of the Rose System soon,” Mimi said.

      “Exactly. The Order is kinda freaking out now, so we’re pretty sure they’ll really be attacking the Bitter End soon. You’ll probably get a more official warning to stay away, but I wanted to make sure you knew,” Ashley said.

      “They’ve been saying that for weeks,” Mimi said, rolling her eyes.

      “I can’t tell you how we know exactly, but the threat is more real now. Everyone is working hard to wrap up our short term missions so we can be ready. Just make sure everyone there knows not to go, okay?”

      “I will, but we’ve only been back twice. Once with the Triton and then to deliver a shipment of heavy metals. Last time I didn’t even get to go to the Lobby,” Mimi said.

      “Well, I’ll make sure we meet up after we fight the Order off. I’ll save you and Rogue a seat, I can’t wait to meet in person,” Ashley said.

      “Me neither. So, are there preparations? Is the wedding happening already? I’d like to meet before then,” Mimi insisted.

      “I can’t really talk about that, sorry, sweetie,” Ashley said with a little smile.

      For months the wedding between her and Minh-Chu “Ronin” Bu, Samurai Squadron’s Wing Commander, had been put off. It was supposed to be a double wedding with Jacob Valent and Ayan Anderson, but Ayan had been in hiding since an assassination attempt was nearly successful. “Aw, okay. Wait, I’ve seen Ayan and her daughter on Hart News. They were at a ground breaking ceremony on Planet Unity a couple days ago.”

      “I don’t know anything about that,” Ashley replied with an exaggerated open eyed, almost slack-jawed look. She was an expert at playing dumb. Maybe I related to her so much because we were both underestimated regularly only she was a little better at using it to her advantage.

      “Fine, don’t tell me. Have you seen the Old Man around?” Mimi asked.

      “Jake’s doing super well, working hard, handling a lot of things at once. How are your people doing?” Ashley asked.

      “You just want dirt on Rogue and Duncan,” Mimi teased.

      “Fine, gimmie details, what’s the scuttlebutt?” Ashley asked.

      “There is no dirt.” Mimi sighed. “They get along well, you know, joking around a bit, talking about the ship, targets, jobs, you know, the important stuff. Sometimes little stuff, but I don’t think they’ve even seen the inside of each others’ quarters. So boring.”

      “But what aren’t they saying? Have there been any long, quiet looks? Do they, you know, watch each other?” Ashley asked, wiggling her eyebrows.

      “Well, yeah. Duncan always pays attention when she comes into a room. Rogue looks at him longer than she does anyone else, which is weird, because some of her sensors can see in all directions at once. She could just watch him all the time,” Mimi replied impatiently.

      “But her eyes can’t, right? Maybe she likes seeing him like a human does,” Ashley suggested.

      “Oh, that makes sense. Well, my point is, everyone knows they’re circling each other, but they’re such pros that they won’t take the leap. I guess it’s better that way, less distraction, but you and Minh-Chu have been together for years, and that works,” Mimi said.

      “True, but we work at it and I’ve always dated aboard. I think Minh-Chu likes the buddy system too, so if we weren’t together, he’d probably be joined at the hip with someone else. I think it would be another fighter pilot, a best friend kinda thing,” Ashley mused.

      “Boring,” Mimi said as she started a yawn.

      “Well, it sounds like Rogue and Duncan are doing things their way, and it’s working. I’m happy for them,” Ashley said.

      “But secretly shipping them, right?” Mimi asked.

      “Of course. It sounds like they’re made for each other,” Ashley replied. “How’s she doing though? Outside of all that?”

      “Good, she’s much nicer now, changing again. I mean, I love that she seems more, you know, present, and better with people, especially me, but she’s always evolving somehow. It’s exhausting. She’s all focused again today though. So, nice, but focused, not really taking the time to hang out and nap. I’m a little worried, she only gets this quiet and intense before big danger. Then she gets hurt, regenerates stuff like new, but I know there’s more damage.” Mimi settled down, lowering herself until her chin was resting on her forepaws. “She remembers the people who hurt her, what she does to them, what it felt like to get really mad, and I know she thinks about it for a long time after her outside is fixed.”

      “You know I used to see that happen with Jake. Back on the Samson, when I was his pilot in training, I’d see him come back from some jobs with his head down. People didn’t notice me watching, didn’t really listen to what I had to say about it then, but I knew when he slipped away to his quarters alone. I could see the walls he kept around himself when he was with his crew for a while after the bad jobs, the ones he didn’t want to take, or the personal gigs. I tried to talk to him about it a few times, but back then he didn’t know who he was, and he was looking for his daughter. When I figured that out, I didn’t tell anyone, but I hoped he would have someone to talk to when he found her,” Ashley said.

      “His daughter was Alice, right?” Mimi asked with renewed interest.

      “In so many ways, it’s complicated when you look at too many of the details. I guess what matters is that she felt like his daughter and they fit together that way. Now Alice is changing so much - can’t talk about that - but I hear about Rogue, and between you and me, I’m starting to think that she’s more like him all the time. He used to get angry for a long time too, but he protected most of his crew from it,” Ashley said.

      “Oh, Rogue’s starting to do that. I think that’s part of her focus, there’s a word… I’m… I can’t remember it, but it’s when someone thinks they’re right, but it’s more than…” Mimi struggled.

      “Indignation,” Ashley said, nodding, her lisp flattening the end of the word so it sounded softer - ‘shun.’

      “That’s it,” Mimi said.

      “Maybe it’s the job? What are you after?” Ashley asked.

      “It’s a rescue mission,” Mimi said.

      “Oh? Who are you rescuing?” Ashley asked.

      “Some kids that were taken from the Koji Building, some high-tech place in New Zero where there’s a school or something. Rogue and I did some research and found out that Vasalvod’s behind it. The last time they kidnapped someone they spaced them after taking the ransom. They don’t like doing hand overs, it’s less risky to take cash then give coordinates for the victims. Rogue thinks they kill the captives so there are no witnesses. Most of the crew is excited about the big pile of plat we’ll get, but I’m worried what she’ll be like if we’re not good enough and the kids end up…” Mimi trailed off.

      “I know. She’s good at this, and I hear she had a call with Jake yesterday, so who would have a better chance at this?” Ashley asked.

      “That’s true. If Tabrus law enforcement isn’t gonna do something, then we should. We’re the heroes in this story, after all. Well, maybe not Fersuu. He’s a pretty good general crew guy, but he’s either yelling at Oonaa or avoiding her most of the time. Whenever either one sees the other they smell like they’re about to fight. Well, or something else,” Mimi grumbled.

      “Oh! It’s that kind of thing? Have they, you know…” Ashley asked.

      “I don’t want to talk about it. They’re very loud when they’re fighting and not fighting,” Mimi murmured.

      “Everyone else is getting along?” Ashley asked.

      Mimi perked up. “Yeah, it’s a happy ship most of the time. I think Lat, Perri and Manny are really good friends now, Duncan’s like the older brother they all like, and the new ones are working hard.”

      “Bud and Kerra?” Ashley asked.

      “Yeah, they’re close with each other and they get along with everyone except Fersuu. Oonaa is like their favourite person, now that I think about it. Maybe it’s because all three of them are crazy focused on attacking the Order. They were super excited about the last three bulk transports we hit. Whole cargo trains just cut right off the back of the haulers. We put an Order contractor right out of business,” Mimi said proudly.

      “I heard about that. Wasn’t it more like two and a half trains though?” Ashley asked.

      “Well, yeah, but all three haulers were destroyed, that’s what’s really important to Rogue, and most of the crew. Duncan and Oonaa were long-faced after half of the shipping containers from that first one burned up in Rodus orbit, but we made up for it,” Mimi said.

      “Word’s getting around, you know. Word got out about the freighters you’ve been taking out. The Order is starting to watch for the Daring Dream,” Ashley said.

      “What? Those little things? They’re more like extra-big shuttles. Besides, Rogue’s been letting everyone on those haulers get into escape pods before we blow them up. We’re just scooping bounty money from the Fleet,” Mimi said, pushing the half dozen victories off like they didn’t matter.

      Ashley took her seriously. “They’re a big deal. Those were Order recruits, sympathetic citizens that were trying to get off Rodus so they could work at places like Iora and other Order spots. You create a ripple effect through their whole organisation. The freighters get taken out, workers get delayed, some quit, others get scared before they get off the ground, and the whole transit system slows down a little more every time you blow a ship up.”

      “I know, I was just being humble. We’re awesome, it’s obvious,” Mimi said with a big grin.

      “You’re not just taking those transports out to slow the Order down though, right?” Ashley asked.

      “I can’t answer that, but you’re allowed to guess,” Mimi said, glancing over her shoulder.

      “Rogue’s looking for more sleepers,” Ashley said conspiratorially.

      “I can’t say you’re wrong,” Mimi admitted.

      “Wait, the job you’re on, saving the kids, is that part of it?” Ashley asked.

      “I think this is about Vasalvod. She woke him up. I understand why, but she blames herself for whatever he does. I can’t wait for her to catch him. Between you and me, I think this mission is exciting. We’ll save the kids, I’m sure of that, but I think she’ll get him too, and that’s gonna make her feel so much better.” Mimi let her eagerness show as she shifted on her bed, leaning a little closer to Ashley’s holographic image.

      “All I can see are your nose and eyes, hon,” Ashley said.

      “Oh, sorry.” Mimi backed up a little and sat on her haunches.

      “Better, I can see the whole adorable you again. Well, good hunting. We’re about to emerge into normal space, so say hi to Rogue for me,” Ashley said.

      “Absolutely, and good luck with… whatever secret thing you’re all doing,” Mimi said.

      “See you soon,” Ashley said, ending the call.

      “Sure, you can have the last word. This time,” Mimi said, as though scheming like one of the corny villains from an old spy movie.
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      Guts for Glory

      

      Why am I pacing in front of the forward airlock in full Haven Fleet Heavy Armour? Well, first of all, don’t worry, I didn’t steal the heavy suit from a Haven or Legion soldier. I paid a small fortune for it. I refused to take it off after I got a chance to test a suit in Elise’s Gift Shop, so she had to sell it to me. A brat move, I know, but I loved that suit.

      As I paced around the hardened airlock in the floor of the central cargo hold, I played with the horizontal metal bands covering the whole thing. I was mentally connected, they were like a part of my body, so I flicked them open, tested the emitters in shield mode, then repulser mode, and clapped them shut over and over again.

      I could feel how much ammunition was in my custom Defender Ten. How many shots of each type was simple knowledge to me too, like being aware of how many fingers and toes I had. Becoming more of a biological being didn’t go the way I thought it would. What I used to see in mental screens and readouts in my data brain had become awareness, and that was only the beginning.

      I’ll get back to that first question though. Why was I pacing? Well, I had been keeping an eye open for Vasalvod and the more dangerous escapees from the Lidden Storage complex since they left Warro. When a few sympathetic programs and users online saw that, they started to help. After a couple of weeks an online group called White Light sent me a message that was impossible to trace.

      White Light: One of Captain Vasalvod’s men is commanding the Guts for Glory and has kidnapped children from a New Zero housing complex. The first half of the ransom has been sent. He demands that the second half be provided as real, untraceable platinum. If you recover the children the platinum ingots will be yours. Do whatever you like to the crew and their Captain. Are you interested?

      Me: Why come to me?

      White Light: There’s no time, so I’ll be blunt. You are responsible for Vasalvod and his people. This is a chance to be accountable and we can make this deal through Themis, an organisation we know you’ve earned trust with.

      Me: So the transfer will be handled through Themis?

      White Light: Yes. Another layer of trust and anonymity. If this works out, White Light will trade you knowledge for action and profit in the future. You want to be our friends.

      That had an ominous ring to it, so I couldn’t resist poking at the statement.

      Me: What if this is the first and last time I use one of your tips? What if we don’t become friends?

      White Light: Well. I guess that’s possible. We’ll just leave you alone. No deals, no knowledge, you won’t have our edge in the deep system either. You’ll have to go fumbling across the Stellarnet on your own with your cat. I’m sure you’re doing a search on us now. You won’t find much. We help. We push the good things.

      They were right, I was running a search while we were messaging. The new command and control units on my wrists were nice and powerful with a Haven Node built into each one. I’d made a few upgrades for security and efficiency online too, so I managed to see what they were talking about in seconds. Most of the search results on White Light were short video clips from people in the digital world who thanked them for recovering characters, removing access limitations on medical research data from before the Fourth Fall, and providing free keys to digital access points so people didn’t have to pay tolls to be online.

      That was impressive, sure, but the few thank you statements and news stories that really intrigued me regarded their work in the physical world. I didn’t even know the Order made an appearance in the Sojun System. I’d never even been there, but White Light warned them over a week ahead of their arrival. When the Order ships tried to pull into orbit around Legacy, the only human inhabited world, several old but frighteningly powerful orbital defence satellites took them out after the Order ignored the colonist’s warning.

      White Light were also responsible for rebroadcasting anti-Order propaganda on stations that had been overwhelmed like Gold Haf and the Hester Complex. There was just enough evidence to suggest that they’d helped Order recruits escape when they had second thoughts too, but that would be much harder to prove. Still, there was nothing saying that White Light was anything other than what they claimed to be, the good guys.

      If White Light was willing to work through Themis, who had never betrayed me or any hunter I’d known, then I had to take them seriously, especially if they were dropping Vasalvod’s name. I’d heard so many rumours about him captaining one ship or another that I couldn’t pin him down. If he was kidnapping people, then I had to end him.

      Me: All right, this is a deal. Don’t expect non-lethal measures where Vasalvod is concerned. His death warrant is signed if he’s kidnapping kids.

      White Light: And you’re telling me that because I’ll be partially responsible for you taking him out. We don’t condone it, but you are the help we need. What happens to Vasalvod and his crew is secondary to saving the children. It is a group of twenty-one nine year olds.

      Me: I need to know everything you do.

      White Light: You don’t want to know what the job pays?

      Me: Is there a point to haggling? Let’s not waste time. The sooner I have the data I need, the sooner I can check it out myself and get to work.

      White Light: Of course. Sending you all the data now. Hurry.

      Everything checked out. There was chatter about missing children. It was sparse, the parents were careful not to leak anything important because they didn’t want to spook the kidnappers. Mimi and I confirmed what we could though. There was just enough evidence to suggest that a ship Vasalvod may be commanding went to New Zero and snatched twenty-one children.

      The remaining ransom was half a million platinum. That was low. Maybe the kidnappers were hoping for a quick turnaround instead of a bigger payday. I was able to bribe New Zero Navnet two thousand Tabrus credits through my FiBank account for any sensor sightings of Guts for Glory and saw several.

      They’d set down in the Stonelands section of New Zero for three days of raucous leave, earning a citation for being too loud each evening they were there. It’s really hard to make enough noise to get one of those in a hangar field that goes on for kilometres in every direction, so they must have been really partying. Then they left, parked in orbit until a couple of GoBox shuttles docked. They sent each of them home on autopilot empty. That’s when I suspect they took delivery of their kidnapping victims.

      They left, passing a dormant asteroid mining operation on their way through outer orbit which reported their close course to Tabrus Navnet, which passed that data on to New Zero’s Navnet. An old defence and astronomical phenomenon monitoring satellite on the outer edge of Tabrus’ orbital space spotted them next. The course they were on suggested that they were running without active scanning. Most of their systems were shut down so they would be difficult to find.

      It was a fairly small ship, only sixty-three metres long, an old fast freighter made to protect cargo by holding it inside its hull. Their course suggested that they were slowly moving around Tabrus in orbital space. It was confirmed by the location metadata encoded in the currency transfer when the parents sent the first half of the ransom.

      Thanks to our new quad drives, which were working together to increase our interstellar travel speed, we got there in less than a day. We slipped into the course of the Guts for Glory and went into stealth mode. Any system that didn’t have to be on wasn’t. Every porthole, exhaust system, thruster and emitter that didn’t have to run was shut down. Thruster and electromagnetic baffle systems worked with everything else to reduce our scanner profile. The chances of anything spotting us, especially the basic scanners on the Guts for Glory, were next to nil. The stealth systems aboard the Daring Dream still weren’t up to my standards, but they were good enough to go after the Guts for Glory.

      Now you’re up to speed. We were following the Guts for Glory’s last known course a little faster than them. Duncan was in the upper turret, sweeping for them with the enhanced scanning systems up there. Lat was silently watching me pace, in armour, ready to go. His job was to help out with the hardened airlock and its intrusion systems. He wouldn’t be leaving the ship.

      Every member of the crew had a station, including the newbies. Bud and Kerra, the pair who turned away from the Order, were in the new turrets, brutal rapid firing coil cannons we took from the Supplicant. Perri was in the systems vault, Oonaa was in the original lower turret because she had a lot of practice with its weapon systems, especially the Ripshocks. Her ex boyfriend, Fersuu, was on damage control support, so he nervously waited in the corner of the main cargo bay. Mimi and Manny were in the cockpit, as usual.

      “Any sign of the Guts?” I asked Duncan using our encrypted crew channel. The small central cargo bay had no atmosphere at the time, so my helmet was closed. Since it was built into the suit, I wouldn’t be leaving it behind. My boots held to the deck using millions of microscopic gripper tendrils, grabbing and releasing as I took one step after another because the gravity was off in that compartment.

      “Nay, sweeping quick and careful, like. I’ll spot her if she’s here,” he replied.

      “We’re going to have to signal the ransom delivery. We won’t be able to catch them by surprise,” Lat told me.

      He was in older plate armour, which was actually tougher in a couple of spots, but much less capable overall. I knew he was disappointed that he wouldn’t be going aboard, but I needed him on the ship. When I went through the airlock, he would pull double duty as half the damage control team. He’d also be on standby, ready if I needed him to help with the boarding operation. He didn’t like our plan to look for the Guts for Glory on our own instead of pretending to deliver the other half of the ransom at coordinates that the kidnappers chose. Vasalvod would have that covered. There was a reason why he was using a smaller ship with big thrusters, and it wasn’t just to make a quick getaway. “Did you miss the part about Vasalvod spacing his last victims instead of handing them over?”

      “I’m saying they’re probably already floating,” Lat replied.

      “Vasalvod’s hanging on to them because he’s not a technical genius and he knows it. If the parents ask for proof of life, he won’t try to fake it. It takes real talent to trick authentication software, I’m sure he knows that,” I replied, trying to focus on the task at hand.

      “He already gave proof of life. I bet he recorded a bunch of them before he spaced them somewhere. When the parents get the coordinates, they’ll find…”

      I cut Lat off. “We’re not going to talk about twenty-one dead kids right now!”

      I went back to pacing, forcing myself to think about all the contingencies that branched off the main plan. Focus was the answer to my frustration, the leash I used to keep things going the right way. When my digital personality finished uploading itself to my bio-brain, it included a temper along with another complication or two. It felt good to be whole, most of the time. I exhaled slowly and halted my pacing, the flicking of my armour slats long enough to speak more calmly. “We’re trying this because the chance of getting them out alive is highest. How many times have we gone around Tabrus?”

      “This’ll be our fifth trip,” Manny replied from the cockpit.

      “I think it’ll work, it’s just gonna take time. This is a really big circle, and like Rogue said, they won’t see us coming if we jump them while they’re hiding,” Mimi explained.

      “I know, I know,” Lat said, bristling at having it explained to him for the third time.

      “Signal if you spot anything,” I said, trying to sound more patient than I felt. Taking a whole class of nine year olds was so far past what I was willing to let go, I wanted Vasalvod’s throat in my hands.

      “You could connect to the system. Would be faster,” Duncan suggested lightly.

      I shook my head. “I’d rather stay focused. This has to go off clean.”

      “Aye,” he replied.

      Several minutes passed, and I was having trouble moderating my thought speed. It was running fast, which meant that five minutes could feel like twenty, even thirty-five. “All right, we’ve covered half their course, over fifty percent chance that we’d see them by now. Mimi, tell White Light to send the signal. We’ll have to let Vasalvod set the coordinates for ransom delivery.”

      “Are you sure? Fifty percent, I mean…” Mimi started to reply.

      “Wait, Guts for Glory spotted. Sending course data now,” Duncan said. “Good hunting, Rogue.”

      “I’ve got it, we’re coming up right behind her, just over fifty-thousand kilometres,” Manny said. Over the weeks of working with him on real jobs, I’d learned to recognise when he was holding excitement in. It wasn’t easy, but I could tell there was a lot held back behind that voice.

      “Get set,” I said, and Lat opened the inner and outer airlock doors for me. Tabrus was a bright dot in the distance. A few glittering points belonged to closer clusters of asteroids and the ships that mined them. I used my own sensors to detect and line myself up with Guts for Glory. Manny had the ventral side of the ship pointed towards it, we were closing in at fourteen hundred kilometres per second.

      I dropped down onto all fours beside the open airlock and pushed off from the deck so I could set my feet down on the ceiling across from the broad opening. “Hold us steady, you’ve got us lined up perfectly, nice job.”

      “De nada,” Manny replied from the pilot’s seat.

      I did a mental inventory of everything on me, looking through the pocket in my left thigh, the focused charges affixed to my back, and both my holsters. I wasn’t forgetting anything. “See you in a few minutes,” I said as I crouched down and calculated what would happen next. Thanks to my non-human passive sensors, some of which were built into the backs of my eyes, I had a perfect view of the older, battered freighter even though it was forty-one thousand kilometres away. “Slow us down to four hundred kilometres per second relative using manoeuvring thrusters in cold mode.”

      “Aye,” Manny replied, following a few seconds later with; “Done. Four hundred kilometres per second relative at their aft.”

      “They’re going to spot us, we’re getting too close, right behind them, like,” Duncan warned.

      “Slow down as soon as I start for it until you’re keeping pace. See you in a few minutes,” I said, pushing off with all of my android strength. I was through the airlock in an instant, hurtling towards the Guts for Glory, feeling very small in the void.
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      Catching A Ride

      

      Mimi, Duncan, and every other crew member who had time to watch what was happening from my suit’s sensors were tuned in. The Haven Node made it possible for me to keep an open connection with another that was installed in the dash of the Daring Dream. Unless the crew of the Guts for Glory had some kind of new signal detector I hadn’t heard of, they’d never notice.

      With a thought, I knew who had me on their screens. Everyone except Manny. I had a few seconds to spare while I drifted at speed through space. “This could get grim, everyone,” I told them, sending my thoughts to a program I’d installed in the computer in my chest that converted them to digital audio messages. “Kids are involved, and I might be too late. Even if I’m in time to save them, I’ll have to be brutal to get the information I need.”

      “No worries here. Controlling the ship is taking all my screen space,” Manny replied.

      “I’ll drop the video when something nasty comes up,” Mimi said.

      Oonaa, Fersuu and Kerra all stopped watching.

      “Thank you for warning us, Captain. I’d rather know what’s going on just the same,” Perri said. “Well, while you’re sharing.”

      They knew it wasn’t a good time to talk to me, otherwise Mimi, at least, would have asked me if I wanted people to tune out directly, or it would have been a discussion with the crew. I knew I shouldn’t have cared, but I did. I was ready to start killing the moment I got aboard the Guts for Glory and not stop until the children were safe or avenged. I had a kind of indignant clarity that should have been frightening to me, but it felt right.

      My bare, human like eyes saw a dot in the space ahead of me and my helmet zoomed in on it. There it was, the Guts for Glory. Its shields were down. Few things make a ship stand out more than an energy barrier, so it was no surprise that they were running without it. The safety shutters were closed on all the portholes, and their engines were cold. If we didn’t know what to look for and in what region, we never would have found her.

      I reached back and passed a signal through my suit that made two of the shaped charges extend their handles. I grasped and detached them from my back, leaving two more back there. They felt like battle axes as I held at the ready. “Remember, when I say ‘go,’ you’ll have to move fast. When I need you, I’ll need you right away.”

      “Aye,” Duncan replied.

      “Ready and waiting for your signal, Captain,” Manny added.

      That final approach brought a rush of adrenaline, a gift from the elaborate human simulation I achieved with flesh, skin, organs and programming. My perception of the world sped up, making it seem like everything was happening at a seventh the speed. The hull was coming up fast, it felt like I was falling towards it, and then their port manoeuvring thrusters fired, little puffs of cold air were pushed through them in pulses.

      They were adjusting course early. Since Tabrus’s gravity wasn’t affecting them significantly, their circular course around it had to be maintained by the ship. I hoped they weren’t getting ready to fire their main thrusters. I was about to drift right past them. As I pointed the line launcher built into my left command and control bracer, I wondered if they’d spotted me on a passive sensor readout.

      To them, I’d look like an armoured corpse. My body was just as cold. I was almost perfectly still inside and out until I started moving a moment ago. “This is already going badly. Be ready.”

      I launched my line and it struck home on the port side, right beside a shuttered transparesteel window. It drew taught, held, and I started a fast pendulum swing. I did my best to point my feet at the hull as it rushed up, and made contact with one boot perfectly, the other leg flailed out. I pulled a muscle and ignored it as internal systems came to life, sending fresh, purpose programmed biogel to the spot to repair it. “Oh, they know something hit them,” I said, aware that they’d heard a muffled thump inside. I was only six metres behind the bridge, not a good thing, stealth-wise.

      “That reminds me, we really have to get those parasite detectors attached to the outer hull,” Perri said.

      “Perri, you’re talking to yourself on an open channel again,” Mimi chided.

      “Oh, sorry!”

      The Guts for Glory’s main engines fired up. “They’re spooked. Get here, now!” I said as I moved across the hull, the grips on my boots keeping up with my inhumanly quick steps.

      “On our way,” Manny said.

      With Duncan’s help, all of the Daring Dream’s systems fired up. It was a bright beacon of energy shielding, thrusters, charging capacitors and artificial gravity on my sensors. It accelerated towards the Guts for Glory like an eager predator, a dozen guns on four turrets pointing at it.

      I was nearly thrown free when the Guts for Glory fired its four main engine pods and started pushing further away from Tabrus. I was already standing on the blunt nose of their bridge and stepped onto the transparent section, brandishing my shaped charges. The pilot was busy looking at his instruments. The copilot nearly fell out of his chair, pointing a gloved hand at me, yelling while a woman in the third seat behind him shouted something back while she hurriedly took her helmet from the chair beside her and shoved it on.

      I slammed one shaped charge onto the transparesteel and splayed my hand out beside it. My helmet retracted, I wanted them to see my face. My braids unravelled, letting my curls spread out as I stared at the pilot, who was looking up for the first time.

      My skin is like armour, made to last centuries or more. Even though sensors read it as being perfectly human, it doesn’t fail in cold space. You’re probably looking at the short video I included from the Guts. It’s part of this record because I didn’t know I was grinning until I reviewed it myself later. There was a cruel stare in my eyes that I wasn’t aware of at the time either.

      I made my armoured glove vibrate hard against the transparesteel window so I could make noise on the other side. My voice was loud and rough to them. “Shut your thrusters down. Surrender your captives alive. I’m coming aboard. Present your Captain to me when I arrive and you’ll be spared.”

      The pilot sat back, shut the main thrusters down and put his hands up, nodding at me with pursed lips, a look of disappointment that suggested that he was waiting to tell the rest of the crew; ‘I told you this would happen.’ The woman behind him was already running for the door while the copilot frantically fumbled with his safety belt, then fought his seat for a second before rushing out.

      My work wasn’t finished. Ensel Karib, one of Vasalvod’s lieutenants rushed in, glanced at me, then shoved his way past the retreating crew members and pulled the pilot out of his seat.

      The Guts for Glory would be accelerating through space before long. I took two seconds to hold a finger up and slowly wave it back and forth. When Ensel saw me, he smirked ruefully and held his middle finger up in response. His other hand was busy punching buttons and making selections on the navigational screen.

      At a mental command, my hair twisted itself back into braids and my helmet re-deployed from my high back collar. As I set off across the ship’s hull at a dead run, I said; “I tried to be nice. Time for the other thing,” to my crew.

      “Was hoping for the other thing,” Duncan laughed, his accent, which had been taming itself a little in previous weeks, was back in full force for a moment, gracing my ears with a phrase that sounded more like; “Was hoping fur ta otter ting.”

      “Outstanding,” Lat added, savouring the word.

      I arrived at the pylon holding one of the main thrusters to the ship and placed my shaped charge, setting the timer for seven seconds. Two seconds later, I clapped another charge onto the opposite pylon for five, then a third onto another pylon for one. I used that one second to step away from the last charge and felt the hull vibrate as all three charges - not the one on the bridge - went off at the same time.

      The most dangerous part of that came next, when three large, cylindrical main thrusters broke loose while they were firing at full power. The port and starboard ones flew free, spinning past the nose of the ship. The ventral thruster came down on the forward edge of the hull like a hammer, crushing through plating before flinging out into space. The main thruster on the dorsal side was still attached. My sensors told me that it was firing, gyros and dampeners were busy balancing the mass of the ship so it’s flight would be controllable.

      I ran to starboard and over to the dorsal side where I could get to the pylon holding the last thruster to the ship. “No,” I said as Ensel got the ship flying in a straight line and a wormhole opened right in front of the Guts for Glory. There was no way I’d get through the armour at the base of the pylon in time to stop them from entering the wormhole. I needed to deactivate the thruster some other way, so I climbed it as fast as I could. “He’s taking the ship into a wormhole, this is gonna be close!” I said as I looked for an emergency access, or the latch for a service door.

      “We’re almost there,” Duncan said.

      I found a little service hatch, yanked it open, grabbed the controller circuitboard inside and, as I yanked it out I felt the ship enter the wormhole. The thruster went out. The wormhole projector didn’t stop. Whatever emergency mechanism they had to stop it from operating when they had no main thrusters was disabled.

      Tiny, distant dots of light were warped around the ship by the walls of compressed space around it. My built in computer helped me calculate that the wormhole was actually drawing the ship forward, so we were still accelerating. Not as fast as we would be with large thrusters, but I was in more trouble every second.

      Panic nearly took over, and I rushed to the nearest emitter rod. It was glowing, energised as it maintained the space time compression field for our wormhole. I drew my sidearm, selecting high penetration rounds and fired a burst through the module at the emitter’s base. It stopped working as I ran to the next. It took me nine seconds to take five out and destabilise the wormhole generation system. It shut down.

      I looked from the hull as the field failed around us. I’d tried to take the right emitters out to prevent the worst outcome, but Ensel tried to keep the failing wormhole alive by sending more power to the other rods. The wormhole was coming apart around us, the ship was tilting, moving towards one wall instead of staying in the centre. There would be incredible, uneven stress on the hull, possibly on me.

      I got down and laid flat on my back, affixing as much as my suit onto an armour panel as I could. Light stopped bending and the ship shuddered. The panel threatened to shake loose and my armour was battered so hard that the built in gravity dampening systems burned out. Backups kicked in, but not before I took a beating that reduced me to a bloody mess. One millisecond I was fine, then it was like I’d been struck by twenty-eight point three g-forces in the chest while the rest of me only took twelve. The panel I’d affixed to was bent almost ninety degrees on one side so the end my legs were affixed to stuck straight up.

      My armour and the vacsuit beneath it re-sealed, but I was missing several metal strips. It took almost all my reserve biological matter to repair the damage to my body. Ignoring the pain was harder than before, when I could switch all control to my digital side. The agony of getting torn apart by discordant gravity was so intense that I wished I didn’t survive it for a few seconds.

      What I’d done was crazy. Ships break up into particles when wormholes fail while they’re moving past the speed of light. Pieces so small that you can’t tell what they were part of once they spread out. The Guts for Glory wasn’t moving faster than light, but it was moving way too fast relative to Tabrus. When I checked our speed by glancing at a few stars while I was being put back together, I saw that we were moving fast enough for time compression to have a significant effect. I tried to link with the Daring Dream and failed. The error message appeared in my mind’s eye:

      
        
        TIME DILATION FAILURE

        ATTEMPTING TO RESYNCHRONISE

      

      

      Whole again, I got to my feet and ran to the bridge. The forward thrusters started firing full blast, but those small pot thrusters would take weeks, maybe months to slow the ship down. They’d used some kind of gravity based acceleration to pull themselves through the wormhole, that’s where the acceleration came from, and it wasn’t helping them in dead space much. I was seething, hoping the Daring Dream wouldn’t come to my rescue. They would have to match our speed in normal space, so they’d be subject to the same time dilation, and we couldn’t afford to miss days or weeks.

      I got to the bridge. Ensel looked up at me and laughed. I stared at him, so angry I was grinding my teeth, seeing red. I kept thinking of those kids, and the position Vasalvod and his people put them in.

      When I pointed at the shaped charge and started walking away, Ensel was smart enough to unstrap from the pilot’s seat and try to scurry out of it. As soon as I was at the minimum safe distance, only two and a half metres away, I activated it.

      They were the best charges we could make, and spending the expensive materials paid off. I pushed myself through the hole in the cockpit window so fast that the edges were still warm. Ensel didn’t manage to get out of the cockpit before it went off. The blast nearly cut him in half at the waist. He was dying fast. I activated a blade made of circling nano-particles built into my right command and control unit, pulled a stasis bag from my thigh pocket, and cut through his neck with one savage strike. “I’m going to make sure you survive this,” I said as I stuffed his helmet inside, catching a glance at his wide, bloodshot eyes. He didn’t hear me, there was no atmosphere in the cockpit, but the words felt good. Taking his head off felt better.

      The bag sealed and went to work, warming him. The medical module released nanobots and biogel as it connected to his vital arteries and veins. It would feel like waking up in agony to him for a second or two before the preservation drugs kicked in.

      The shaped charge didn’t do much damage to the main console, so I ran a line from my comm-con to the dash and connected to it using the computer built into it. Using that as a buffer, I looked through the systems with my internal computer, seeing that the console was unlocked. The biometric data collected from Ensel’s head was all I needed to give myself administrator privileges. I could see the schematics and sensor feed from the Guts for Glory then. There was no sign of children aboard. I looked for shielded cargo containers and saw four in the hold. There was still hope. They could be in stasis, protected from their captors and my efforts to stop the Guts for Glory from escaping.

      There were enough sensors scattered throughout the cabins and corridors for me to locate most of the surviving crew members. There were fifteen. I added that to a mental tactical map then used the cockpit door and the corridor door past it to create an airlock so I could get to the rest of the ship without triggering emergency hatches. It was time to go hunting.
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      Never Leave A Collapsing Wormhole Sideways

      
      The Guts for Glory was much worse off than I thought. It had gone through the side of a wormhole while it was destabilising and it came through the other side at close to the speed of light. I’m lucky I survived, and had no time to consider the serious damage my outer armour had taken. It was good enough that I was in one piece and my military vacsuit was whole, if a little thin in some places.

      My internal sensors were more dependable than the ones still running on the Guts for Glory. They were failing as the backup batteries scattered around the ship were drained by gravitational dampeners. My connection to the main computer systems aboard was getting less valuable by the moment. I had taken control of a wreck.

      It would have been one thing if I could just hunker down in a compartment with thick supports around it, but I had to get to the main hold, which meant getting through a third of the ship. I tried to keep moving faster than most humans could manage, but there were a lot of stuck doors and other obstacles in my way. It was agonising, moving slower than my max while I scanned my way through hallways, and took a shortcut through the habitation section.

      Two crew members there weren’t so lucky. The dampeners failed in their bunk room when we tumbled through the wormhole wall and the only way I could tell they were a pair was by gore volume. Somehow a deck of old school playing cards survived and they were floating everywhere.

      Zero gravity was easy to get through as I pushed off ragged metal edges and bent bed frames. It was just risky, if something collided with the ship or it somehow changed course, I’d get slammed into a chunk of bulkhead or impaled.

      Getting through that was a relief, and I ran through the small galley, which was coated in protein gel from their food fabricator. It was a little irritating that it was higher quality than the forma cubes I originally outfitted the Daring Dream with. That was a mistake my crew were kind enough not to tell me about too often.

      I tried to run through the galley and slipped three steps in, landing face down in the sludge. “Let’s face it, this isn’t the worst thing that’s happened today,” I told myself as I got up and tried to shake most of it off. That stuff bonded with the metal slats that were still wrapped around my legs and helmet. It was like my brand new armour was destined to be destroyed and disgraced by brown stains. I’d have to grind that sludge off.

      I pressed on into the next intact corridor. There were only two doors between me and the main hold, and they were both reinforced and intact. The radius of the heavy duty inertial dampeners meant to protect cargo saved them as well. I used the emergency crank to get the first set of double doors open and the air in there rushed out as I broke the seal. I closed it behind me and placed my gloved hand on the control panel. I brought the thing to life using my own power and was relieved that it was still connected to the local environmental systems, so I repressurised the compartment to human standards and was about to open the next door when Mimi came through. “Rogue! Are you there?” There was a short pause before she said; “I don’t know, it says she’s in range, and we’re in sync, so she should hear me.”

      “I hear you,” I said as I saw that the door leading into the main hold was locked. I put my hand on the door control panel and started running a cracking program that used all the digital processing power I could to try a hundred forty-seven thousand passwords per second. The panel kept up, which was surprising.

      “You’re all right? The ship looks like garbage someone kicked around then put through a chompy-chompy machine,” Mimi said.

      “I’m a little pissed, but fine. My sensors say the crew are trying to get to escape pods except for three, who are in the main hold. Can you confirm, Duncan?” I was disappointed that my crew came after me. Looking back on it, I don’t know what else I expected, but they had to match my speed, which meant they were in the same time dilution trouble I was in.

      “Scanning,” Duncan replied. “Yeah, there’s three lads in the hold, tooled up with those R-Nine Rifles. The rest are legging it to the lifeboats and pods like  you said. They think they’ve a chance in lifeboats? Might as well eat their own bloody rounds, the speed we’re going. No one’s coming for ‘em, not a hope."

      “They’re not even activating emergency beacons,” Mimi said. “What are they expecting?”

      “I’m concentrating on the main hold. They’re probably going to try to make a deal,” I told my crew. The trio were standing around a quarter metre square box.

      “Careful,” Duncan said.

      That cheered me up a bit. “Thanks, but don’t worry.”

      R9 Rifles were the cheap, adaptable weapons sold by Regent Galactic in the area. They were also pretty deadly if you loaded them with expensive seeker or smart rounds. Considering these guys probably took them from some ship they pirated, there was no telling what they had loaded up until I got a direct scan on them. The door panel was starting to smoke by the time I got the right password. “Okay, I’ve got this. Mimi, contact everyone who launches, ask them if they want assistance once, and move on if they don’t. Pull the rest aboard. You’re taking care of them, Lat. Give them one warning. Kill anyone who gets aggressive.”

      “Wait, we’re letting anyone who doesn’t want help drift until they run out of air or power?” Fersuu asked.

      “These assholes kidnapped kids, so we’re giving them one chance. That’s it. I’m not sacrificing hours or days in time compression for someone we have to convince,” I told him rapidly.

      “But… dying in the dark…” he said, winding up for an argument.

      “Mimi, switch him to intercom only. I don’t want him on our channel,” I told her.

      “Gotcha,” she replied dutifully. Then, under her breath, she said; “Don’t debate orders while we’re in the middle of trouble…”

      “I’ve got this, Captain, let’s get recovery done quick. Time’s burning,” Lat said over the channel. He loved it when I put him to work.

      “Got bad news, Rogue,” Duncan said from the upper turret of the Daring Dream.

      I drew my Defender Ten, stepped to one side of the door, and tapped the OPEN icon. It swished aside and the air swirled for a second as it equalised with the main hold. I was relieved that it was intact, but bracing myself for what Duncan had to tell me. “I’ve got a second, what’s up?”

      “Just finished a high powered scan on the cargo. Nothing but high end nutrient concentrate. Good load, but no kids,” he said.

      “Do it again. Check everything. There may be shielded compartments in another part of the ship, so expand your search,” I told him, pinging the hold myself with my highest scan pulse.

      “Aye, Captain,” he replied.

      As the pulse passed through and bounced off everything in there, my mental map populated. He was right. There were no voids in the scan either, which told me that there were no secret compartments in the main hold. The crates weren’t scan shielded as I’d thought earlier, either. They were shielded to protect the contents from radiation. “Hey! Hunter! Come out! We know you’re there! We’re up for dealing, kay-kay!” came a voice from the hold.

      I came out with my sidearm raised, my most expensive guided seeker rounds loaded, locked on to the three crew members who stood in the middle of the hold with a secure data storage box in front of him. Getting paid wasn’t a priority, neither was saving face, what I wanted was some way to save those kids. What was I worth if I screwed that up? The answer made me want to go rampaging after everyone who was on my hit list, starting with the inmates who left the Lidden Warehouse.

      I retracted my helmet as I strode into the main hold, fury burning. One of them started raising their weapon and I sent a triple burst after him. The bullets burst right before hitting his faceplate, destroying it and then everything behind it. He collapsed a couple seconds later, headless. His name was William Sturgeon, an escapee from the Lidden Warehouse who went with Vasalvod. “Move and die!” I told the others as I continued closing on them.

      The other two stepped back, startled. “You said she was a hunter.” He was Devin Gorev, convicted of nine serial killings in the Towers of Saint Kitts. Another one who Vasalvod took with him.

      “She is!” the other said. I could make out just enough of his face through his helmet’s visor to ID him as Terry Arbor. He was one of Vasalvod’s crew members before they got put away.

      “Hunters don’t blast what there’s no notice for!” Devin said as he activated the safety on his rifle with a flick of his thumb and carefully put it on the deck. “Let’s deal peaceful, kay-kay?”

      I stopped fifteen paces away, my overlarge sidearm levelled at Terry. “I’m here for the kids. Hand them over and things get friendly again.”

      “They’re here,” Terry said, nodding at the quarter metre square data module. It was in pristine condition, and the screen on top was lit brightly. The main window asked a simple question;

      
        
        BEGIN SECURE FORMAT?

        ALL DATA WILL BE PERMANENTLY DELETED DURING RECRYSTALIZATION.

      

      

      Puzzles calm me down. I didn’t consciously know that at the time, but the new development cooled me off a bit. “You’ve got a minute to explain that.”

      “Shitty moment incoming,” Devin’s faceplate was clear enough to for me to watch as he was overcome with fear and self pity.

      “They didn’t say they’re little digis? Virtual brats?” Terry asked, his hand tightening on his rifle grip.

      “You mean their minds are scanned and stored in there?” I asked, trying to guess my way ahead of the situation.

      Terry smirked. “Well, isn’t that swirly. The liberation girl missed the news. This is a moment.”

      “I’m about to pull the trigger and figure it out on my own,” I told him. I really wasn’t but if his finger touched the trigger of that rifle, I would.

      “Ut! Calm, kay-kay? All the kids in that there,” Terry said, nodding at the data module.

      “They’re NPC’s. Not People Characters!” Devin cried.

      “Stands for ’Non-Player Characters,’ dry brain,” Terry corrected.

      “Kay-kay, but these kippers were made. Born in the virtual by pod players, those sideways freaks who live on the line all the time. We got to their data spot, copied them there and scarfed off with the box. Just data crime, no one hurts, just free money, kay-kay?”

      His accent was only getting thicker, but I was calming down, so understanding him was trivial. I spoke to Mimi mentally. “Can you try to confirm that the kids we’re here to save are programs? Non-player characters?”

      “Um, having trouble connecting to the Stellarnet, we’re still syncing, but I think we’re close,” Mimi replied. “Do you think it’s true?”

      “One sec,” I told her. Then, speaking aloud, I asked; “Which virtual world?”

      “Endless Village. New Zero Local sim space,” Devin replied.

      “Make another move, and I’ll wipe ‘em,” Terry threatened. “We deal, or it’ll be done. Are you quickie? Beat me to the button?”

      “Yes,” I replied. “What’s your offer?”

      “Haul us to a free port close by. Let me and the folk go, we’ll do the bounty. Five hundred k plat, straight pips,” he said.

      “Sure.” I was lying.

      “Untrue!” Devin said, spitting. “Just that?”

      “’Sure,’” Terry said, doing a really offensive imitation of me. “Liberation girl says punishment will come if we break common rules and she says; ‘sure?’”

      That was a misstep on my part. I should have haggled, or at least been harder to convince. “It’s five hundred thousand platinum, rescue and transportation. I just want to save the kids, even if they’re digital. We can talk about your reformation later.”

      “Reformation? Prison, you mean,” Terry said.

      “Talking, kay-kay. Vasalvod’s right. She’s too Happy Tart to go real bad,” Devin said, looking me up and down.

      Terry nodded at the corpse laying beside him. “Bad enough.”

      While they debated how determined I was to hunt them down, I considered what they were saying about Vasalvod. I’d seen a Happy Tart, Lat bought a bunch of them from a vendor who raided a supply depot on Rodus. They were so sweet I could smell the sugar from across the table. Even after I dropped one of them, they still weren’t taking me too seriously. “All right, then we do this the other way. I’ll shoot you both in the head before you can touch the delete icon and figure the rest out myself.”

      Terry regarded me with a defiant smile. “Tart can’t be true bad.” His hand moved towards the data cube and I sent a triple shot at his head. These were armour piercing rounds, and his mid-grade armour stood up to all but the last shot.

      I’d miscalculated. He was falling towards the box. I surged forward and leapt towards him at the last moment. I collided with his body and wrapped my arms around him so we landed behind the box. When I rolled to the feet I looked at it and was relieved to see that I’d gotten to Terry in time to stop his body from touching it.

      Devin started for his weapon, which was still at his feet, and I switched ammunition types. As his hand grazed the body of his rifle he was affixed to the deck by a double shot of metal netting. “I need one of you idiots alive so I can find out where you last saw Vasalvod.”

      “Vasalvod?” he asked, puzzled. “Cappy cut us loose when we told him we wanted freesy. Gave us the Guts bucket and told us to saunter on. Ensel’s big Cappy now. Made this caper.”

      “So, this isn’t Vasalvod’s job?” I asked, deactivating the deletion dialog window on the box. An inventory popped up and I saw the names of the twenty-one children I was after. They were in an active simulation of some kind, probably unaware of what was going on outside.

      “Vasalvod doesn’t do data things, brain’s wrong for it. Plugging live makes him suffer, kay-kay?” he said as though he didn’t expect me to understand.

      It was becoming clear that there was a lot I didn’t know about Vasalvod and his people. “Right. So he doesn’t run heists on digital assets.”

      “What just I said, kay-kay?” he said, a little irritated.

      I used a dissolver to cut his rifle free so I could affix it to my back. “Well, you’ll live if you behave, so take a nap there while we sort this out then slow the ship down.”

      Devin laughed softly.

      I was back at the box, taking a better look at the manifest, and making sure that the battery would last. It was fine, the uranium battery had over three years left. “What’s funny?” I asked.

      “Vasalvod. Watches vid of you finger shaking - ‘be good or else.’ Tickles him hard, kay-kay. Like a Happy Tart. Little woman threatening us, being hard and pretty,” he replied.

      “Wait, he watches it?” I asked.

      “Had it hacked free of his head, recorded local. Appreciates it like fresh air, kay-kay. Maybe a little stiff for you?” he suggested.

      “That’s more than I wanted to know. Quiet time or I zap-zap, kay-kay?” I said.

      “Kay-kay,” he replied quietly.

      “Mimi, any progress?” I asked.

      “Synced now. We’re connected. Did you know our time ratio is one to fifteen point six? A lot of time is passing out there,” she replied.

      That was extremely lucky. We were so close to the speed of light that time was passing fifteen point six times as fast for people on Earth, the standard chronological constant. If we passed the speed of light before leaving the wormhole, I’d be dust or energy. “I’m sending you a list. Can you look the kids up in New Zero?”

      “Okay, I see it here. Checking…” she said. “Well, that’s weird. Nothing. Okay, not weird if they’re virtual.”

      “Can you check them against a virtual space called Endless Village?” I asked.

      “There they are! Oh, wow, the message boards are all full of comments about them being kidnapped. Wait, did you just rescue virtual kiddos?” she asked.

      “Looks like it,” I said, not sure how to feel. “Well, they’re probably real to someone, so I’m locking the box. Start docking operations as soon as you finish picking up anyone who wants to be rescued. Cut a hole in the Guts for Glory if you have to. I’ve got one capture here. The rest of the ship isn’t worth saving. Let’s see if we can slow the Guts for Glory down with the main hold intact.”

      “While you’re in it?” Mimi asked.

      “I’ll get off with the box and Devin here first. There might not be much left of this thing after we drag it into a wormhole to slow down,” I replied aloud, looking around the cargo hold. “These guys had a nice load of nutrient solution. It’s gotta be worth a hundred thousand or more to the right people, but they just had to start kidnapping on top of that.”

      “Not a kidnap. Just a data find, kay-kay?” Devin offered.

      “Well, data theft is a crime, and there’s twenty-one counts here plus one count for stealing a digital environment and whatever other software modules are installed. Looks like nine years and twice that in servitude if you don’t have the plat to cover the fines,” I said. “Themis will be happy to see you.”

      “Bargain, kay-kay?” Devin plead. “Take my crates. Make a pretty hill of plat, all yours, kay-kay?”

      “Oh, this is already mine. I’m going to go make sure it’s secure and check on the dampeners so we don’t have a huge mess on our hands when we try to slow the ship down. Stay there, have a nice nap-nap, kay-kay?” I told him as I hefted the data module onto my shoulder. The synthetic muscles in my suit creaked at the strain.

      “Unkind. Copying my talk,” he said simply.

      “You know what they say about imitation,” I
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