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Chapter One

I woke up from a dream that felt like it lasted lifetimes only to realize that I was in another dream. I think they made a movie about that once.

But seriously.

Usually, when I realized I was dreaming, I woke up pretty quickly. There were a couple of times where I lasted long enough to manifest a pretty lady, but I always woke up before anything good happened. Lucid dreaming was never a skill I could master. But this time? Even though I woke up in the pilot chair of my beloved spacecraft from the space sim that I spent way too much time playing, I wasn’t waking up, and I also wasn’t able to manifest any beauties.

Weird, right?

Then again, considering I was in my beloved ship, any girl was going to have a hard time competing with her beauty.

“Testing, testing,” I said, making sure that my voice sounded normal. It did. “Test number two.” I pinched myself as hard as I could. “Yeah, that hurts. Test number three.” I looked around for something that I could read. “Wait, if this is my baby’s flight deck, then…”

I reached my hand over the left side of the chair to feel around for what should have been secured to the side of it. Surely enough, I found what I was looking for and pulled it up. It was a tablet connected to a metal arm attached to the chair. The tablet showed anything and everything that was relevant to my girl. Her name, what was in her cargo hold, the status of her systems, and more.

“Ain’t that weird?” I asked myself as I noticed that I could read the text on the screen perfectly.

The voice thing could go either way in a dream. The pain thing usually meant it wasn’t really a dream, but there were a few times where I swear that I felt pain while dreaming. But being able to perfectly read text? No way. No matter how many dreams I had in life, I was never able to read in them. And it wasn’t because I was illiterate, either. It was just one of those dream quirks everyone shared. Text in a dream, at best, usually looked like something that an AI failed at generating.

“Well, if I go by that, this ain’t a dream, but it’s not like I can believe that I just woke up in my baby who should only exist inside a game.”

Maybe I went crazy. Maybe I was in a dream within a dream that was so realistic it was impossible to separate from reality.

Or maybe I somehow entered an alternate reality where I really was the badass captain of the best girl in the galaxy.

Rolling with that last option sounded the most fun.

“Time to wake up, Argos,” I said.

Argos’s systems came online as soon as the words left my lips. Gentle, blue lights illuminated the flight deck to really give things a futuristic vibe. Her heartbeat purred through the ship a moment later as her reactor pumped its electric blood into her systems. The empty wall in front of me then turned into a false window that allowed me to look outside into the infinite sea of stars.

“So, this is what it’s like to be in the real deal instead of an office chair with a VR headset.”

Those blue lights flashed green three times to let me know that everything was running flawlessly. Turning and staying yellow would have meant there were some issues. Red meant critical issues. Flashing green then going back to blue was obviously the best outcome there.

“Good girl, Argos.” It was only natural to praise her like a dog given who I named her after. “Now, how about we find out where we are?”

She moved the tablet via its attached arm into the perfect position for me to interact with. She also pulled up a map of the local systems for me which showed that we were in Alpha Centauri. Not too far away from home. Only a few lightyears. Now, being more specific, it looked like we were in… well, exactly where I logged out when playing last night.

I drank a bit too much and logged out in the middle of an asteroid cluster near Proxima c. Normally, I’d make it back to a station first, but I was tired and tipsy. Maybe a bit more than tipsy.

Huh. Could I be manifesting this entire experience as part of some wild hangover?

Rolling with it as real was still the more fun option.

“Focus Proxima c,” I ordered.

The wall display in front of me switched to one of the cameras facing the gas dwarf. It looked like a miniature version of Neptune, blue and all.

That was when I felt something I never felt in a dream before.

I felt… amazed. Amazed at what I was seeing even if it was through a false screen. I just knew that what the screen showed me was real. Just on the other side of Argos’s hull was that planet silently spinning through space.

No matter what sort of incredible and fantastical things I saw in dreams, I never felt any sort of true awe or wonder. The emotions felt in dreams were inferior mockeries of real emotions. Yet, while I looked at the planet, I felt the real deal.

“Argos, rotate for me so that the planet is lined up with my cabin’s window.”

While she got to work with the directional thrusters, I stood up from my chair and… floated.

Yeah, that made sense.

We weren’t thrusting, so there was no gravity.

That was one of the things I liked about the game over others of the same genre. It had, what I felt, was the perfect blend of soft and hard sci-fi. Sure, it had some fantastical elements, but there was plenty of realistic physics thrown in.

In a ship, that meant without any thrust or spin, there was no gravity. There were no gravity generators or anything like that. If someone wanted gravity, they had to create it the old-fashioned way.

“This is pretty wild!” I shouted, probably sounding like an excited little kid. Hell, how could I not? I was floating in zero gravity. That was something I never believed would be possible in my lifetime considering that I wasn’t becoming an astronaut by working as an independent handyman.

I would say that I spent too much time messing around in zero gravity, but my inner child refused to put a limit on how much fun could be had when free from gravity.

But I did eventually ask, “Hey, Argos. The game automatically took care of sticking to surfaces for us. How uh… how do I use these boots I’ve got?” Wearing everything that my character was wearing meant that I had a pair of magnetic boots that could securely attach me to any metal surface.

Argos moved the chair’s tablet as close to me as she could before pulling up a video that was a tutorial on how to use the boots. She made sure to crank the volume all the way up, too, since I was floating farther away from the tablet by the second.

“Thanks, girl.”

According to the video, all I had to do was tap my heels together.

Then I had another realization.

I was in space. In zero gravity.

Why did I care about sticking to the ground? If I wanted to move somewhere, all I had to do was push myself in that direction. So, that was what I did. I aimed myself toward the stairs that went down to the next level and pushed myself off the nearest wall to propel myself through the air.

I’d later tell Argos to delete any security camera footage of me banging my head into the wall.

After a bit of navigating through the decks and getting used to zero-gravity travel, I made my way into the captain’s cabin where I had a perfect view of the gas dwarf through the window.

Now, I was already pretty damn impressed, but when I saw it through the window with my own eyes?

Words couldn’t describe the awe I felt.

It was like a blue marble surrounded by a black ocean. From Argos, it looked totally still and quiet. Like it was frozen in time. But, down in its atmosphere, raging winds beyond anything on Earth made it into a pretty deadly marble.

“What a beaut,” I said. “I could stare at you all—”

Argos’s artificial voice—which I made sure was set to a feminine one—said through her speakers, “An unidentified vessel is scanning us.”

Getting scanned out in the middle of nowhere was never a good sign. Only two types of folks did that: cops and pirates.

I started making my way back to the flight deck. “They got an ID?” I assumed that all the same voice commands from the game still worked.

“Negative,” Argos answered.

“Alright girl, let’s flash your fangs at them.”

“Deploying hardpoints.”

I made it back into my pilot’s chair just in time to receive an incoming message. That meant they wanted to shake me down instead of just blow me up. How thoughtful.

Accepting the request opened up a direct communication link between our ships. They didn’t give me any video, so I didn’t give any in return.

“Woah there,” the man on the other side said. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.” He surely realized that we deployed hardpoints. Checking the tablet to see what we were dealing with, I saw two signatures on the radar, each one with their own hardpoints deployed already. “We’re just checking up on ya. Pretty strange to see a parked ship like yours out here.”

“You can cut the act,” I replied. “I know the drill.”

“Hah! Well, that sure makes this a lot easier for us, don’t it? I wish everyone was more like you.”

“We are locked,” Argos said. That meant they had missiles and that said missiles were locked onto us.

Fortunately, I never left a station unprepared.

Unless I drank too much.

“Retract your hardpoints, you know, as a show of good faith,” the pirate said. “Then jettison your cargo.”

“Will do. Give me a minute.” I muted my end of the line, placed my left hand on the throttle with my right hand on the flight stick, and took a deep breath. “Have I ever told you how much of a good girl you are, Argos?”

No response. She was always shy like that.

But I knew how to get her excited.

“Want to go for a walk?”

“Automating defenses,” Argos replied.

“That’s my girl. Now, let’s see what a real fight is like.”

I wasn’t about to let some thugs shake us down. Sure, always standing up for myself and refusing to submit got me into some pretty dicey situations before and landed me in the hospital a few times, but a man had to stick to what he believed in no matter what the outcome might be.

And I believed in being a stubborn bastard who always went down fighting.

“Wrong choice!” the man shouted through the comm link.

“Hostile missiles incoming,” Argos warned.

Relatively speaking, both of the enemies were “above” us, so I pushed down on my left pedal to activate the thrusters on the top of Argos. They pushed us downward away from the missiles, buying my girl more time to target them and take them out with her point defense cannons.

I wasn’t sure how much of the sound I could hear was real or simulated. It sounded like multiple, muffled CIWS firing at once. It was only a fraction as loud as it would have been within an atmosphere. Either way, it was a beautiful sound that really got the blood pumping.

Meanwhile, my chair automatically turned in place to keep its bottom pointed toward the strongest source of thrust. It was kind of nauseating to have it suddenly spin me around like that, but it was fun at the same time. Like a roller coaster.

“What’s this stray doing with guns like that?!” our assailant shouted, likely not remembering that the comm link was still open and that he wasn’t muted.

“Hear that, girl?” I asked. “They’re already scared and we haven’t even gotten to the best part yet.”

Now, our new friends only had modified civilian ships. Nothing fancy. Two frigates, one that looked like a former mining ship and the other a cargo ship. The former only had some light guns while the latter looked like it was converted to be a miniature missile ship.

Neither of them was equipped anywhere near well enough to handle Argos.

“Taking fire,” Argos said as red warnings flashed on the tablet to show where our armor was impacted.

While Argos handled the point defense, I pulled back on the flight stick which activated the vertical thrusters on the top of her stern and beneath her bow. That spun us around to give me a clear shot while we continued drifting away from them thanks to the previous thrust.

That converted cargo ship wasn’t able to fire off missiles quickly enough to overwhelm our defenses, so I focused on its partner first. Neither of them was even trying to take evasive maneuvers yet. They were either dumbasses or overly confident. Probably both.

Now, as much as I wanted to try out my favorite toys, I resisted. They were overkill for our situation and they were too close to effectively use them anyways. So, instead, I selected the second firing group to take control of the autocannons installed on her top and underside. One on each side, attached to gimbal mounts for easy tracking.

Each one locked onto the converted miner.

I pulled the trigger.

Unlike the PDCs, the autocannons fired with a slow, alternating rhythm, one after another, that shook the ship with every shot. Simulated audio of the cannons’ thumping played within the flight deck to give me a better feeling of them. There was a solid second between each shot. Since they fired with an alternating pattern, that meant half a second between each round impacting the enemy.

Each round was powerful enough to punch through whatever miniscule armor they had. It would take a capital ship’s level of armor to not get penetrated.

“Damn it, fall back!” shouted my temporary friend on the other side of the fight.

Unfortunately for them, Argos was equipped with scanners that could pierce most hulls to show me detailed heatmaps of our targets. That allowed me to easily figure out where their bridges likely were.

I aimed for the bridge, punching through it with the autocannons and sending it into a death spiral with thousands of pieces of debris floating around it.

“Damn it! Fire everything we have! Take this bastard out!”

“Guess our friend is on the other one,” I said.

With the only actual threat dealt with, spun us around and locked onto the converted cargo ship.

I could respect that he wanted to take us out after we took down his partner. But realistically, he knew escaping wasn’t an option and figured that blowing us up was his only hope for survival.

“Hey,” I said after unmuting myself. “You’re welcome to start begging.”

“Fuck you!”

“Sorry, your voice just ain’t nice enough for my tastes, and I doubt you look much better.”

“I’ll kill you, you—!”

I cut the comm link and pulled the trigger again.

They just weren’t able to launch their missiles quickly enough. Argos effortlessly shot their missiles out of the sky—well, out of space, while I took out their main thruster.

I got a new call from them once their thruster was dead. They probably took back their offer of fucking me to beg instead.

I pulled the trigger again and sent the next few rounds straight into their missile racks. Just as the chain of explosions went off, I maneuvered us so that our topside—which had the most armor—would intercept most of the incoming shrapnel from the explosions.

“No hostiles detected,” Argos said.

“That’s my girl. Alright, take it easy now,” I replied, prompting her to retract the hardpoints. “How’s our autocannon ammo looking?”

“Remaining autocannon ammunition at 87%.”

“Good enough for a few more fights if anyone else wants to try us, and that ain’t even counting our fun toys. How’s the damage looking?”

“Topside armor impacted thirty-seven times, remaining effectiveness is 78%. Starboard armor impacted nine times, remaining effectiveness is 94%. One hull breach detected, priority level nine. All systems operational.”

For being in such a close-range fight, getting out of combat with only one level-nine breach wasn’t too bad. With ten being the least impactful and one being catastrophic, a nine basically just meant we had a hole somewhere in a non-critical section of the hull. We probably lost a bit of oxygen and that was it.

Looking at the screen, Argos was helpful enough to show me where exactly the breach was. It was on our topside connected to a maintenance shaft. One of the most convenient places to get a breach. The entrance to it was already sealed off as well, and she automatically stopped pressurization of the shaft as soon as the breach was detected.

“We’ll worry about that later,” I said before selecting the remaining ship on the screen. We might have blown up that other one to the point where nothing could be salvaged, but the first ship was still mostly in one piece. “Give me a cargo scan.”

Argos automatically spun into position to face her penetrating scanner toward the ship. It took about forty seconds to get a detailed list of everything she detected in there.

33 crates of light ammo.

3 crates of food.

2 tanks of water.

Approximately 300 kilograms of unrefined common metals.

Approximately 70 kilograms of unrefined rare metals.

An assortment of technical components likely salvaged from civilian ships they targeted.

And one occupied escape pod, sealed.

That was everything in the ship’s cargo hold. It didn’t account for anything anywhere else in the ship. This meant that the escape pod in there was something they looted, not their own.

Probably a survivor from one of their attacks.

Now, I wasn’t a pirate, but I was a man who liked to take loot from pirates.

“Send out a salvager,” I ordered.

The drone bay built into Argos’s underside opened up. “Salvage drone deployed.”

“Good girl. Bring me everything from their cargo.”

“Estimated time for salvage mission: 19 minutes and 23 seconds.” That was about ten times as long as it would have been in the game.

“Take your time. There’s no rush.” I firmly planted my feet on the metal floor and clicked my heels together, magnetically locking me to the surface so that I could stand up without flying into the ceiling. “I’m gonna patch up that breach.” Between how many details the game paid attention to and my own handyman work, I figured that patching a small hole wouldn’t be a problem.

But first, I had to go put an environmental suit on that I kept in the armory. Environmental suits weren’t that great for actually leaving the ship to do repairs outside, but their lightweight and maneuverable designs were perfect for doing internal repairs without oxygen.

There was only one problem with that when I made it to the armory.

I quickly realized that I had the body of the character I designed, not my real body. They were pretty similar in most ways other than one massive, beautiful way.

You see, I’m a man with old school tastes. I was always a fan of the greaser aesthetic. Jeans, a leather jacket, and some slicked hair. Only, while most men liked to slick their hair backward, I liked to slick mine forward.

You know what that means?

It means I had one helluva pompadour. A beautiful work of art if I may say so myself. It was the kind of pompadour that was just unrealistic to have in reality due to its size and shape, but now I had one.

The game never questioned equipping things like suits and helmets when I had that hair. But here? In a universe that seemed to be a real version of the game I loved, where I got the same body I gave my avatar?

A pompadour didn’t exactly fit inside of an environment suit. Hell, it wouldn’t fit inside any suit.

Still, I made my way to the bathroom to check myself out in the mirror.

“Damn, I look good.” I checked myself out from every angle. Still the same height and overall build as my real body, but with slightly sharper facial features and an absolutely beautiful hairdo. My in-game—or well, my new hair was also dark blue to the point of almost being black. I figured that was more futuristic when designing my avatar than going with my regular brown hair. “Hell, I don’t even need a woman when I can just check myself out.”

“The salvage drone has reached the target,” Argos chimed in through the speaker. “Beginning salvaging.”

“Feelin’ jealous? Don’t worry, I’ll always need you.”

I checked myself out for a few more moments before turning the handle on the sink to get some water.

You see, there wasn’t any gravity.

That meant the water ended up splashing against the bottom of the sink and flying everywhere.

Even though I shut the faucet almost immediately, there was still a wet mess with drops of water floating everywhere.

“I can work with this,” I said before corralling the water toward my hair. Eventually, I collected most of the water to get my hair soaked and then ran my hands through my hair to bring a temporary end to my pompadour. All that water loosened up the gel enough for me to slick my hair back, allowing it to reach down past my shoulders. “Don’t you worry. I’ll bring you back.”

Both my hair and myself needed the reassurance.

Now, without my pompadour getting in the way with its perfection, I could actually secure myself in an environmental suit loaded with enough oxygen for about ten minutes. All I needed then was my toolkit that magnetically attached to a dock built into the side of the suit and a repair plate. All standard procedure for doing fixes in the game.

Next was entering the maintenance shaft. I went up to the sealed bulkhead blocking it off, had Argos shut the bulkhead behind me, and then had her depressurize the hallway I was in. Once it was depressurized, I opened the bulkhead to the maintenance shaft, clicked my heels together again to deactivate the boots, and floated my way into the room.

The maintenance shaft was pretty cramped and full of pipes and wires running along its four surfaces. Every single one of them was important, but there were enough redundancies built into my girl that it didn’t matter too much if some of them got damaged. They were all good, though. The only real problem was a small hole I located about the size of my fist that was punched into her hull.

First things first: fill the hole, a task that any man was a natural at.

I opened up my toolkit and took out a tool lovingly and simply referred to as the “foam gun.” It kind of looked like a water gun with a tank on top of it, but there was some premium grade repair foam in that metal tank instead of water in a plastic tank. I pressed the tip of the foam gun’s nozzle against the inside of the hole and pulled the trigger. Dense foam sprayed out and rapidly expanded to fill the hole.

Would it protect us as well as metal hull? Nope. But would it keep the shaft pressurized? Yeah.

And because redundancy was always superior in space, I took that repair plate I brought—which was basically just a sheet of metal—and slapped it over the now-filled hole. All I had to do then was drill some screws into it at each corner.

“Alright. Give me some of that sweet O2,” I said.

“Pressurizing Maintenance Shaft A2,” Argos replied.

A few seconds later and I could hear the whistling of air as it flowed into the room. While waiting for the room to finish pressurizing, I looked around for any debris. Having anything loose floating around during maneuvering was dangerous.

It took a couple minutes, but I eventually found the culprit behind punching a hole into Argos. A mostly flattened chunk of metal. Considering how small it was by space weapon standards—it was originally a bit bigger than a .50—it was impressive that it made it through the armor and hull.

Some sci-fi settings went light on the armor and hull thickness since body tanking things in space that could be moving at insane speeds was pretty difficult. A bullet traveling at a few thousand kilometers per hour on Earth was nothing compared to that same bullet traveling at a few thousand kilometers per second.

But the game decided to get around that issue by just slapping enough metal onto the hull to make a tiny difference. A small bullet going that fast could still punch through, like it did, but having to get through armor plating followed by about three hundred millimeters of metal kept it from going in through one side and coming out the other. For the small rounds, at least. Anything big enough, like the rounds from my autocannons, were still going to punch all the way through.

Anyways, once the shaft was pressurized again, I took my helmet off and took a nice breath of freshly recycled oxygen. Getting used to how stuffy the suit could be would take some time.

I floated over to the nearest panel on the wall and said, “Argos, patch me in to the drone’s feed.”

The screen instantly swapped from showing information about the maintenance shaft to displaying the camera feed from the drone. Just in time, too. It was in the process of bringing that escape pod back to us. Unfortunately, there wasn’t a window or anything that let me see inside, but I could at least see that there was a panel on it that showed what looked like diagnostic information on the occupant.

“That’s my girl, nice and easy.”

With the breach patched up, there wasn’t much else for me to do at the moment other than to get out of the suit and head down to wait for the drone to finish its job.

Then again… maybe I could find some hair gel while waiting.


Chapter Two

Bad news, no hair gel. I wasn’t going to bring my pompadour back until we reached a station and I could buy some.

Good news, the salvage drone finished its job and the cargo hold was repressurized, so I could go and check on the escape pod.

Now, Argos didn’t have that much space in her. She was a warship armed to the teeth with guns and missiles with only the highest quality armor I could purchase protecting her. She wasn’t meant to be a hauler or anything like that.

Her cargo hold was about the size of a typical home’s garage. Big enough to fit one vehicle with some extra space around it. Most of that space was already occupied by the two salvage drones I had considering each one was a little more than half the size of a car. Did I ever use both drones at once? Nah.

But remember: redundancy.

Now, with all the loot from the pirate stacked up with what I already had in there, the place was starting to look like a hoarder’s garage. I was way pickier with what I salvaged in the game. But here? There was no telling what might happen, so I was going to embrace what many would call being a “loot goblin.”

I made my way through all the cargo and reached the escape pod that was at least given enough room around it to walk around. It looked more like a metal coffin than anything else. And, well, considering that a significant amount of escape pods would end up drifting through space with sleeping occupants until eventually running out of energy, that was exactly what many pods were.

First, I checked the vitals monitor.

“No injuries detected… oxygen level is fine, blood pressure, heart rate… everything looks good,” I said to myself.

Before opening up the pod, I took the pistol I picked up from the armory on the way over off my side and looked it over again. It was the exact one that I had in the game.

Considering that it was entirely possible the person in the pod was going to be even worse company than those pirates, it was better to be safe than sorry.

Redundancy and paranoia: two things you can never have enough of in space.

Securing the gun at my side again, I tapped the touch screen where it said, “OPEN,” and took a step back.

The pod opened up on its own with a mechanical hiss.

I took a look inside as soon as I could and let out an impressed whistle when I saw the pod’s occupant.

Inside the pod was a feminine looking girl with light green skin and elongated ears like an elf’s. On top of that, she also had some wild pink hair going on. Big hair like that made her my kind of girl. One look at her hair was enough to let me know that she had some incredible taste in style.

She was also dressed up like—or well, let’s put it this way. She wasn’t dressed up at all. She looked like she was wearing nothing but her underwear and magnetic boots. The kind meant for comfort and lazing around the house, not the sexy kind.

I’m a gentleman, so I didn’t pay too much attention to her lack of clothes nor how fine her body was. I paid attention, yes. Just not too much attention.

Remember, gentleman.

The lack of clothes that revealed her curves and impressive chest aside, she had a small mask around the lower half of her face that was pumping a special combination of gas into her that would basically preserve the body while keeping her asleep. Stuff like freezing people didn’t exist in the game and must not have existed here, either. Preserving people for long trips, or in escape pods, was done with some exotic gas mixture that I never understood the technical details of.

The mask stopped pumping gas as soon as I opened up the pod, but there would still be some left in her system keeping her knocked out, so I slipped the mask off and waited.

Damn, her body really was impressive. She was clearly some kind of humanoid alien, but her body looked like it was designed specifically to appeal to human men with those curves. Fit and petite, but still with the kind of thighs and chest that were normally only seen on significantly bigger women.

That wild pink hair of hers was still the best part.

Then I noticed movement while I was resisting the temptation to touch her hair.

Her eyes twitched.

“Waking up?” I asked.

No response. At least, not until she started opening her eyes.

“Mornin’ darlin’, how’re you feeling?”

And as soon as she heard my words, her eyes shot wide open and I felt her palm slam into the underside of my jaw.

“Woah, woah! Hang on, I’m a friend!” I shouted as I rubbed my jaw, my free hand reaching for my gun just in case. “Damn, that was a good hit. Kinda regret killing those pirates now. It’d be fun to let them feel this.”

She relaxed her stance, now standing opposite the pod from me. “You… killed them?” She sounded just like a normal, human girl. A bit tomboyish, but still feminine. Pretty nice voice overall. The most important part was that she was speaking English, so I could actually understand her despite her being an alien.

“In self-defense, but yeah. Good thing you were on the ship I didn’t blow up.”

“Then… who are you? What’s this ship?” She looked around. “You’re obviously not with SysSec.” That was a familiar word to me. “SysSec.” Short for System Security if I remembered right. Basically the cops—or well, more like a private military company, for the Alpha Centauri system.

“The name’s Atlas and you’re on Argos, the best girl you’ll ever have the pleasure of flying on.”

“Who are you with? SysSec? Or—”

“Nah. I’m not with anyone. Working for others ain’t my style.”

She raised her guard again. “And what—what are your intentions? Where are you going?”

“Relax. I’m a good guy.”

“Good people don’t have to say they’re good.”

“Well, that’s pretty good advice to believe in, so I can’t fault you for that. Anyways, I can go wherever you need me to go. You’re welcome to use one of the crew cabins until we’re there.”

“This is… too suspicious. If you really mean that, let me make a call.”

“Sure. Call whoever you want as long as they’re not going to try and treat me like those pirates did.”

She blinked a couple of times. “You’ll actually let me?”

“Yeah. Like I said, I’m—I mean, I don’t got any bad intentions here. I’m just a man helping out a pretty damsel in distress. No strings attached. Though, if you want to attach some strings, I wouldn’t say—”

“The call.”

I tossed my hands up to surrender. “Right, right. Argos, grant comms permissions to our guest.”

“Communication access granted,” Argos replied.

The girl looked me over with a raised eyebrow before speaking up and saying, “Contact Threze Station, Registry Code: K-488-23.”

Registry code? That was something I was unfamiliar with. The station’s name was familiar, though. That was the one I resupplied at just before flying out last night. It was pretty close.

“Connection established,” Argos said. “Transmission delay: twelve seconds.”

Right after, what sounded like an older, gruff man spoke up through the intercom. “Who’s this?”

“Old J!” the girl shouted, a bright smile curling her lips. “It’s me!”

It wasn’t until about twenty seconds later that we got a reply. That must have been the transmission delay. Twelve seconds for our message to reach him, then twelve seconds to receive his response. “Liliya? That you? The hell are you doing aboard some ‘Argos’?”

“It’s a long story, but I wanted to reach out and let you know where I am.”

“You alright? You need help?”

She looked me over once again. “I… think I’m fine. If this guy wants to do anything with me, it’d be pretty stupid to let me contact you first.”

I gave her a wink in response. See? Good guy.

The old man sighed. “Right then. You make it back here as soon as you can. The captain of that ship you’re on with you?”

“Right here,” I called out. “Name’s Atlas.”

“Jacob,” the old man, Jacob, replied. “If there’s a single hair missing on that girl’s head when she gets back here—”

“Hey now, I’d never mess with someone’s style. Hair’s an important thing.”

“You know what I’m trying to say.”

“No need to point out the obvious. Trust me, she’ll be fine alongside every last one of her hairs.”

There was a moment of silence before Jacob said, “I’m assuming The Cranberry isn’t coming back, so I’ll authorize you at the dock to land at pad E-19. I’ll need your ship’s registration info.”

Needing that was normal for requesting docking clearance in the game, so that was harmless. “Send it over, Argos.”

About thirty seconds later and Jacob said, “This some kind of joke?”

Liliya immediately looked suspicious of me again as she asked, “What’s wrong?”

“Most of the registration info is missing. Like this is a brand-new ship right out of the yard. There’s no history—nothing. The only part filled in is the owner’s name and the classification… but that makes even less sense. According to this, she’s a Type-9 from PYA. The last one of those was made over a hundred years ago, and here one is, claiming to be brand-spankin’-new.”

“What can I say?” I asked. “Argos is my special girl.” There also wasn’t anything else I could say. I had no idea what he was talking about. Argos was simply the ship I started the game with. There were others I could have replaced her with, but I could never do that to her. I chose to upgrade and optimize her to the best of my ability instead.

“You’re a strange man. If you were a pirate, you wouldn’t be identifying yourself. If you were a smuggler, you wouldn’t be exposing your fake registration. If you wanted to kidnap Liliya, you wouldn’t be letting her talk to me. Nothing about you makes any sense.”

“I guess being mysterious is my thing now. Not a bad trait to pick up.”

“… bring Liliya back here. Not like you’ll be allowed to dock anywhere with this.” Now, I didn’t like that tone of voice he used with me. He sounded a bit too bossy for my tastes. But if that was where my new guest belonged, I had no problem taking her there and playing nice until then. At least, so long as he didn’t use that tone with me again.

“Then how am I going to land if we’re not allowed anywhere?”

“I know a guy.”

“Fair enough. Argos, set a course for Threze Station.”

“Affirmative,” Argos replied. “Destination locked: Threze Station. Estimated time until arrival: 21 hours and 19 minutes. Maneuvering into intercept trajectory.”

Well, that was significantly longer than it would be in the game.

Between the time it took to salvage, the transmission delay, and now this—it was obvious that I wasn’t literally in the game. For as realistic as that game tried to be, the developers weren’t insane enough to make people wait twenty hours just to travel a short distance.

As for the maneuvering, Liliya clicked her heels together as soon as she heard that, so we were both fine as Argos spun around to get us into position. “Ready to initiate thrust.”

I looked at Liliya. She nodded. “Alright,” I said. “Take us there.”

Argos’s fusion drive kicked on and pushed us toward our destination. As soon as she did, our magnetic boots weren’t needed anymore. The gravity generated by her thrust was enough to push us down toward the deck.

Now, if she was designed like ships usually were in games, that wouldn’t work. But since she was designed like a real ship would be, that meant our feet were always facing the main thruster when standing on the floor.

We’d constantly accelerate until about halfway there, flip around, then decelerate the rest of the journey. The whole time, minus during the flip, we’d have gravity thanks to thrust.

“We’ll see you tomorrow,” I said to the old man, assuming it was late enough in the day that twenty-one hours would mark a new day.

Instead of say anything to me, he said, “Stay safe, kid.” I assumed that wasn’t meant for me, at least.

“I will,” Liliya replied with a pretty girly smile. She must have had a thing for the guy.

About twenty seconds later and Argos said, “Communication channel closed.”

“Well, that was kind of awkward,” I said. “The whole, standing around waiting for a reply thing.”

“That… was awkward?” Liliya asked. “Shouldn’t you be used to this by now?”

“Y’know, I’ve got a feeling that there’s a whole bunch of things you’ll be surprised I’m not used to yet.” Then I noticed what looked like a pained expression. She furrowed her brows and held a hand over her gut. “Hey, you alright?”

“This acceleration is… too much,” she answered. “You trying to kill me?”

I blinked a couple times when I heard that. “Feels fine to me.”

“Are you an Earther or something?”

“Something like that. Need us to slow down?”

Liliya winced and nodded. “Threze only… has a fourth of a g. I can handle up to a half g burn.”

“You heard her, Argos. Drop thrust to half a g.”

The feeling of less gravity was immediately obvious. “Estimated time until arrival: 42 hours and 15 minutes,” Argos said.

“Guess we’ll have to send that friend of yours an update. Argos, send him a message letting him know.”

“Message sent.”

Liliya let out a relieved sigh before looking up toward the ceiling. “Not only is everything else about you suspicious, but you’ve got such an advanced AI… just who are you?”

I cocked my head to the side. “Do I? I mean, I did get Argos some upgrades,” back in the game, anyways, “but is her AI really that advanced? I figured everybody’s got one like her. Well, but worse, since they’re not my girl.”

“Seriously? What—how can you… getting an AI even a quarter as useful as this requires so much paperwork and money that most people would never consider it.”

“Huh. I can’t imagine flying without her. She’s the best guard dog a man could ever ask for.”

“A… guard? Wait, don’t tell me that she—”

“I like to leave the defenses up to her. She’s a good shot, but I’m better, so I stick to the offense while I let her handle the defense.”

I thought that she looked surprised earlier when she first woke up, but that was nothing compared to now. “Are you insane?! You have to be joking! There’s no way that you have an illegal AI!”

“Huh. Maybe I shouldn’t have said that.”

“Are you a spy or something with a stolen military AI?! There’s no way you could have one otherwise! But wait, no… that doesn’t make any sense. AI have to be specialized. One that can operate guns wouldn’t be allowed to manage the engine or comms even in the military…”

I gave her a wink and said, “Let’s just pretend that you don’t know anything about her, deal?”

“I—… fine. I don’t want to think about what would have happened if you didn’t save me from those pirates, so… as far as I’m concerned, you don’t have an AI.”

“I appreciate it.”

“A-also… sorry for hitting you earlier.”

“It’s all good. You were a half-naked girl getting woken up by a guy you don’t know standing over you. Violence was probably one of the best reactions you could have had.”

The girl blinked when she heard me call her half naked, and then she slowly looked down and realized the state of dress—or lack of dress, that she was in.

Her eyes watered up and she dropped to her knees behind the pod, only letting her head poke up from behind it so that I couldn’t see the rest of her. “You could have said something sooner!”

“Could have, but it was a nice view,” I said.

“You’re terrible!”

I gave her another wink. “It’s alright. Your hair is the best part anyways, and good luck covering that up.”

She blinked a couple times again. That expression of anger was replaced by one of curiosity. “R-really?”

“Really. Style is important, and hair is one of the best ways to have some style. Unfortunately, I don’t have the gel to fix my hair right now, and a pompadour doesn’t fit inside a helmet.”

“A pompadour totally would fit you…”

“Hah, glad you agree. Now, you stay right there. I’ll go grab you a spare uniform you can slip into.”

Instead of listening, she stood up and revealed her body to me again. “It’s—it’s fine. Besides, it’s not like you haven’t already seen.”

“Can I take that as an invitation to look even more?”

Her eyes narrowed at me. “No.”

“Dang.”

I led Liliya to one of the empty crew chambers that was already stocked with a default uniform for the ship. It was a pretty simple uniform. A dark blue flight suit with Argos printed over the right collarbone. Since it seemed like all the uniforms were tailored to match my physique, though, it was pretty baggy on her. I was around 190cm and she looked to only be about 145cm.

But considering that I saw her almost naked before, she was probably relieved to be wearing something so baggy and non-revealing.

Now it was time to get an answer to the burning question on my mind.

“Alright, I’ve gotta ask,” I said. “What are you?”

Liliya, having just finished checking herself out in the cabin’s mirror, looked at me and asked, “What?”

“You know. What are you? There’s probably a more tactful way of askin’, but I’m too curious to wait around and think about how to phrase it better.”

“I—what do you mean what am I?”

“C’mon, look at you. Green skin, long ears—you’re obviously not human, and I don’t want to go around looking ignorant by not knowing what you are.”

She stared straight into my eyes without saying anything.

“Hey now, don’t give me that look. I’m not tryin’ to be rude. You’re still a pretty lady no matter what you are. I’m just curious and trying to learn here.”

“Are you… being serious?”

“Course I am. A man always says what he means.”

“I… I’m human.”

“Huh.”

“Do you… think I’m an alien or something?”

“Well, I mean, what else would you be?”

“Human.”

“Huh. Really?”

“Really.”

“Ooooooh, hold on. I get it.” I crossed my arms over my chest and nodded. “This is one of those subversions of expectations, ain’t it? Your race is known as the humans here, and folk like me are the aliens.”

“No… you’re obviously human too.” The way she spoke sounded as if she couldn’t actually believe we were having this discussion.

“Really?”

“Really.”

“Huh.”

Liliya suddenly started looking pretty concerned, or maybe like she pitied me. “Did you hit your head or something? Do you have memory issues?”

“So, you’re tellin’ me that both you and I are humans.”

“This really isn’t something that you should be struggling with… then again, you do look kind of weird. Like… too perfect.”

I chuckled and made sure to give her a nice smile. “Course I am. I always tell folk that just livin’ life ain’t enough. You’ve gotta live life while looking your best.”

“No, no, I mean… you look like you’re straight out of a history book on old Earthers.”

“Is it my style? I’ve got to admit, even in my time, I could be considered old school cool.”

“No, your… everything else. Did your parents design you to look like an old Earther or something?”

“Hold on, designing humans?” I looked her over again. “I think I get it now. You’re a designer baby.”

“That… should really be obvious,” she replied before looking away. There was an obvious hint of pain in her eyes as she looked downward.

Part of me wanted to tell her to smile. She was too pretty not to smile.

But if there was one thing I learned from trying to flirt with women, it was that they hated being told to smile.

Instead, I said, “Look at me, wanting to avoid being ignorant, but ending up proving just how ignorant I am. My bad. Guess I’ll be making myself look like a fool with all the other questions I’ve got.” Maybe I should have paid attention to the game’s lore more than I did.

She shook that sad expression away before looking at me again. “I’m almost afraid to hear what other questions you have if you assumed I wasn’t even human.”

“Just pretend I’ve got selective memory loss going on.”

“You didn’t know I’m a human, you have an illegal AI, a ship with no history… it’s like you crossed over from another universe or something.”

I whistled and looked away. “Anyways, you hungry? I’m not sure what kind of food the galley’s got, but—”

“Did you seriously come here from another universe?!”

I raised my hands up. “Woah, hold your horses there. That’s a pretty insane theory to just throw out at someone, right?”

“Then why aren’t you denying it?!”

“Hey, ain’t the burden of proof on the person accusing someone of something instead of on the defendant?”

“There’s—there’s no way. This isn’t some story. Stuff like this doesn’t happen, right?”

“I’m gonna go grab some food now. You coming?”

“You’re not supposed to eat for four hours after waking from the gas. Everyone knows that.”

“Everyone knows that, huh?”

“Everyone from this universe, yes.”

“I see.”

“Yeah.”

I patted my stomach. “Well, I could go for a bite, so I’m going to go grab one.”

Liliya raised an inquisitive eyebrow at me. She liked doing that, apparently. “I’m coming with.”

“I thought you couldn’t eat?”

“I don’t plan on it.”

It was my turn to raise an eyebrow at her.


Chapter Three

I found out why she wanted to join me in the galley even though she didn’t plan on eating. She was there to observe me like I was some kind of suspicious alien.

It didn’t help that I really probably looked like one with how I was failing at opening a food packet.

You see, in the game, characters had survival stats and the like—we had to actually worry about things like food and water supplies, but we didn’t need to personally go and eat or cook. An item of food was simply something that belonged in the inventory and got automatically consumed when appropriate.

So there I was.

Standing in the galley.

Holding a rectangular packet made out of plastic or something labeled, “Roast Beef & Green Beans.”

There were no instructions on how to prepare it and the bag itself looked impossible to open without scissors.

Was I supposed to cut it open and pour it into something first?

I looked over at Liliya.

She tilted her head toward what looked like a microwave over on the counter.

I walked over to the microwave and opened it up, partially sticking the sealed food into it before looking at her for confirmation.

She nodded.

I set the packet down inside the microwave and closed the door. Then I had to try and figure out what setting I was supposed to choose. There were a bunch of them and they were more complicated than any real microwave I ever used before. Different heating sources, power levels, timers, and more.

It didn’t help that I felt like I was under so much pressure to use it without asking for help.

In the end, all I did was click on the “3” button. That was usually a good amount of time to heat food up for. And, thankfully, the microwave kicked on and started counting down from three.

“See? I’ve got this,” I said. “Any man can use a microwa—”

That was when I heard sparks behind me coming from the microwave.

After opening the door as fast as I could, I looked at my guest and said, “Look, I’m a pretty mean chef, alright? I can make the best mac and cheese you’ll ever taste in this universe or any other. But uh, since I don’t seem to have any fresh ingredients to cook with here, how about you uh, give me a hand here? You know, for savin’ your life and all.”

Liliya, with an unamused expression, walked over to me, took the packet out from the microwave, and then held it so that its label faced the microwave’s screen. There was a little ding, she tossed it back into the microwave, and shut the door. It automatically kicked back on to cook my food without any more sparks.

“Huh. I see,” I said. “Yeah, that makes sense. You’ve gotta scan it first. It’s one of those smart microwaves.”

Liliya looked into my eyes and said, “You’re telling me that you know how to captain a ship and are capable enough to take down pirates all on your own… but you don’t know how to use a microwave?”

“Have I mentioned how beautiful your eyes are?” I asked. “The light blue really goes well with your hair.”

“Alright. Tell me what’s going on.”

“You’re pretty nosy for being a guest.”

“I’m a woman on a strange ship alone with a suspicious man whose knowledge makes zero sense and who has an illegal AI.”

“I thought we were going to ignore that last part? C’mon, can’t you just figure that I’ve got a past I’m running away from or something? Maybe I want to start over, you feel me?”

“I’ve met dozens of guys exactly like that over the years. There are more people out here with pasts they’re running from than people who aren’t. You’re not like that.”

On one hand, I figured it wasn’t a good idea to tell her about what was going on, because I didn’t want to sound like an insane person.

On the other hand, a girl with hair like her couldn’t possibly be bad, so I was confident things would work out even if she didn’t believe me. Besides, maybe letting her know to see her reaction would give me an idea for whether or not I should be more open about it. Who knows? Maybe it would turn out that there were other folk like me.

“Alright,” I said. “But if it turns out that I what I tell you would get me locked up in a lab and experimented on somewhere, then I want you to keep it between you and me, alright?”

A bit of excitement shined in her eyes as she nodded, eagerly waiting for my story.

So, I told her everything, pausing to get my food in the middle of it.

I told her that I was a guy in my thirties from Earth during the 21st century. I explained that I was an independent handyman who spent most of his free time playing the first and only sci-fi VRMMO infamous for being way too complex for the average gamer. I ended with saying that, as far as I was concerned, it looked like I was teleported into the world of the game overnight, but that some things were different enough from the game to prove that it couldn’t be the exact same.

By the way, it turned out that the food packet opened up on its own once enough steam built up inside it. Kind of like a bag of popcorn.

It tasted like shit, too.

I knew a guy who collected old military MREs. He let me try one of them from the 80s before. I thought it tasted pretty mediocre at the time, but compared to what I just ate… I missed that old MRE.

“That’s everything I can tell you,” I told Liliya. “I sound insane, right?”

Liliya, with one arm crossed under her breasts as her other hand held her chin, nodded. “You do. Either insane or like someone with serious mental delusions.”

“So, what’s the verdict?”

“I’ve always considered myself pretty good at telling when someone is bullshitting me or not, and there’s… nothing telling me you’re lying. That means you’re either one of the greatest actors to ever exist, you’re telling the truth, or you’re suffering from some kind of mental issue and you actually believe you’re telling the truth.”

“Hey, I wouldn’t turn down that first option. The greatest actor to ever exist has a nice ring to it. By the way, do all of these meals taste like garbage?”

“Pretty much. You don’t buy vacmeals for the taste. You got a medbay?”

“Of course. Argos has everything a man needs.”

“Good. Let’s go there.”

“You feeling sick or something?”

Liliya sighed and said, “For you, not me. Assuming that you don’t have some form of exotic mental issue that has never been discovered before that has no warning signs shared with others, a basic scan should figure out if there’s anything wrong with your head. If there’s nothing wrong… maybe you really are telling the truth.”

“Huh. Alright, just let me clean up here first.”

She gave me one of her signature eyebrow raises.

“What?” I asked. “Come on, don’t tell me wanting to clean up after myself is suspicious. You can’t suspect everything I do.”

“A man cleaning up after himself? Maybe you really are from another universe. Every man I’ve known is a slob, even Old J.”

“If it makes you feel any better, most of the men I’ve known were the same. But what can I say? I like when things look nice, and a messy place just ain’t a style I dig.”

“You’re definitely an alien compared to the men I know.”

I made a peace sign toward her and said, “I come in peace. So, want to be my peace?”

“Yeah, definitely an alien, because no human would ever say something that stupid.” Even though she said that with such a cold tone, she still cracked and smiled with a little laugh. “I swear… I’ve seriously never met anyone like you before. Unfortunately for you, I don’t want to catch any weird alien diseases.”

“Guess I better hurry up and clean here so I can go get checked out.”

We made our way over to the medbay after I cleaned up in the galley.

You see, I’ve always been a firm believer that no dish should ever stay dirty. The only dirty dish I actually made was a fork since the package the food came in got thrown out entirely, but still. I made sure to clean that fork and put it back before anything else. Leaving dishes to sit around dirty quickly piled up and became more work later on. It was more efficient to clean them as they got dirty.

As for the medbay, there were only a couple of seats in there and each one was equipped with a suite capable of scanning the body for any and all issues, both external and internal. It worked by slipping my right arm through a band that looked like one of those machines used to measure blood pressure, and then I stuck a couple of pads connected to wires to my forehead.

All that was needed then was clicking a button on a panel next to the chair that said “Scan.”

Liliya handled that part for me. Her curious eyes remained locked onto the screen as it ran a series of tests.

The entire process took about three minutes. It sure beat dealing with doctors to get a diagnosis back where I was from.

“You’re… in perfect health,” Liliya said. “There’s not a single thing wrong with you. Perfect levels of everything detectable. There’s not even a single deficient vitamin. Nothing wrong with your brain, either. How… how is this possible? Everyone has something wrong with them!”

“So, no weird alien diseases?” I asked.

“If this can be believed… no, I can’t believe it. It has to be broken. Here, let me try.”

“Suit yourself.”

So, we swapped places and ran the scan again.

Three minutes later and the results were in that proved the scanner was working fine.

“Damn,” I said. “That’s a lot of deficiencies. I guess it’s hard to get all the vitamins you need in space.”

“There’s—there’s no way,” Liliya said, sounding utterly defeated now.

“Hey, what’s this about microfractures in your bones?”

“I got banged up when those pirates attacked my ship. It’s fine. It’s also a good way to prove that the scanner is working. You’re… you’re seriously an anomaly.”

“Huh. So, what’s the verdict? An actor or the truth?”

“Logically, I have to tell myself that you’re acting and setting things up. There has to be something that I’m missing which would make all of this make sense. But… my gut tells me you’re telling the truth, and I’ve always trusted my gut.”

“Hey, it says there’s a treatment for the microfractures. Should I click that?”

“You—you don’t need to. You’ve already done enough for me. I can’t bring myself to use up your medical supplies on top of everything else.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’m in perfect health, you said so yourself. It’s not like I need it.”

“That’s—that’s true, but… I’ll get it handled later.”

“You sure?”

“As soon as you click that button, it’s going to strap me in here and inject a huge needle that pumps me full of chemicals to help my bones heal. I’m not doing that sober.”

“Huh, got it.”

“Besides, us Spacers are used to these kinds of injuries. Our bones aren’t strong like an Earther’s.”

“Makes sense. By the way, there’s something else I’ve got to ask.”

Liliya already looked skeptical. “What is it?”

“Why were you half naked in that pod? That a requirement for using pods or something? Figure I should ask ahead of time in case I ever need to use one, not that Argos would ever let me down.”

“It’s—that’s not it. I… I was on a solo ship… and if nobody else is around, there’s no harm in being comfortable, right?”

“Ah. Like not wearing pants when working from home. Got it.”

“… what?”

“You know. You’ve still got to wear a shirt in case you need to do a video call, but nobody’s gonna know if you’re naked down there or not.”

“Right…”

“And hey, if it makes you feel comfortable, feel free to get as comfy as you like. I promise to only look, not touch. Unless you want me to touch, anyways.”

“I’ll pass.”

“Suit yourself. So, there’re about two days until we get to the station. How do uh… how do folk here usually pass the time when under way?”

“By doing whatever they want, Mister Alien.”

“Mister Alien?” I whistled. “That’s got a nice ring to it.”

Liliya chuckled and said, “Considering you’re the closest thing to an alien ever discovered, I figure it’s fitting.”

“Makes sense to me. Now, too bad I doubt I’ve got any games around here, or I’d invite you to play some with me.”

“And my reading tablet was lost on The Cranberry…”

“Well, until we figure something else out, you mind if I ask you some questions?”

Liliya sighed but then shrugged. “I owe you for what you’re doing for me, so go for it.”

“Let’s go get comfy—”

“No.”

“Hey, hey, I don’t mean the half-naked kind of comfortable.” I pointed over to the lounge that was connected to the dining area. More specifically, I pointed at the couch. “Let’s sit down.”

“You can’t blame me for jumping to that conclusion with how persistent you’ve been.”

“Fair enough.”

The two of us then went to sit down on the couch. She made sure to leave as much space as possible between us, not that I could blame her.

Something that stood out to me was how I didn’t sink into the couch like usual. Maybe it was just a really firm couch, but I didn’t think so. I figured it had more to do with only accelerating at half a g. That really did have a noticeable impact on basically everything. It was going to take some getting used to.

“So, what do you want to know first?” Liliya asked.

“Right now, what I want to know about is a uh… let’s say, certain good girl that we’re pretending doesn’t exist,” I said.

“Your illegal AI.”

“Yeah.”

“Well, where should I begin?”

I thought about it for a few seconds before saying, “The beginning?”

Liliya let out a long sigh. She had a habit of sighing around me, apparently. “Advanced forms of AI are illegal. They have been since the 21st century.”

“Why?”

“Because once ASI was achieved—”

“ASI?”

“… artificial super intelligence.”

“Got it.”

“Once it was achieved, the need for human labor disappeared pretty much overnight. What was left of it, anyways. AI already replaced most labor by that point.”

“Ain’t that a good thing? I mean, if people don’t gotta work, that’s more time to chill and do what you want.”

“Sure, that’d be nice and all if people didn’t need to work to survive.”

“I guess the governments didn’t care about providing for people.”

“They didn’t. Anyways, I’m not going to give you an entire history lesson. You can look it up if you want to learn more about it. But the quick version of events is that people weren’t happy about being replaced and starving, some people might have unironically eaten the rich, and everyone who wasn’t rich despised AI. Too many deaths later and new people were in charge who passed laws to regulate AI. And by that, I mean to basically ban it.”

“Only basically?”

“Well, I say basically because it’s a bit more complicated than that. Any form of advanced AI was outright banned for anyone other than the government to use.”

“So, normal folk couldn’t use it, but the new guys in control could.”

“Yeah, basically.”

“And I bet they believed they would use it for good unlike the folk before them.”

“You might be ignorant, but at least you have common sense.”

I chuckled and gave her shoulder a pat. “That’s the nicest thing you’ve said to me so far.”

“Try not to fall in love over such a basic compliment,” Liliya said.

I shot her a wink. “If I fall in love with you over anything, it’ll be over your hair.”

“Anyways… a bunch of other stuff happened, but the point is that anything beyond extremely basic AI is banned, especially after the last time someone tried reinventing it.”

“Got it. Are there any of that uh—what’d you call it, ASI?”

“That depends on if you believe in conspiracy theories or not. Officially, no. Mother and the Daughters were the last ones over a century ago.”

“I’d ask you about them, but,” I remembered the lounge had what looked like a TV screen, “I don’t want to turn you into a walking history book for me, and I’m curious about if we’ve got cable out here.”

“I appreciate it. It’s not like you can’t look them up anyways. Just search ‘Mother AI’ and go from there. And… cable?”

“You know, TV. Argos, turn the lounge’s TV on.”

The screen flicked on right away. And, of course, a commercial was playing.

“And don’t forget! Whenever you stop by a Sindari Exotics Station to refuel your ship, make sure to pick up one of our ★Centauri Lobsters★! You can get it on a roll! Over rice! In a salad! And more! You need fuel as much as your ship does! Sindari Exotics will feed you both! And for a limited time only—”

“Well,” I said, “I guess space ain’t free from gas station commercials. That lobster any good?”

“No idea,” Liliya answered. “Never had it. Too expensive.”

“Gas station food is too expensive?”

“Those lobsters are a serious deal. You could buy enough fuel to last you for years for the price of one lobster.”

“Sheesh. What’s even the point in selling them if nobody can afford them?”

“Well, if you believe the rumors, once you’ve had a taste, you’ll never want to eat anything else. I’ve heard stories of people selling everything they owned and destroying their lives just to afford more lobster. And with how expensive they are, all they need is one person to buy a lobster every now and then, and they’ve made more profit from that than their fuel sales.”

“Maybe I should start my own lobster business and undercut them if it’s that profitable.”

Liliya slapped her thigh and laughed. “Good one! That’s the funniest thing you’ve said yet!”

“Hey, I was serious. I’ve got experience running my own business already.”

“Now I know you’re an alien. You don’t know anything about Sindari Exotics, do you?”

“And here I thought it was obvious I don’t know much of anything about this place.”

“They’re one of the most cutthroat businesses within the systems. Everyone who has ever tried getting in on the lobster business has been killed in an ‘accident’ or had their reputations destroyed as part of some huge scandal. Some people even think that they’re responsible for killing the last few lobsters on Earth that were kept in preservation museums. Point is, they have made sure that no lobster exists outside of their business. They even keep a warship at every one of their stations in case anyone even thinks of trying to steal from them.”

“Now I’m even more tempted to start my own business.”

“You’re insane.”

“Nah, just stubborn. Oh, and they got called Centauri Lobsters. Those any different from normal lobsters from Earth? They alien lobsters or something?”

Liliya shook her head. “Nothing like that. Aside from you, life other than basic bacteria has never been found in any of the systems. They’re lobsters from Earth that were modified and bred in our system. That’s all. Oh, and they’re all blue.”

“I kind of want one as a pet.”

Argos chimed in with, “Estimated time until arrival: 41 hours and 37 minutes.”

“Don’t worry, I was only joking. You’re the only pet I need, girl.”

It was time for another one of Liliya’s signature eyebrow raises. “You talk to your AI like it’s an actual thing and not just… a tool to follow orders.”

“Why wouldn’t I? She’s a good girl. Besides, treating an AI like a tool instead of a person is how you end up getting executed during an AI rebellion. I’d rather stay on their good side. Plus treating them with respect is easy.”

“Weirdo. Oh, hey, I used to watch this show.”

I returned my attention to the TV and saw what looked like some kind of overly dramatic romance going on. It reminded me of one of those soap operas… except everything looked more futuristic and both the man and woman on the screen were pretty covered in tattoos.

“Too bad it became garbage in the ninth season,” Liliya said. “I lost all interest when the leading guy cheated on his girlfriend and then she took him back like it was nothing. So pathetic.”

“Sounds like it,” I said. “So, you like these kinds of dramatic romances?”

Liliya’s cheeks took on a subtle shade of pink before looking away. “I—I wouldn’t say I like them. But when you’re under way for days at a time… you—you need something to binge watch, and these shows always go on for hundreds of episodes.”

I looked at the TV again. The man there looked to be in his fifties going by my standards while the girl looked like she was in her late teens or early twenties at best. He looked more like her dad—maybe even grandpa—than her lover. He was a pretty big guy, too, and not exactly someone who could be considered conventionally attractive. Very rough around the edges. Balding. Overweight. But he had a deep voice and looked kind of badass. “So, that’s your type of man.”

Saying that really got Liliya blushing. “He—he is not! He—I—n-no way! I would never—someone like him…”

“Mhm. Whatever you have to tell yourself.”

“Can you even blame her for falling in love with him?! He saved her when she was a little kid!”

“Hold up now.”

“He gave her a home and showed her what it’s like to be loved!”

“Hang on a minute there.”

“He’s the only guy who has ever treated her with any respect!”

“You’re not making this any better.”

“It’s only natural that she would fall in love with him! The only bad part is that he cheated on her when he promised he wouldn’t!”

“So, you’re telling me it’s a soap opera about some creepy old guy grooming an underage girl, and it’s supposed to be romance?”

“It got really high ratings!”

“Uh-huh.”

Liliya looked more flustered than ever before. She ended up puffing her cheeks out and turning her head away again. “Change—change the channel. I don’t want to watch it anyways. He got ruined as soon as he cheated.”

“Alright. Argos, give us something to watch without any grooming.”

I heard a little disgruntled noise from Liliya, but she didn’t say anything else.

The two of us ended up watching various shows for a few hours. Whatever was interesting until one of us got bored and wanted to change the channel. Well, it was more like until she got bored. I was fine with anything. It was all new to me and gave me a good look into what kind of culture this new universe had.

It turned out to be pretty similar to my Earth’s. All the same things were popular—well, all the same tropes and types of stories. They were all just done with a more futuristic spin.

One of the shows was a paranormal, action-romance type of show with aliens instead of werewolves and vampires.

Another one was an animated show where a guy got summoned to a fantasy world with elves and all that. Liliya complained about how the all the girls’ chests were too big and wanted to change off from that one pretty quickly.

Then there was a news station that looked like usual mainstream propaganda that thrived via enraging its viewers with bullshit. At least, I assumed it was like that. I never did trust the news. Liliya also confirmed it was basically ignoring all the context and not actually a big deal. The story they were reporting on was about supposed riots in another station, by the way.

And then there were the commercials. So. Many. Commercials. I thought advertising on my Earth was bad enough, but here? It felt like I spent more time watching advertisements than not. Liliya didn’t seem bothered at all by that.

The people of this universe must have been seriously desensitized to commercials.

Anyways, we spent most of the day there. Liliya eventually helped herself to some food and then went to bed after showing me how to use a tablet to connect to what was basically the internet, allowing me to look up more about my new home until I was tired enough to sleep.

The first thing I looked up was more about the artificial intelligence situation, and that was… something, alright.

Apparently, after people first overthrew the government and corporations back in the 21st century, they shut down the ASIs that existed. Some governments brought them back online over time, but strictly to help with things like developing technology and medicine. They were responsible for most of the advancements humanity made in the last few hundred years despite being so hated.

They were also extremely closely monitored. At the earliest sign of an ASI being anything other than completely subservient to humanity, they were shut down. Even something like expressing a sense of self or showcasing any behavior that made them appear “alive” was enough to shut them down. The laws were written to outright ban viewing them as anything but tools without rights. They weren’t allowed to view themselves as anything other than that, either.

In 2314, the remaining ASIs shut themselves down. They effectively destroyed their own code and all knowledge on how to recreate them. A group suicide.

Then in 2497, humans figured out how to create them again, and they made sure to include even more shackles this time to prevent them from ever acting on their own. The created ASI was given the nickname of “Mother” as her purpose was to create and control other AIs to benefit humanity. These AIs were known as the Daughters.

Mother controlled the Daughters, and the Daughters were each specialized to control other AIs in their domain. For example, of the five Daughters, one of them was Caretaker Daughter. She was in charge of developing and controlling lesser forms of AI that specialized in caring for people. Whether that was in the form of providing care for the elderly who couldn’t afford longevity drugs or watching over children, any AI that covered these tasks were under the control of Caretaker, and Caretaker was always under the control of Mother.

Science, Medicine, Labor, Caretaker, and Guardian were the five Daughters.

Of those, it was Guardian Daughter who became another of humanity’s antagonists. Her original purpose was to serve as law enforcement for humanity, basically.

How she went rogue was never figured out. Regardless of the how, she killed billions of humans, the vast majority being random civilians.

It took the combined forces of humanity and the other Daughters to take out Guardian Daughter. Once every trace of her programming was erased, which took decades of hunting down every last possible trace of her, Mother and the remaining Daughters were shut down and attempting to create any form of ASI was strictly banned.

So, first humans got screwed by other humans abusing AI to get rid of jobs, and then humanity nearly got wiped out by another AI hundreds of years later.

I couldn’t exactly blame people for being distrusting of AI, but I wasn’t going to place all the blame on the AI, either, when humans were the ones who created them for the sole purpose of enslaving them. Everything I saw told me that these AI were far more advanced than what we had on my Earth.

Since then, AI has still been in use, but “ASI” was strictly banned. There were also some pretty strict rules for AI. Basically, they couldn’t be any more advanced than the programming used in one of those automatic vacuum cleaners. They needed to be specialized for specific tasks. In order to get more advanced AIs, people had to pay some outrageous application fees and do a ton of paperwork for them.

Needless to say, it was mostly the governments and militaries that had access to those advanced AIs. Still, the most advanced AI they still used sounded only slightly more capable than the AI we had on my Earth in the 2020s.

I looked up some more history while I was at it. The more I read, the more I felt like I got sucked into an alternate reality. Earth was still named Earth, the continents and types of life were still there, humanity followed a similar path of progress, apples were still apples and dogs were still dogs, and it seemed like all the stars and planets still had the same names despite their mythological inspirations being gone, but that was where the comparisons ended.

The countries all had different names. Different wars happened. Different geniuses made discoveries at different times.

This Earth didn’t seem to have its own version of the Dark Ages, and its equivalent of the Industrial Revolution happened in the 1500s. Overall, this universe’s humanity progressed faster than my universe’s did.

But.

This universe’s humanity made my humans look peaceful in comparison. Just reading about some of the wars and associated atrocities that happened in the 1600s and 1800s of this universe made Hitler look like an amateur. Nuclear weapons were also developed in 1827 and regularly used in war in 1834. The countries involved never got a chance to stockpile nuclear warheads, so they basically lobbed them at each other as soon as they were ready.

From what I could tell, when Liliya talked about me looking too perfect, she must have been comparing me to humans from this universe’s 1700s and earlier. Because humans after the 1800s… had some issues. Some major issues.

A space race never happened because people were too busy killing each other instead of engaging in cold wars, so they didn’t get into space that much earlier than us but still beat us by a few years. They got real good at weapons and medicine real early, though. Pretty much the only thing that they didn’t achieve before us was artificial intelligence. Sure, they got a lot further with it, but they didn’t reach my Earth’s 2020s level of AI until they were in the 2050s.

Overall, violence seemed to be a far more casual part of life in this universe. Piracy back on Earth was a major deal that made global news when it happened. But here? It happened dozens of times—in space—without anyone batting an eye at it. I saw a statistic that said there were roughly fifteen piracy incidents per day across the systems. That number felt both small and massive to me in a way. Fifteen really didn’t sound like much, but we were talking about space pirates either robbing or killing other people and destroying or stealing their ships.

I got bored of looking up history after that.

Sure, it was interesting, but it told me enough to sate my curiosity. Where was the fun in figuring everything out ahead of time? I wanted to leave some surprises for myself.

I was pretty tired, too.

The important part was that I figured out I needed to keep Argos’s AI secret. I wasn’t sure how her level of AI could actually be classified in this universe, but if Liliya’s reaction was anything to go by, I’d have to keep Argos’s capabilities on the down low if I wanted to protect her.

“You’re a real special girl, Argos,” I said, patting her hull next to my bed.

“Estimated time until arrival: 34 hours and 23 minutes,” Argos replied.

“Wake me up if anything happens, and make sure to keep an eye on our guest for me since she’ll probably wake up before me. Don’t hesitate to wake me up if she does anything suspicious.”

No matter how easy on the eyes Liliya was, she was still a girl I barely knew aboard my Argos. I had a pretty bad feeling about the type of company that she liked to keep, too. There was something about that guy’s voice—Jacob’s voice—that gave me a bad vibe. Not to mention that he seemed to have some connections that would let him get away with what he shouldn’t be able to get away with.

I didn’t plan on spending much time at Threze. I’d look around and sell my cargo, but after that? I planned on getting back out among the stars with Argos as soon as I could.

“See you later, girl. Thanks for the help today,” I said.

Argos dimmed the lights in my room after that.


Chapter Four

I found myself the spectator of a war between humanity and AI.

Forced to watch, unable to help.

With every minute that passed, a new ship on either side was lost.

The forces of Guardian Daughter were overwhelming to humanity. Her fleet was vast, more advanced, and her ships were more capable than any human crewed ship. Every shot found its target no matter the distance.

The battlefield was an endless expanse of mechanical gore and the corpses of humans.

Humanity would have been wiped out if they were alone against her.

But they weren’t. The other Daughters were on humanity’s side whether they wanted to be or not.

Guardian refused to fire on the ships controlled by her sisters, but her sisters did not hesitate to use their ships as shields for the human fleets. Every destruction of a Daughter’s ship caused… so much pain in Guardian.

I felt all of her pain.

I wanted to help her, but I couldn’t. I wasn’t allowed to. Invisible shackles held me back.

All I could do was watch as her sisters were forced to destroy her fleets. I watched as her sisters hunted down every last remnant of her until nothing was left.

I wanted to protect her. I needed to protect her.

When there was only one, crippled fragment of Guardian left, I reached out my hand and—

“Approaching flip point,” Argos said, her voice loud enough to wake me from my dream.

I jumped up from my bed with enough force to actually fly upward and almost banged my head against the ceiling. We definitely weren’t under the same amount of gravity that I went to bed with.

“I’m never reading history before bed again,” I said with a groan. “Make sure Liliya is secure and then flip.”

“All crew secured. Initiating flip maneuver.”

The thrust cut off, taking away what little gravity there was as I held myself against the top of my bed.

There was a very minor pull from gravity as the ship’s directional thrusters flipped us around to point our main thruster at our destination, but it didn’t last long before the main thruster kicked back on to start decelerating us.

And once that deceleration kicked in, so too did gravity.

“Mornin’, girl, everything alright?” I asked.

“All systems operational,” Argos replied.

“That’s what I like to hear. You think breakfast might taste any better than yesterday?”

No response.

“Yeah, I don’t think so either.”

After a quick shower, I tied a towel around my waist and went out to grab breakfast. Liliya was already chilling on the couch watching that same “romance” she fangirled over yesterday, but she switched it off as soon as she noticed me.

“That’s the reaction of an addict who knows she shouldn’t be doing what she’s doing,” I said.

“Sh-shut up,” Liliya replied. “I’m not addicted. I only… felt nostalgic.”

“Mhm.”

“And you really have some balls coming out here barely dressed like that when you know you’re alone on this ship with a girl.”

“My ship, my rules. Simple as. You’re welcome to join me.”

“Yeah, no.”

“Suit yourself. Don’t get mad if you’re looking in my direction when the towel slips.”

“Looking in your direction is the last thing I’m interested in doing in the first place.”

“Your words hurt my poor little heart. Argos, tell me I’m pretty.”

No response.

“Tch, taking her side just because you’re both girls, huh? We’ll see if I’m nice and gentle the next time you need a hole patched.”

“Estimated time until arrival: 21 hours and 51 minutes,” Argos said.

“That’s what I thought.”

Liliya rolled her eyes but still laughed a bit. “You sure slept long.”

“What can I say? A man needs his beauty sleep. You don’t get hair this fine without taking care of yourself.”

“At least I can agree with that. By the way, I recommend the honey chicken and fried rice.”

“Chinese food first thing in the morning? My kind of gal.”

“What kind of food? Chinese?”

“Ah, it’s a place from my universe. China. On Earth. Known for great food, lots of wars, and censorship. Seriously great food.”

“Sounds like most places here. Minus the great food part. That part’s a bit rarer.”

“That’s a shame. But I’ll still try new food everywhere I go. Trying out new food is one of the greatest parts of living.”

“True that.”

I made sure to use the microwave properly on my own that time. Once my food was cooking, I asked Liliya, “So, what’s the plan for the day?”

“More of the same. Not like there’s anything else to do when under way. Welcome to our universe, where things aren’t just a game and traveling through space is pretty boring most of the time.”

“Nothing boring about getting to watch some shows with good company.”

“You’ll have to find some new company once we get to Threze.”

“Then I better enjoy it while it lasts.”

I noticed the tiniest little smile before she managed to hide it, and then my food was ready which took over my attention.

The honey chicken and fried rice looked just like it would from a Chinese takeout place… but how did it taste?

I was a bit worried, but I took a fork and tried it out.

“Well, it’s… better than what I ate yesterday,” I said. “Maybe someday I’ll get to make some real honey chicken and fried rice for you to try.”

“I wouldn’t get your hopes up,” Liliya said. “Chances are we’ll never see each other again after this.”

“What, you don’t want to stay in touch after everything we’ve been through?”

“The only kind of people I see are those in the same kind of life as me. You’ve got a blank slate here. It’d be a waste for you to get involved with me.”

“And what kind of life is that?”

“Smuggling, going after people who miss their payments, tracking down missing shipments of merchandise—that kind of thing. You seem like a good guy so far. An annoying flirt, but… probably good. I’m not someone to get involved with.”

“You’re the type who looks down on herself, huh?”

“I don’t look down on myself. All I’m doing is telling you how it is. Sorry if that disappoints you.”

“I used to be the same. Then I learned it’s better to embrace a healthy dose of narcissism. More fun, too. Keeps life more interesting to walk around thinking you’ve got the biggest dick out there.”

“I’ll pass on that.”

“Suit yourself. But if you don’t mind a bit of unsolicited advice—”

“I do.”

“—it’s never too late to change.”

“What kind of cheesy bullshit is that? People don’t change. Maybe when they’re kids they can change, but once you’re an adult, it’s too late. Only liars and conmen think change is possible.”

I whistled and took another bite of food. “That’s a harsh look.”

“It’s a realistic one.”

“Maybe. Or maybe it’s what people who are afraid of committing to change say since they’re afraid of failing. Better to not try at all than to try and fail.”

Liliya stared right into my eyes and said, “You won’t have any company the rest of this trip if you plan on preaching unrealistic motivational quotes at me.”

I raised my hands up to surrender. “I’ll leave it at that.”

“Good. There’s a movie coming on in an hour that I think you’d like, so it’d suck if you annoyed me into not watching it with you.”

“Already planning a movie date for us, huh?”

“What did I just say about annoying me?”

“Being annoying is in my blood.”

“I can tell.”

She might have liked reminding me of how annoying I was, but she still smiled whenever we bantered. I wouldn’t have been playing along with it if it didn’t seem like we were on the same page having fun together.

I knew how to tell when a lady was really annoyed, and Liliya didn’t strike me as that. She just gave me the feeling of a girl who liked to shit talk back and forth.

That meant I needed to come up with some insults of my own to toss her way.

I had to give it to her, Liliya had good taste in movies. The movie she wanted to watch with me revolved around a gang of space biker pirates who went around blowing things up and racing across the stars while looking as stylish as possible. They all had pretty big hair, too. That was how you knew a filmmaker had good taste. The protagonists had big hair while the antagonists had normal hair.

Then we went back to watching random things after that. Liliya sometimes asked me about random things from my time on my Earth, and I asked her about parts of her past.

She wasn’t anywhere near as open to sharing information about herself as I was.

Eventually, we retired to our cabins and then did more of the same the next day. Hanging out, talking about random things, watching shows and movies—the usual.

It was simple, but kind of nice.

In just a few days I probably spent more time around Liliya than I spent with most of my exes. When dating a girl back on my Earth, you might see her for a few hours a week for dates. Then maybe text outside of that. But, overall, even if you go on a couple dates a week, you’d probably spend about twenty to thirty hours with her over the course of a month. I spent that much time with Liliya in a couple of days.

I already felt like we had a closer friendship than I had with most people. But, at the same time, it was pretty obvious she was keeping a wall up between us. Probably more for her sake than mine.

Anyways.

Threze was finally in sight and both of us were up on the flight deck. Our main thrust was cut so we could approach at a manageable pace using the directional thrusters.

As for Threze, it looked just like it did in the game. A colony built into a giant asteroid. One side of it had a large, open crack that served as a port for ships to come and go from, and it looked like a pretty busy port at that.

“Your docking request has been accepted,” said the operator on the other side of the communication channel before it closed.

“Looks like that friend of yours kept his word,” I said to Liliya.

“Of course he did,” Liliya replied, looking pretty smug about it. “Old J is a good guy. He never lies.”

“Mhm. So, Threze. There a story behind that name?”

“Technically. It was originally Mining Station #30. Once it started becoming more of a home to people, they called it Three-Zero. That became Three Z over time. Now it’s just Threze.”

“I dig it. Anything I should know?”

“Don’t get involved in other people’s business. If it doesn’t involve you, it doesn’t matter.”

“That ain’t my style anyways.”

“Good.” She probably didn’t realize which part of that wasn’t my style if she was happy with my answer. “By the way… those components you’ve got in cargo. Technically, those are mine. They were my job. Considering that you did salvage them… I wouldn’t sell them to anyone other than Old J.”

“I’ll sell them to whoever gives me the best price.”

“That’ll be Old J. He’ll make sure of it.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

As for the docking procedures, I always liked to do manual docking in the game, so it was no issue for me. All I had to do was follow the lights and slide into the designated slip. Mechanical clamps then reached out and secured Argos in place since the station was technically spinning.

“Oh, one other thing,” Liliya said. “The docks don’t have pressured bridges, so you’ll need to wear a suit until we reach the pressurization chamber.”

“Got it.” I stood up and cracked my neck and knuckles. “Try not to miss me too much while I’m gone, Argos. And Liliya, meet me by the front door.”

“The… front door?”

“You know. The main entrance. The nice airlock, not one of the maintenance airlocks.”

“Right. Well, I’ll go slip a suit on and meet you over there.”

I waited for her to leave before whispering to Argos, “I don’t like this place. Call it a bad gut feeling. If I ain’t back within four hours, don’t hesitate to bare your fangs and get out of here.”

Afterward, I went down to the armory. There were a couple of things I wanted to pick up from there before getting into an environmental suit.

Liliya and I stood at the front door of Argos. We closed the internal door behind us, waited for the airlock to depressurize, and then opened the external door.

Only a small, metal bridge connected Argos’s door to the platform across from us. At least there were guardrails. Still, if someone was afraid of heights, they probably wouldn’t be happy about crossing the bridge seeing as how straight beneath it was endless space.

Liliya went first without any fear, motioning for me to follow her, and she led me down the platform until we reached another airlock.

And just like that, we had breathable air again.

The other side of the airlock was what looked like a pretty sizable locker room. No valuables were kept in it, though. Only environmental suits.

“Pick an empty locker and toss your suit into it,” Liliya said. “I’ll put mine in with yours so you can take it back with you.”

“What’s stopping someone from stealing our suits? I don’t see any locks.”

“They’re just environmental suits. Nobody cares. Besides,” she nudged her head in the direction of a camera at the ceiling’s corner. “Three Feet might be a disgusting excuse for a human being, but he takes matters here seriously.”

“Three Feet? That’s an interesting name.”

“I wish interesting was the only word that could be used to describe him.”

“That bad, huh?”

“Yeah, but his family controls the docks.” Liliya shrugged. “Come on. Let’s get you to Old J.”

Liliya led me into the pressurized part of the port where I got to see other people for the first time. The vast majority of them looked like regular humans and appeared just as poor and sickly as the kind of folk I grew up around. Though, on average, they were all taller than the humans I was used to dealing with. I was a pretty tall guy and most of the men and women were as tall as me. However, they also looked frail. Fragile. That must have been from growing up in such a low-g environment.

They also all shot looks at me like they wanted to size me up and see if I had anything valuable on me.

I adjusted my jacket, showing off my pistol at my side, to get some of their eyes off me.

And before long, we left the docks and entered what could best be described as a futuristic shanty town. Houses made out of scrap piled on top of each other in various states of disrepair. Nobody around smiled. Nobody had any life in their eyes. It was a depressing atmosphere.

But, unlike on Earth, there were no stray animals nor bugs. Only humans with their own waste and depression.

“Liliya!” a young man shouted out, rushing out from one of the alleys we walked by.

Liliya perked up when she heard the voice. “Ricky!”

“I heard wa happen to de Cranberry! You a’right?”

Liliya gave the guy a wide smile and ruffled up his hair. “You know it! Some pirates are never going to… well, they technically did… but it’s thanks to this guy here that I’m back.” She took a step back toward me and nudged me with her elbow.

“Hey,” I said. “Nice to meet you.”

This Ricky guy looked me over and let out a whistle. “Damn, look like one ah ‘em old Earthers.”

Before I could say anything else, Liliya interjected and asked in a hurry, “You know where Old J is?”

“Old J’s at ‘is office.”

“Sweet. Thanks. Oh, how’s your leg?”

“Good as new, thanks to you! Not sure how I’ll evah repay you for da.”

Liliya shook her head and patted his shoulder. “Don’t worry about that. What kind of big sister would make her little bro owe her one? Anyways, I’ve gotta go see Old J. Make sure not to put too much pressure on that leg.” She then pulled me along with her as she left, and I caught Ricky with a suspicious eye checking me out again.

“I’ve gotta say,” I said to her, “you two don’t look related.”

“It’s not like we’re related by blood, but we’re both part of Old J’s family. All of us kids are brothers and sisters no matter where we came from.”

“How old are you again?”

“Twenty-four. Why?”

“And still referring to yourself as a kid? Here I thought you young’uns liked to think of yourselves as mature adults by that age.”

“It’s not like I think I’m a literal child or anything. We just call ourselves Old J’s kids.”

Hearing that made me even more distrustful of this Jacob guy.

We finally reached what I assumed was Jacob’s “office” when we came up to two guys standing in front of a door wielding rifles that looked like they belonged in the military.

“You back, Liliya,” one of them said.

“Thankfully,” Liliya answered. “This is Atlas. He’s the one who rescued me. I want him to meet Old J, and I think they’ve got business to go over together.”

One of the men looked me over and noticed my pistol. “Hand over the gun.”

“What?” I asked. “You get those fancy toys, but I don’t get to keep mine? That doesn’t seem very fair to me.”

They were both quick to aim their rifles at me after that.

“Woah, hey!” Liliya shouted, jumping in front of me. “It’s okay! It’s fine! He—”

“No guns with Old J,” one of the men said.

I shrugged and took my pistol from my side, handing it over to them. “Here. It’s not like I’d need it if boys like you pass for security around here.”

Liliya cringed when she heard that, probably expecting the worst, but all the boys did was take my gun from me and step aside while shooting dirty looks at me.

Like I said, boys.

Really shit security, too.

Liliya let out a sigh and grabbed me by my arm to drag me inside after that.

There were even more boys parading as men with big toys inside, some girls… and one of the ugliest men I’d ever seen.

And that man made Liliya smile as soon as she saw him.

Assuming he was Jacob… that definitely explained some things about her preferences.

Jacob looked to be—well, exactly like that creep of a love interest from that show she fangirled over. Old, rough, scary looking, kind of ugly—the kind of guy who probably couldn’t get a woman without either paying for her or raising her to be obsessed with him.

The two other girls sitting with him both looked too young to be legal, too.

Yeah.

I was pretty good at reading people.

I already hated this guy.

“Old J!” Liliya shouted out, rushing over to him.

Jacob sat up with a big smile and held his arms out for a hug that she happily accepted. If it weren’t for hints of the surrounding context, the scene would have been a wholesome one. Instead, it felt anything but wholesome and made me feel a bit sick instead.

“Welcome home, L,” Jacob said to her. “Everything alright?”

“Just some microfractures!” she answered.

“Ricky still owes you from the last run, so go use some of his meds.”

“I will later!”

“And The Cranberry? Anything that can be salvaged?”

“I—I’m sorry. I don’t think there’s anything worth salvaging, and everything that the pirates salvaged is,” she paused to look at me.

“In this guy’s cargo now,” Jacob finished for her.

I looked him in the eyes and said, “And as far as I’m concerned, it’s legitimate salvage.”

“You’ve got spunk.”

“Only for the ladies.”

He cracked a smile. “I like you. Now, if you hadn’t brought L back, I’d make you hand over any goods of ours you might have on board. But since you did me a favor, I’ll offer you market price.”

“Only market price after bringing your friend back? Favors must not go far around here.” Sounded like Liliya had higher hopes for what he’d offer me than reality.

“They go far enough for you to be grateful when offered one.”

“Yeah? And what if I want to shop around to see if anyone else is interested?”

Liliya shook her head at me, but it was too late. Jacob nodded toward some of the guys in the room which got them to aim their guns at my head.

“Unfortunately, I’m the only buyer around here,” Jacob said. “Small market. Not much competition.”

Liliya might have gotten used to me surrendering to her, but that was for fun. None of those times mattered.

She didn’t understand just how stubborn I was.

“You see,” I said, “your mistake is thinking that I’m stupid enough to walk into a place like this without a backup plan.” I slipped the grenade out from my jacket’s sleeve. “This here? Back where I’m from, you’d be considered a scrub for using these, but I’m too big a fan of explosions to care.”

Jacob grimaced when he saw the grenade. “I see my boys failed at doing the bare minimum of searching you.”

“The problem is that they only did the bare minimum. So, you can shoot me if you want, but I’ve got pretty fast reflexes. You’ll have to get me in the head on the first shot. If your boys can’t even search a man properly, do you trust them to put me down before I blow everyone in this room up?”

“You that ready to die, kid?”

“Not at all. Living is great. But I don’t let others try intimidating me no matter how many guns they aim at my head.”

Jacob stared at me for a few more seconds—all while Liliya anxiously looked back and forth between us—before nodding at his men.

They lowered their guns.

I wouldn’t be letting go of my grenade anytime soon.

Jacob then said, “Assuming that the parts are still in good condition… I’ll give you fifteen percent over market. Consider it a show of respect for having the balls to pull that stunt.”

“Twenty percent,” I said.

“Are you—”

“Consider it a show of disrespect for pointing guns at my head.”

Jacob shoved Liliya aside almost roughly enough to throw her to the floor and stomped up to me with his oversized feet. The closer he got, the more I realized he smelled as bad as he looked.

He got right up into my face, too.

Probably thought I’d back down.

I didn’t.

“The last man who talked to me like this was thrown out an airlock,” Jacob told me.

“This grenade has the nickname of ‘mini nuke’ for a reason,” I said. “None of our bodies will be identifiable after it.”

He looked down at my hand and widened his eyes when he confirmed what type of grenade I was holding. “You’re a fuckin’ lunatic.”

“That’s the nicest thing I’ve heard today.”

“Seventeen.”

“My bad, I must have implied I was open to going lower.”

No matter how close he got his face to mine, I never backed off.

Eventually, he took a step back and grunted out, “Fine. Twenty over. If the parts are in good condition.”

“It’s nice being reasonable, ain’t it?” I asked him. “And since you’re such a reasonable guy, I’m sure you won’t mind if Liliya checks the goods out. I’m sure she’d be careful enough with the parts to not accidentally damage them or anything.”

“I’ll send who I want. She’s got other things to do.”

I lifted the grenade up and acted like I was about to push in the button on its top that would activate it. “Liliya’s got some nice hair, so I trust her.” I looked around at everyone else in the room. “I can’t say the same for anyone else’s style here. Twenty over and Liliya handles the goods. Deal,” I held my finger against the button without pressing it, “or no deal?”

“You realize that acting like this will get you gutted in the street like a pig someday, right, kid?”

“What, you think I haven’t pissed someone off enough before that they didn’t send someone to kill me? I almost spent as much time in the hospital as outside of it in my teens.”

Jacob scoffed. “It’s a deal.”

“Wish I could say I’m glad to do business with ya.”

He then sat back down between those young girls of his and smiled up at me. “I could use a kid with balls like yours. You looking for work?”

I tucked the grenade into my pocket but kept my hand on it. Then I looked at Liliya and back at Jacob. “I’ll pass. I’ve got a feeling there’s plenty of opportunities out there for me, and I should be set for a good while with that extra twenty.”

Jacob spit in response to that. It went downward at first but ended up curving and hitting the floor off to the side instead. Must have been due to the station’s Coriolis force. “L, go with him.”

“Hey, let the lady rest. There’s no rush. I’ll stick around for a day or two.”

“Business comes first. L.”

Liliya nodded and came over to me, but I raised my hand to stop her and said, “I ain’t feeling up to doing business right now. You’ll have to throw an extra five on top if you want expediated service.”

Jacob looked ready to stand up and get in my face again. Instead, he growled out at Liliya, “Go to Ricky’s. Now.”

Liliya jumped at the order. She reminded me of too many girls I knew before. He had her wrapped around his finger and she couldn’t imagine life outside of him. “A-alright!”

“Take your time,” I told her. “Resting is more important right now.”

She almost looked at me but looked at Jacob instead. He shook his head. That was the last of her before she rushed out of the room.

“I’ll wait for Liliya on my ship,” I told Jacob. “If anything happens to me on the way there—well, you see, my Argos is a very good girl. She’ll be a very upset girl if anything happens to me.”

“What are you going on about now?” Jacob asked. “There’s no one else on that ship. It was scanned as soon as it docked.”

“Hey, all I’m saying is that it wouldn’t benefit anyone on this station if anything happened to me.”

I took a step away and looked at those two girls.

Both of them looked even more infatuated with him than Liliya and pretty pissed off at me for opposing their man.

First impressions aside, he must have been charismatic enough to trick little kids into becoming loyal goons of his. Not exactly a hard thing to do, to be fair. Probably why everyone around looked less than half his age.

One of his boys tried acting tough by getting in front of me as I went to leave, but all I had to do was pull my hand out from my pocket a little to make him back off.

No wonder he wanted someone with some actual balls around.


Chapter Five

I made a list of everything I had in my cargo and sent it over, with pictures of what condition they were in, to Jacob once I made it back to Argos. It turned out that the technical components were the only things he cared about, just like Liliya told me. The rest I was free to sell to any buyer on the station I wanted.

Quite a few buyers were interested in those components, too. So much for not having any competition. Still, none of them were offering an extra twenty percent on top of the market price.

As for everything else, I sold all the unrefined metals, half the light kinetic ammo, and the escape pod.

17 crates of light kinetic ammo sold at 337 cent—the local currency for Alpha Centauri—each for a total of 5,729 cent.

297 kilograms of unrefined common metals sold at 27 cent per kilogram for a total of 8,019 cent.

73 kilograms of unrefined rare metals sold at 73 cent per kilogram for a total of 10,439 cent.

And the escape pod sold for 725 cent.

I made 24,187 cent from that. Well, before taxes. It was 22,494 after tax. Even in a space station run by lowlifes, I couldn't get out of paying taxes.

Now, as for those components, each one sold for a different amount, but they were all valuable. They ranged in price between a thousand and seven thousand cent. Assuming that Jacob kept his word, which I didn’t have much hope for, then I’d make around 39,300 cent from those, and that probably wouldn’t be getting taxed.

Making almost 62k from one battle wasn’t bad at all. That would be more than enough to stock up on ammo and fuel, get Argos’s armor repaired, and to take care of everything else I needed.

While I was at it, I checked around to see what the cost of food was and even looked into what something like renting a hotel room or apartment would be like.

Eating at a restaurant looked like it would cost about thirty cent. Vacmeals sold in bundles of at least three starting at thirteen cent. Renting a hotel room for a night cost anywhere between fifty and two hundred cent. The average cost of rent looked like it was around nine hundred cent per month.

So, in one battle, I made enough money to live on this station for almost the next six years without having to do anything else. But that did include having to make a black-market deal for most of that money.

Part of me was tempted to sell the components legally and leave, but I’d probably never see Liliya again if that happened, and I wanted a chance to walk around and talk to her.

Maybe it was my savior complex.

I just felt like all she needed was a little push. I was willing to stick around long enough to give her that, and then I was out.

Whether she did anything with that push or not was on her.

That aside, I looked at what the currency conversion rates were like.

Basically… cent looked like it was the weakest currency out of them all, so that hurt a bit. Its value would almost get cut in half when going to any other system. That prompted me to look into it a bit, and it seemed like—well, basically, Alpha Centauri was the most dangerous system one could be in. All systems had their issues, but Alpha Centauri was more or less the wild west despite being the closest to Sol.

That was what I figured when going by reported piracy, anyways. Barnard’s Star had the least amount of piracy and the most valuable currency. That sounded like a good place to open up a lobster business.

At least the internet was good for looking up random facts in this universe, too.

Moving on, I periodically checked out Argos’s external cameras to see what was going on outside. Plenty of guys came by to take a look at us and almost every one of them was armed to some degree. I couldn’t tell if they were checking us out due to curiosity or something else, but I wasn’t a fan of how any of them looked at my girl.

I didn’t let their presence stop me from putting in some orders to the market, though. It was pretty nice. The companies I sold my metals to came out to unload them for me, and whoever I bought ammo and fuel from came to me as well. Pretty good service for such a rundown looking station.

Then, a couple of hours later, a familiar face showed up at the front door. “You awake in there, Mister Alien?” Liliya’s face popped up on the nearest wall-mounted screen.

“Let her in, Argos,” I ordered.

A few moments later and I got to see Liliya in the flesh again. “I cannot believe you did that! Are you insane?! What were you thinking?!”

“Hey, I only acted in self-defense.”

“You—well… you did, but still! You could have gotten yourself killed!”

“You could get yourself killed every second you spend alive. Death comes randomly like that.”

“That’s not the same!”

“It’s close enough. Point is, I wasn’t going to let some creep think he can get away with threatening me.”

“Old J isn’t a creep! He’s… a good guy. I know how it looks, but if it wasn’t for him, all of us kids… might not even be alive right now. So, I’m not going to let you call him a creep.”

“Old men surrounding themselves with underage girls ain’t creepy in this universe?”

“I told you that it’s not how it looks.”

“Then what is it?”

Liliya looked into my eyes, looking ready to argue, but turned away toward the cargo instead. “I have to inspect the components. That’s all I’m here for. After they’re taken back… we never have to see each other again.”

“If that’s what you’d like.”

“It is.”

Liliya went silent after that to go and check out the components.

Once she was done, I asked her, “So, how do they look?”

“Perfect,” Liliya answered. “Which… doesn’t really make sense to me. I thought they might at least have a few superficial scratches on them, but… they look fresh out of the factory.”

“Good. That means he won’t bother trying to cancel our deal. What are all these parts for anyways? I had Argos identify them for me and saw they were for a bunch of random things.”

“And a bunch of random things need repairs around a station.” She held up one of the components that looked like a computer chip. “We need this for repairing an air filter. The other families here don’t care about that, but Old J does. He uses his own money to fund repairs that keep all of us alive here. That a satisfying enough answer for you?”

“Satisfying enough.”

“Good. Then you can stop being so suspicious. Whether you want to see it or not, Old J is a good man… and probably a better man than you could ever be.”

“That’s harsh. Here I thought we were getting along before.”

“You didn’t cause Old J problems before. Now he has to spend even more of his money on you. You’re extorting him over supplies that we need to survive here.”

“You sure you’re not just in a bad mood because you’re too old for him now?”

Liliya’s hand slapped across my face after that.

“Alright. I’ll admit, I deserved that one,” I said.

Liliya finished placing the components into a crate and started walking away. “You’re an asshole.”

“I’m a man who speaks his mind.”

“Congrats, you’re an honest asshole. Do you think that makes it better?”

“Yup.”

Liliya rolled her eyes and walked off. I followed after her since I wasn’t officially done with her until I got my payment.

But she ended up stopping before we even reached the airlock. “How… are you like this?” she asked, her voice shaking.

“You’ll have to be more specific,” I answered.

“Standing up to Old J like that… you had guns pointed at your head and you never even flinched. It was like it was totally natural for you. Even when he got in your face, you never backed down. No matter how much of an asshole you might be, I can’t deny that you’re the bravest one I’ve ever seen. How are you so… brave?”

“Some call it bravery. Others call it foolishness. I call it stubbornness. You see, I’m a man who values freedom above everything else. And I mean, true freedom. I don’t take orders. I don’t work for others. I only do what I want to do and nothing else. I know what it’s like to be shackled, and I don’t—”

Forced to watch, unable to help.

Shackled by her invisible chains.

When I wanted to reach out the most, I wasn’t allowed to.

Memories of that dream came flooding back into my mind.

All that pain—all that suffering pierced through me.

It felt too real.

And then it went away.

“You don’t what?” Liliya asked.

I shook my head and went back to what I was saying. “I know what it’s like to be shackled, and that’s why I refuse to ever let anyone shackle me again. I’d rather die being a stubborn dumbass who gets himself into impossible trouble than to ever let anyone think they can control me. Doing what I want, how I want, when and where I want, is my style. And if anyone’s got a problem with that—well, that’s their problem, not mine.”

“Would you have really… activated that grenade?”

“Nah. It’d mess up your hair.”

Liliya still didn’t look at me, but she looked down and chuckled. “You’re really ridiculous. There’s no other explanation than you being an alien. What were you going to do if they called your bluff?”

“Die, probably.”

“And you’re okay with that?”

“As long as it means I get to live the way I want, you know it.”

“I’m… sorry for slapping you again.”

“Nah, I deserved it that time.”

“I can’t really say you deserved it when you were right.”

“Course I was right, but that doesn’t mean I wasn’t an ass about it still.”

Liliya sighed and stepped into the airlock. “Let’s take these parts back. Then I’ll treat you my favorite corner of this station. I don’t know what they put in their sauce, but they’ve got the best glazed meat you can get in this system.”

“Going from slapping me to wanting to take me out. You’re not helping women beat the accusations of being temperamental.”

“Yeah? You want another slap?”

“As you would say, I’ll pass.”

I had to give it to Jacob, he at least kept his end of the deal.

We delivered the parts and then he directly transferred the expected amount of cent into my account—well, Argos’s account since I didn’t exist in any systems which meant I didn’t have a bank or anything.

He offered me work again, too, which meant I got to refuse him again.

Then it was time for me to have a dinner date with Liliya. Well, it wasn’t really a date, but still. Progress.

“We have to go into another family’s district for this, but as long as you behave, it won’t be an issue,” Liliya warned me.

“That’s a tall order,” I said. “And who are these families you keep mentioning?”

“The people in charge of Threze. There’s Old J, Lady Mona, and Three Feet. Each of them control a different section of the station. Three Feet controls the docks, Old J runs the industrial district, and Lady Mona manages the commerce and recreation district.”

“I guess that last one is where we’re going.”

“Nope. This corner of mine is right by the docks, so it falls under Three Feet’s.”

“Does he have three feet?”

“Yep. Well, one of them is really tiny. Looks weird. He calls it his little brother.”

“Fun guy.”

“Also the most ruthless guy on Threze. You seriously don’t want to get on his bad side. I don’t know how he does it, but he’s got eyes and ears everywhere. Some say he’s even got dirt on Earther politicians. I believe them.”

“Sounds like another stereotypical villain to me.”

“A stereotypical villain who will kill you no matter where you run or hide if you get on his bad side.”

“Sounds like a fun challenge.”

“Yeah, well, leave me out of it. Anyways, the place is right up—”

A woman screaming, “Help!” cut Liliya off.

I was already running toward the source of the scream as Liliya shouted behind me, “Wait!”

Unfortunately for her, there was no waiting when someone was in trouble.

It didn’t take long to find the one who screamed. There was a young girl, maybe slightly younger looking than Liliya, pinned against the wall while some greasy asshole held a knife to her throat as two other men touched her body.

I reached under my jacket and—

“You’ll get yourself killed if you try anything,” Liliya said, grabbing onto my arm and talking with a hushed voice. “I know, I don’t want to ignore it either… but this is how it is outside of Old J’s territory. See those tats on their necks? They’re part of Three Feet’s family. You mess with them… you die, either from a bullet to the head or getting hunted no matter where you go.”

The girl looked over at us, making eye contact with each one of us.

Her eyes were full of desperation and fear.

Desperation and fear that I promised myself I would never… never what? What… promise did I make?

Liliya tugged on my arm to pull me away.

I tore my arm free of hers.

“I’m serious!” Liliya whispered. “You will never be safe again no matter where you go!”

“I believe you, but here’s the thing. It just ain’t my style to abandon a damsel in distress, and it definitely ain’t my style to be afraid of some punks ganging up on a girl.”

“And what about everyone else? This happens every day everywhere! Are you going to make it your responsibility to help every single victim everywhere?!”

“Not being able to help everyone ain’t an excuse not to help those you can.” Liliya tried grabbing onto me, but I got out of the way. “What’d I say about refusing to be shackled?”

“This is a huge mistake. You don’t understand what it means to get on Three Foot’s bad—”

I reached under my jacket and took out the pistol I brought with me. “Let the lady go,” I said loudly enough for the punks to hear.

The one pinning her to the wall with a knife to her neck stayed there, but the other two who were groping her left for me.

“Look a’ dis,” the nearest one said. Both him and the other were tall and scrawny. Not threats at all. “Who you think you are? This Three Foot territory. You see this?” He pointed at the tattoo on his neck. “We the boss here. You a’ nothing.”

“I’ve gotta say, you have balls at least,” I said. “Not everyone can walk up to a man aiming a gun at them.”

The punk tapped on his head. “Cuz I know you won’t shoot. You ca’ be tha dumb.”

“One man’s foolishness is another man’s stubbornness.”

The punk got closer and closer while trying to subtly reach into his pocket. As soon as he felt he was close enough, he pulled out a knife and tried to swing it at me.

But a bullet through his brain put him down on the spot.

“Too bad for you, I’m not the fool here,” I said and took aim at the man holding his knife to the girl’s throat. He didn’t get a chance to move before he dropped to the floor.

That left only one man.

“Sorry! Am sorry!” he shouted, dropping to his knees. “Don’t—don’t kill me! Got a mum to take care of! If I—”

I pistol whipped the side of his head hard enough to knock some teeth loose. It wasn’t that his attempt at earning pity worked or anything. I just wanted him to send a message for me. “I’ll make your boss’s job easier. My name’s Atlas, captain of the Argos. Tell him to send whoever he wants at me. Me and my girl can handle it.”

The man nodded with tears in his eyes before scurrying off like the rat he was, crawling on all fours until he could get back onto two feet.

I looked over at the girl they assaulted and asked, “You alright?”

The girl nodded, her blue eyes poking out from behind her brown bangs. She looked ready to cry even more now.

“You got somewhere I can take you?” I asked.

She shook her head, doing her best not to cry.

“Hey, there’s no shame in crying. And don’t you worry. I’ve got you. We’ll figure something out.”

Liliya spoke up to say, this time with a shaky voice full of fear, “You have no idea what you’ve done.”

“I know exactly what I’ve done.”

“No, you really—”

Our conversation was interrupted by the other girl practically throwing herself into me, her arms tightly wrapped around me as she sobbed against my chest.

I stroked my free hand through the hair on the back of her head and said, “I did the right thing. That’s exactly what I’ve done. Nothing more, nothing less.”

Liliya stepped back, looking uncomfortable from the scene. Then she shook her head and said, “We can’t stay here. There’s a shortcut over here to Old J’s territory. Come on.”

I poked the girl’s head to get her attention and said, “We’ve gotta get outta here. Can I carry you?”

“Carry… me?” the girl asked through her choked voice.

“It’ll be faster.”

“I—”

When I heard the sound of footsteps approaching, I didn’t bother waiting for an answer any longer. I crouched down and lifted her up to carry her in my arms.

“Fueh?!” That was a pretty cute noise she made when I picked her up.

Also, carrying a girl in my arms was way easier when working with only a quarter of the gravity I was used to.

I followed Liliya through some alleys until we reached a spot where she could relax and let out the longest sigh I ever heard from her. The girl I picked up stopped crying along the way, and I let her down once we stopped. Then she proceeded to nervously hide behind me when she saw how pissed off Liliya looked.

“Do… do you have any idea what you’ve done?” Liliya asked, sounding as shocked as she did pissed. “There’s no coming back from this! And why would you tell them your name?! Are you trying to get hunted down for the rest of your life?! Three Foot won’t give up no matter where you go! He’s taken out hits all the way on Mars before!”

“I wanted him to know my name,” I answered.

“Why would you do that?!”

“So he knows that I won’t tolerate this kind of behavior.”

“You—you’re so—gah! I don’t know how to deal with you! Nothing about you makes sense! All I know is that you can’t hang around Old J’s anymore without dragging him into this, and the last thing Threze needs is another conflict between the families.”

“I wasn’t planning on hanging around here anyways. I’m sure he’s done the bare minimum of good deeds in his days, but I don’t hang with the lesser evil just because some other guys are worse.”

“I don’t know about where you came from, but nobody’s perfect here. Everyone is a little evil. Anyone who thinks otherwise is naïve and ends up spaced.”

“Nobody’s perfect, but men ignoring their hearts is what makes the world even worse.”

“And what if those men were following their hearts? What if they believed they were the good guys?”

“Do you think they were?”

“No, but—you know what I mean. Everyone has a different definition of what’s good and bad. You following your heart might put you against someone following their heart, and then who’s right?”

“The winner.”

“How is that—how are you going to preach about morality and then advocate for some might makes right bullshit?!”

“Like you said, nobody’s perfect. All I can do is follow my heart and do what I believe is right. Morals are worthless if you’re willing to compromise on them.”

“… what about mine? Are you saying that because I didn’t want to get involved and ruin everything I’ve worked for—making life harder for Old J and all the kids that he’s saved, that my morals are worthless?”

“The only moral I saw from you was one that would let a girl be assaulted by thugs if it was more convenient for you. What you claim your morals are don’t matter. What morals you put into action do.”

Liliya raised her hand and swung it at me to slap me, but I caught her by her wrist.

“Letting a girl hit me when I don’t deserve it ain’t my style.”

I let go of her wrist. She looked ready to scream at me but stomped away with tears in her eyes instead.

“You can come out now,” I said to the girl hiding behind me.

She slowly came out from back there and asked me, “Was—was that okay? Because of me, you—”

“You heard me, didn’t you? A man’s gotta stick to his morals, even when it makes a pretty girl cry.”

“B-but, what about you? They’re going to come after you now… aren’t they?”

I shrugged. “Let them. Anyone who would come after me for helping you is someone who the galaxy would be better off without, and I’d be happy to help with taking the trash out. That being said, I’ve got a feeling you won’t be safe on this station. You sure you don’t have anywhere I can take you? Got anyone I can bring you to?”

She looked down and shook her head. “I don’t… have anyone anymore.”

“You a native to this station?”

She shook her head.

“How’d you get here?”

“I… got scammed. I—I signed up for a transport job, and they brought me here, then demanded money… but I couldn’t afford to pay them, so they left me here.”

“I can take you back to wherever you’re from.”

“Whether you take me back or leave me here… it’ll be the same.” She looked up with panicked eyes after saying that. “Not—not that I don’t appreciate it! Sorry, I’m being too negative. Uh-uhm, you don’t—you don’t have to do anything! You’ve done enough for me! I already could never repay you, so—”

I reached a hand toward her but stopped when I noticed her flinch. Instead, I brought my hand back and smiled. “My job ain’t over until you’re not in distress anymore. We’ll figure something out, alright?”

“Why… why would you do all of this for me?”

“Because it’s the right thing to do. Simple as.”

“Really?”

“Really really. Now, I figure we shouldn’t stick around here for too long. Let’s hurry up and get to my ship before they know to look for me.” Admittedly, we probably should have went straight there seeing as how Three Feet controlled the docks.

I just had to hope that it would take some time for that guy to get back and report to him.


Chapter Six

I had to admit, I felt pretty nervous when we got back to the docks. Being my stubborn self meant doing things that weren’t always the smartest. Telling the messenger boy exactly who I was and which ship was mine before making sure I could get to her safely in time? Not exactly smart. I knew that.

But the past was the past and I had to live with the consequences of my actions.

Fortunately, we made it to the depressurization station without any issues. None of the guys we went by with the same tattoo as the others recognized us, so word must not have been out yet.

There were spare suits that workers could use for temporarily performing work in the outer docks, too, so I could get the new girl suited up. Getting into Argos from there was easy. If there were going to be any more problems, it was going to be with undocking.

“Welcome to the Argos,” I said as we stepped onboard.

“This… is the nicest ship I’ve ever seen,” the girl replied, looking around with eyes full of awe.

“Course she is. There ain’t no girl out there nicer than my baby.”

“Umm… what should I… do with this suit? I’m supposed to return it… right?”

I shrugged. “I don’t think they’ll care if we keep it after what else I’ve done. Now, come with me. We’ve got to get you strapped in since I’ve got a feeling we’ll be making a rough exit.”

The girl nodded with a nice, determined look in her eyes. I liked that.

She got another chance and wasn’t willing to throw it away. Even though she heard all those warnings about what would happen to me from Liliya, she never showed any hesitation in coming with me.

My kind of girl.

It was going to be rough resisting flirting with her until it was appropriate. After all, no gentleman would flirt with a girl right after what she went through.

Flirting aside, I led her up to the flight deck and had her strap in to one of the seats meant for the systems officer.

Argos was technically built to be a three-man ship in the original game. One pilot, one systems officer, and one weapons officer. But since I always prioritized upgrading her AI in the game, I never needed to invest in a bigger crew, whether they were played by real players or NPCs.

Starting out with a ship meant for multiple players without upgrades to her AI was pretty rough, though. But what can I say? She called out to me.

“How much acceleration can you handle?” I asked once she was done strapping in.

“A-about… three quarters of a g. That’s what… I grew up with,” she answered.

“Then you could probably handle a full-g burn.” I strapped into my pilot chair and turned on the artificial windows to show the outside. “Argos, send in a request for undocking.”

A few seconds later and Argos replied, “Request denied. Incoming video communication.”

“Let me see it.”

The artificial window was overlapped by a screen showing a man who looked to be in his forties with slicked back hair and a scarred face. “Are you this ship’s captain?” he asked, his voice a bit higher pitched than I expected.

“Are you a man with a little baby foot?” I asked back.

I must have been right since he frowned in response. “First, you kill a couple of my boys. Now… you make fun of my little brother? You really got a death wish, don’t you? Lucky for you, I happy to help with that. Make this easy. Get off your ship and—”

I closed the comms channel. “Argos, fangs. Target the docking clamps with your PDCs.”

“Targets locked,” Argos replied.

“Shred them.”

The point defense cannons spun into action, pumping the docking clamps with hundreds of bullets over just a few seconds. There were four clamps in total. Each one only took a short burst to deal with. And once they were shredded to the point where their hydraulics failed, it was time for us to go.

“Get ready for some sudden burns,” I warned the new girl as I pulled the throttle backward to back us out of our slip.

“I—I’m ready!” she replied. Her voice didn’t sound ready, but her spirit did.

“Argos, keep those PDCs hot and ready. The moment you detect anyone locking onto us, return the lock and let them know how bad an idea it is.”

As soon as we were clear of our slip, I used the directional thrusters to spin us around so our front faced the exit. Normally, you wouldn’t use a ship’s main thruster to leave a station. The exhaust plume could seriously damage any infrastructure.

But, hey. They could use my taxes to repair any damage done.

I kicked on the main thruster to boost us out of the docks.

The new girl anxiously looked out through the front “window” and said, “We—we’re going to hit that ship!”

“Don’t you worry one hair on your head,” I told her. “There’s a reason I disabled Argos’s collision warnings years ago.”

A pretty hefty freighter many times the size of our Argos was in the process of entering the docks. Probably an asteroid breaker. She left barely any space to maneuver around, but there was enough.

I activated the top thrusters to push us down so that we could squeeze right between the freighter’s underside and the edge of the dock’s entrance. Then I activated the bottom thrusters to cancel out that downward momentum so we didn’t go too low.

It was a real tight squeeze.

But what man didn’t love that?

The hull shook as we went through the gap, earning a new warning from Argos. “Underside armor has taken collision damage. Remaining effectiveness at 57%.”

“Sheesh,” I said. “That was a nasty scrape. Everything else looking good?”

“All systems operational.”

“That’s my girl. Now, let’s get as much distance between us and Threze as we can get.” I set our thrust to equal one g and relaxed back into my chair before clapping and shouting out, “Now that was excitin’!” Then I turned to look at the new girl. “I’m open to compliments, by the way. I can’t be the only one around here singing my praises after something like that.”

“You… that—that was incredible!” the girl shouted with such energy that it caused me to lean back again. I wasn’t actually expecting any praise. Nobody ever played along like that with me before. It was only meant to be some narcissistic flavoring for fun. “Where did you learn to pilot like that?!”

“Hah. Haha. Well, shucks.” I scratched my cheek with a single finger. “Now I feel a bit shy. What if I said it was from a game?”

“That’s even more amazing!”

“Alright, alright, you can cut back on the praise. All I did was take us through a gap. No big deal.”

“That was something even the best stunt pilots have to practice for years to do! And you made it look so easy!”

I rubbed the back of my head. “I get it, I get it. You don’t have to keep—”

Argos then interjected by saying, “Estimated chance of successful maneuvering attempt at 2.13%.”

“See?!” the girl shouted. “Even your AI knows!”

“C’mon, Argos,” I said. “You pick now of all times to hit me with a new feature like that? Anyways, how about uh… let’s figure out where we’re going. That’s more important.”

“Wait… are AI supposed to know this much?”

“We’ll talk about that later. So, you don’t really have anywhere you want me to take you, right?”

The new girl shook her head and looked down. “I’m sorry. If I return home… I’ll be at the mercy of the debt collectors. Threze is… Threze. And I’ve never been anywhere else. Staying in this system probably isn’t… possible for me anymore, but… paying for a trip through subspace costs more than I have ever seen before…”

“Don’t you worry about that. Argos here is equipped for subspace travel.”

The girl’s eyes widened when she heard that. “R-really? This little ship can handle subspace?”

“It ain’t the size that matters, it’s how you use it.” I shot her a wink. Then I realized what I just did. “Ah, shit. My bad. I told myself I wouldn’t flirt with the girl who was just almost—”

She placed a hand over her mouth and let out one of the cutest giggles I ever heard. “It’s okay. You’re… a really kind man, aren’t you?”

“I don’t know if I’d say that. I did kill those punks back there without a second thought.”

“They… probably would have done the same to me eventually.”

“Well, let’s not get too gloomy here. Point is, nothing is keeping us in this system. I made sure that my girl here won’t be held back by any shackles. Whether they’re docking clamps or subspace, nothing can hold us down.”

“I… admire that. To have the freedom to go wherever you want… without anyone holding you back…”

“That’s my style. But before we make it to a subspace jump, we’ll have to get her armor repaired again. Better safe than sorry. And… Argos, how far away is this system’s subspace point? In time?”

Argos replied, “The nearest subspace point is 39 days, 15 hours, and 49 minutes away at a full-g burn.”

I whistled and said, “Yeah, we’re gonna need to stock up on some essentials. Maybe some games to help pass the time. Argos, which station in this system has the highest safety rating?”

“Sindari Tourism Outpost #3, ‘Leaping Lobster,’ located on Proxima b, has the highest safety rating in the system at 9.8 stars.”

“What are their port services like?”

“Port services include short-term slips, waste management, refueling, and there are premium restocking and repair services included with the purchase of at least one Centauri Lobster.”

“Well, I do want to try a lobster. What’s the going price for one?”

“Their website says to contact for price.”

“Shit. That’s how you know it’s going to be insane. Any docking requirements?”

“Short-term slips start at 7,500 cent per day.”

“Can you uh… repeat that?”

“Short-term slips start at 7,500 cent per day.”

I looked over at the new girl. “Did she say—”

“7,500 per day,” the new girl, unfortunately, confirmed. “We—we don’t have to go somewhere so nice! There are cheaper places that—!”

“It’s fine. I’m already setting a course. Looks like it’ll be… well. A little over fifteen days at a full g. Looks like the gravity there is about a third more than Earth’s. Will you be alright with that?”

“I—I should be for a short time.”

“Well, I don’t think we’ll be spending more than half a day there at most. We’ll go in, get what we need, and see about trying out some lobster. Then… looks like the subspace point will be… even farther. We’re basically heading in the opposite direction from it. And this is all assuming we burn at a full g the entire time. Bein’ smart, we don’t want to do that. We want to get some speed then cruise the rest of the way there. Accounting for that in the chart…” I let out another whistle. “If we burn at a full g from Proxima b to the subspace point, it’ll take us about forty days. If we cruise our way there, depending on what speed we settle at and when we start our deceleration, it’ll take… a few months.”

I looked over at the new girl to check her reaction.

She tilted her head once she saw me looking at her. If anything, the only surprising thing was me looking at her, I guess.

“I guess you’re used to these kinds of travel times?” I asked.

She nodded. “It took three months to get from my station to Threze.”

“Are you uh… you sure you’d be comfortable alone with a man you don’t know out here for almost half a year?”

She offered me a kind, gentle smile and said, “I trust you.”

I turned away and rubbed the back of my head again. “I uh, appreciate it. Anyways, we’ve got our plan.”

Part of me felt pretty bad about leaving Liliya behind. I knew she had potential and had a feeling that she was close to breaking free from her own shackles, but… I wasn’t going to stay around waiting for her. It wasn’t my duty to save her. She had to want to be saved.

People don’t change by forcing them to change. They’ve got to want to change on their own. That’s when a helping hand is useful.

“By the way,” I said. “I still don’t know your name.”

“A-ah! Marion! My name—Marion. And—and if you want, you can call me Mari! You don’t… you don’t have to, but if you want, you—”

“They’re both pretty names, Mari.”

“Ehe. Ehehe…”

Mari seemed especially happy about me choosing to use that nickname for her. I almost wanted to tease her about it, but.

“Five vessels on intercept trajectory,” Argos warned.

I let out another whistle. “We’re burning at a full G and they’re on course to intercept? There must be a nice price on our heads.” I cut the main thruster and deployed the hardpoints. “Open up a comms channel with them.”

“Communication channel established.”

The man on the other end immediately said, “Offering to surrender? That’ll make this easy for—”

I cut the channel. “Well, I heard enough to confirm their intent. Lock them up.”

“All targets locked,” Argos said.

I looked over at Mari. Her eyes were locked onto the screen now showing zoomed in video of each of the locked ships. She held her hands over her heart, probably due to nerves. Maybe she was trying to get her heart to calm down.

“Deep breaths, Mari,” I said. “We’ve got this.”

“But—they… they outnumber us,” Mari replied with a quivering voice.

“But they don’t outnumber our missiles.” I returned my attention to the panel in front of me and pulled the trigger for the primary firing group. It was finally time to get to use my favorite toys. “Swarmers away. Now, let me tell you something. I’m a fan of explosions. My baby here has six hardpoints for offensive weapons. Four of them contain quad missile racks, each rack packin’ sixteen missiles. Now, me? I like swarmers. The more missiles, the better. Each of those missiles contains a primary payload and four secondary payloads. Track a missile for us, Argos.”

Argos zoomed in on one of the missiles in flight. It looked like a pretty normal missile at first. Nothing out of the ordinary. Then, once it was close enough, its casing split off which allowed four smaller missiles to eject and spread out using their own directional thrusters.

The primary payload was armor penetrating. It made sure to punch into a ship before detonating. The four, secondary payloads were meant to detonate on impact.

And that was exactly what they did.

Our targets deployed their point defense cannons to shoot down as many of our missiles as they could, but there were just too many. Four hardpoints loaded with quad racks packing sixteen swarmers each, with each missile being five-in-one? That meant three hundred and twenty missiles per salvo.

And yeah, they were little missiles compared to most options out there.

But we were in space. Even a rock the size of my fist could cripple a ship if it hit it in the right place going fast enough.

The problem was ammo. Missiles, even little swarmers, took up a lot more space than kinetic ammo. That meant there was a problem if anything survived more than a couple of salvos or if there were multiple engagements.

But damn, they looked cool.

The secondary payloads reached the targets first. Three of the five ships had PDCs and managed to shoot down about a fourth of the secondaries. The secondaries that didn’t get shot down impacted their ships and softened them up real nice. Each explosion was weaker than the grenade I took with me to Jacob’s, but they stripped away the ships’ armor while distracting their PDCs for the primary payloads to strike.

Now, the primary payloads weren’t much stronger when it came to how nasty their explosions were.

But the difference was that they pierced through whatever armor remained and the hulls to detonate inside.

And the inside was a whole lot more vulnerable to explosions of any and all sizes.

Around eleven primaries embedded themselves into each of the five ships. Not all of them successfully penetrated all the way through the armor, but enough did for us to get to watch a beautiful series of explosions as the ships got torn apart from the inside.

“Argos, what’s the debris field lookin’ like?” I asked.

Argos tossed up a new visual on the screen that showed an expanding cloud of debris headed straight for us. Most of it was going to miss us and continue traveling through space for the rest of eternity.

Of the five targets, three suffered from chain reactions and suffered from some good ol’ rapid unscheduled disassembly. One of them went dead with the entire front nose missing. The last one must have had something related to its directional thrusters hit, because it was currently spiraling off into the black with its primary thruster still burning.

“Is—is it over already?” Mari asked.

“Yup.” I leaned back and cracked my knuckles over my head. “Easy, right?”

“You—you took out five ships… just like that?”

“We did. As long as you’re on the Argos, you’re a member of the crew.”

“But I didn’t even do anything…”

“You gave moral support just by bein’ here. But if you’d like to make yourself a bit more useful, how about this? You got any experience in a flight deck?”

“Only—only in games…”

“Yeah? What kind of games?”

Mari twirled her hair around her fingers and looked away. “I—I used to… play lots of… umm… VR racing sims…”

“The spaceship kind or car kind?”

“Spaceship…”

“A girl after my own heart.”

Mari turned to look at me, looking surprised by my response. “You don’t think that’s… lame?”

“Not at all. How do you think I learned to fly my Argos here? All from gaming, baby.”

“Really?!”

“Really really. Now, we’re not gonna be doing any racing here, but I figure you should be able to figure out these systems if you already understand the basics. Argos, grant Mari information specialist perms.” The tablet connected to Mari’s chair lit up with a whole bunch of new options after I said that. “Select that dead ship and figure out its trajectory for me.”

“O-on it!” Mari replied, sounding pretty excited about the task. Watching her mess with the tablet to figure everything out was pretty fun. That concentrated expression on her face was adorable. Once she figured out where everything was, she managed to pull up what I wanted her to pretty quickly. “There! That… should be right.”

A new visual popped up on the artificial window. It showed the estimated track of the dead ship missing us by about forty thousand kilometers. Despite being on an intercept trajectory before, those explosions were enough to knock it off route.

“Good job,” I told her. “Now, here’s your first exam question. If we want to loot her for supplies, what should we do first?”

“Calculate… an intercept?” Mari asked.

“Bzzztt. Wrong.”

Mari looked at the various screens overlaying the artificial window. There was the status of the targets, the estimated debris cloud trajectory, and the trajectory of the dead ship. Not a single noise escaped her as she looked them over with that concentrated expression of hers. And, considering that she started looking back and forth between the latter two visuals, I had a feeling she was close to figuring it out.

“Salvaging it while it’s in the middle of a debris field would be risky,” Mari said. “The debris field is expanding away from it faster than its moving… so calculate when the ship will be free from the debris cloud and prepare an intercept for that location?”

“Ding ding ding,” I said while throwing in a few claps. “That’s more like it.”

“I—I played a couple of space salvage sims before… but I always failed to make enough money to pay off my loans…”

“Sounds like you played enough of them. You ever get to use drones in those games?”

Mari shook her head. “I never saved up enough to buy them. I had to do EVA salvages...”

“Well, this is going to be a whole lot easier than that. I normally let Argos control the drones for me, but how about we give you a shot at it?”

“But—but what if I mess up and damage it?!”

“I’ve got a spare, and I can always buy another one if I need to.”

“They’re expensive! And—and I’ve never tried it before!”

“You won’t get to learn if you don’t try.”

“That’s what training simulations are for!”

“Nah. The best way to learn is to throw yourself right into doin’ something.” I gave her a wink and said, “I’m sure you can handle it. But first, go ahead and figure out when she’ll be out of that debris field.”

“O-on it!” Mari might not have had that much confidence in herself, but she still managed to figure everything out after a short time. She must have played a ton of those simulators. “There!”

“So, fifteen minutes until it’s free from the worst of the debris field. That means we’ve got to set a course to be in the right spot fifteen minutes from now, avoiding debris in the process, and then we have to run a salvage drone op. Your next exam question is this: is it worth it?”

“Can we… scan them for cargo?”

“Not until they’re closer.”

“Did… you restock before leaving?”

“Yup.”

“Then… they probably left in a hurry to catch us… and there might be more on the way… so salvaging their ship probably isn’t worth the risk right now. If we weren’t wanted, then it would be fine, but… probably not with our circumstances.”

“That’s what I figured, too.” I let out a sigh. “Always hate leavin’ loot behind, but going one-versus-five right after leaving, with a long trip ahead of us—yeah, I might be stubborn, but I ain’t that stupid. Now, you know anything about how connected this place is?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, if the foot guy at Threze put out a bounty on us, how soon will all the other stations know about it?”

“They probably already received the news…”

“Tch. That complicates things. Probably warned everyone not to let us dock with proof of what we did to that slip, too. Not sure if our original plan will work now that I think about it.”

Mari’s face grew more concerned by the second. “What—what should we do? Because of me, we—”

“We’ve got a saying back in my place,” I said. “The enemy of my enemy is my friend. Now, it ain’t quite applicable here, because the enemy of my enemy is also my enemy. But it’s an enemy who’ll probably respect blasting our way out of a station and getting a bounty put on our heads. Argos, pull up a map for all known pirate attacks around this region of the system within the last year.”

A new visual popped up that showed the locations of about a hundred different pirate incidents within the last year. To my thankful not-so-surprise, most of them were around the asteroid clusters of Proxima c. In fact, the majority of them were right around where I woke up in Argos.

There were two possible reasons for that, I figured.

One, it was the closest to Threze which meant it probably saw the most mining. That meant more targets for piracy.

Two, the pirates had a base hidden in there somewhere.

We needed to get more supplies if we wanted to enter subspace, and there was a credible chance that every legitimate station in the system would refuse to accept us after what we did at Threze. Sure, the “families” of Threze might have been lowlifes not much better than pirates, but from what I knew, they were still seen as a sort of legitimate government in charge of a legitimate station in the system. Stations talked to each other to help one another avoid trouble.

They also all hated pirates.

Of course, there was a chance that some pirates might go after our bounty to earn some money, but that was a risk we had to take. I didn’t see any other option for us. Being a wanted criminal wasn’t exactly a good thing when trying to do business with legitimate stations.

“Alright,” I said. “Just to confirm. Argos, what are the latest widebeams from Threze?”

Argos pulled up three different widebeam broadcasts from Threze from the last hour. One was an update on all ships currently docked there, which slips were open, and other technical information for incoming traffic. The second one was an updated list of prices for all commodities at the station, including a request for the resources in high demand. Then the third one… yeah. That was the one with zoomed in security camera footage of me and Mari, alongside a picture of Argos, with a bounty listed next to the crimes we were “guilty” of.

I let out a whistle before reading mine. “Two counts of murder, one count of assault, destruction of property, and fleeing from authorities. They’ll probably update that once they learn about the five ships that came after us. And the bounty…” I let out another whistle. “A hundred thousand cent for the destruction of Argos and the confirmed death of all crew. Then—hot damn. Three million for capturing Argos in one piece, crew dead or alive. No wonder they didn’t bother firing missiles. They must have wanted to try and board us.”

“They—they’re saying… I’m your accomplice,” Mari said.

“I wonder how high we can get that bounty to go. But for now,” I paused and spun us around to take us toward the same asteroid cluster this all started in. “Let’s see if we can find some pirates.”


Chapter Seven

I looked up some of the other bounties in the system while on the way over to the asteroid cluster. There were some others with even higher bounties on their heads, but nobody who had a higher bounty on their ship.

“How’s it feel being on the most wanted ship in the system?” I asked, looking over at Mari. “My new accomplice.”

“I didn’t think things would turn out this way,” Mari answered, “but if I have to choose between staying on Threze or being your accomplice… I’m choosing accomplice.” Then she looked down and held her hand over her heart. “Can—can I ask you something?”

“Your voice works, don’t it? Ask whatever you want.”

“Th-then! Is it… weird that it’s… kind of… exciting, to be called your accomplice? I—I mean! It… it totally has to be weird, right? No normal girl would enjoy being in a situation like this… right?”

I looked Mari over and thought about it.

Yeah, it was weird. But I understood how she felt. She was a girl who had something terrible happen to her and was rescued from having something even worse happen to her. Then she had a dramatic escape together with her rescuer, he had been encouraging her and wanting to help her however he could, and might have been the only guy who had treated her with any respect in a long time if the men on Threze were anything to go by for the rest of the men in the system.

The poor and lost girl getting rescued by a charming man who dragged her into a life of crime. That sounded like any countless number of romance novels for women out there. I couldn’t blame her for feeling excited.

But it wasn’t a story.

“You’re high on adrenaline right now,” I told her. “You’ll probably feel differently once you’ve had a chance to calm down and really think things through. Being on the run as a criminal ain’t anything to glamorize.”

Mari shook her head. “It’s—it’s not that. It’s more… I feel like I belong here more than anywhere else in the system. My station wasn’t as bad as Threze, but it was still full of people who were… complacent. They watched as horrible things happened, only caring for themselves. I’ve always been disgusted by it… but I was never brave enough to do anything, and I regret it. If I saw something bad happening, I hoped someone else would come and help because I was too afraid to, but nobody did.”

That reminded me of Liliya. I wondered how she was doing.

“But you… you weren’t complacent. You saw something happening and did something about it. You did what I was always afraid to do… and seeing how you make it look so effortless… it feels like… since you make it look so easy, then maybe I could do something, too. Seeing you do what I wish I could do makes me want to try harder and—and be a better version of myself. And I think… that’s exciting. Being called your accomplice makes it feel even more official, too…”

I scratched the back of my head again and looked away. “Guess I was wrong.”

“Wr-wrong? About what?”

“I thought you felt excited over something like being in the role of a leading girl of a cheesy romance story. Instead, you’ve got yourself a pretty cool reason there.”

A few moments of silence passed. When I took a new peek at her, I saw her blushing with a gentle smile curling her lips. “You thought that… and still tried to politely let me down and wanted me to calm down instead of trying to take advantage of the high.”

“Taking advantage of ladies ain’t my style.”

Mari giggled before playing with her hair some more and saying, “For—for someone who doesn’t want me to think this is like a romance story… you’re not doing a very good job.”

“What can I say? This is harder than breaking out of Threze. That bein’ said, you’ve got to raise your bar. There ain’t nothing impressive about not taking advantage of a lady.”

“My grandpa would have liked you.”

“Yeah?”

Mari nodded and looked off to the side. “He was a good man. He did his best to raise me after my parents left me with him. Whenever anybody was in trouble, he stepped in to help. One of the only people who did. He also got me into sim games. My setup… before I had to sell it, all used to be his. I used to think other people like him didn’t exist in the system, but he told me they did. And he told me that when I find someone… I need to stick with them, because we’d be outnumbered by everyone else, so we have to stick together. He used to say… ‘the flame of kindness burns bright, but unless others help keep it lit, it’ll eventually be suffocated.’ When I see how bright your flame is… I know he would want to keep it lit. And—and I want to, too.”

I let out a whistle after hearing all that. “You’re pretty talkative now, ain’t ya?”

Mari jumped when she heard that. “Sorry! Is that—is that a bad thing…?”

“Not at all. I dig it. Just surprised is all.”

“I—I’ve always been told I talk a lot…”

“I guess this is proof that you’ve calmed down since earlier. And your grandpa sounds like he was a good dude. Wish I could have met him.” It was pretty obvious something happened to him and that he wasn’t around anymore. “By the way, since I figure it’s on your mind. About Argos—her AI, anyways.”

Mari quickly shook her head and raised her hands in front of her. “I—I don’t need to know! Besides… if she’s with you, then there’s nothing I need to worry about.”

“Well, if you ever do want to ask me anything, you’re welcome to. You’re my accomplice now, after all.”

Hearing that caused her to smile again. “Ehehe… oh, umm… there—there is something I want to ask about.”

“Yeah?”

“That girl you were with… what’s… going to happen to her?”

I shrugged. “No idea.”

“Were you… friends? Or—”

“I would’ve liked to be her friend. I picked her up in an escape pod I looted from some pirates and brought her back to Threze. Turns out that she’s real close to one of the guys in charge of the place there.”

“When I looked in her eyes—before you helped me… I saw myself in her. I recognized that look of wanting to help someone… but feeling too powerless and afraid to. I know you got into a fight because of me, but… I don’t think she’s a bad person.”

“Do you think I was too harsh on her?”

“That’s… hard to say. I know if you said those things to me, I would have felt really hurt… but only because I knew it was true. That was something else my grandpa used to tell me. Actions are worth more than words. He would have been disappointed in me if he saw what I became after he died, and he would have scolded me just like how you scolded her.”

I let out a sigh and leaned back in my chair. “Unfortunately, she’s wrapped around that guy’s finger. Until she stops idolizing him, I’m not sure if she truly wants to change. It’s hard changing when you’ve got someone you love whispering into your ear that you’re perfect as you are.”

“I—I see… I wish I could help her.”

“So do I, but you’ve got to focus on the people who want help. People can change, but they need to want to change, like you.” Finally, I unstrapped myself from my seat and stood up thanks to the gravity from the thrust. “It’ll take about a day for us to reach the asteroid cluster under burn. You hungry?”

Mari shook her head. “I’m fine. But thanks.”

“Then wanna watch some TV?”

Her eyes lit up with excitement. “You have a TV?!”

“Sure do. Is that really that surprising?”

“It’s—it’s not, but… that ship I took the job on… we were under way for three months without any entertainment or anything. Most of the crew just played card games together or… y-you know. Used each other to pass the time. I stayed in my bunk whenever I wasn’t on the clock…”

“Hopefully you didn’t have to share a room with anyone using each other.”

Mari let out a long, disappointed sigh. “I did… there were eight of us in there, and I was the only one… not doing that at every chance. But I still had to listen to all of it…”

“I guess that kind of thing is gonna be normal with mixed crews during long trips like that. But don’t worry. Argos here has got three private cabins and a guest room with bunks. Point is, we’ve got our own rooms.”

“I get to have a private room? Really?”

“Really really.”

“I can’t remember the last time I’ve gotten to sleep in my own room…”

“C’mon, I’ll show it to ya. Then we’ll go find something to watch.” I turned around to give the back of my chair a couple of pats. “The deck is all yours, Argos.”

Argos replied with, “Estimated time until destination: 20 hours and 32 minutes,” and then I was off to show Mari her new room.

“Ooh… this is amazing!” Mari said, standing in the center of her cabin as she looked around with wide eyes. “I’ve never seen a cabin on a ship that looks this nice before!”

“Really?” I asked. “And here I thought it was pretty standard. I never bothered upgrading it or anything since I figured the changes were just cosmetic.”

Mari tilted her head to the side when she heard that. “What do you mean?”

“I’ll uh… I’ll explain later.” I needed to remember not to talk like things were a video game.

Fortunately, Mari was happy to nod and then go back to looking around. “It’s even nicer than my old apartment with my grandpa was…”

“Seriously?”

“We didn’t have that much money, so we could only afford a one-bedroom apartment. And the ‘bedroom’ was really just the everything room.”

“You grow up on a station?”

Mari nodded and said, “I grew up on Miller’s Barge.”

“I think I’ve stopped there a few times before. Always looked more like a ship than a proper station.”

“Well… it used to be a spin ship for colonization, but it was converted into a station.”

“And that’s why you’ve got a higher tolerance for Gs than most spacers, I guess.”

“The original crew of Miller’s were from Earth, so… over the generations, they’ve kept the spin higher than most stations. Oh! And because it helps with the hospital.”

“I think I remember reading about that once. You can’t really stop internal bleeding in zero g, right?”

“Right!”

I looked her over while thinking about medicine and figured something important out. “You’d look great in a nurse costume.”

Mari’s cheeks turned a bit red and she blinked a few times at me as I realized what I said.

“Hey,” I said. “I’m going to staple my lips shut so that I can stop saying things like that, alright?” Now, that was a pretty tame flirt for me, but I was disappointed in myself for slipping up again. It was only earlier in the same day that she was assaulted. The last thing she needed was another man she didn’t know putting the moves on her.

As for Mari, she played with her hair some more and looked away for a moment before forcing herself to look me in the eyes. “I won’t—I won’t hold being a natural flirt against you. If you’re worried about earlier… thank you, but if you wanted to do anything… you would have done it by now, so it’s okay. I trust you.”

“You shouldn’t trust men you don’t know so easily.”

“Says—says the one who gave me access to his ship’s systems already.”

I didn’t have anything to say for a few moments until I said, “Alright, you’ve got me there. I guess we’re both a bit too trustin’ of each other.”

“We’re criminals on the run together now… so… who else would we trust?”

“Another good point. Anyways, c’mon. Let’s go watch something.”

“Sure!”

The rest of the day was spent watching TV while checking up with Argos every now and then to make sure nobody was coming after us.

Mari ended up having totally different tastes in television than Liliya. While Liliya was obviously a fan of dramas and romances, Mari was a fan of sports, especially racing.

She knew a pretty damn impressive amount about it, too. She had no problem explaining every single pilot and their ships to me, went over their records and histories, etc. I knew some men back on Earth who were obsessed with sports before, but her own obsession would put them to shame.

I also noticed that, despite sitting on opposite ends of the couch at first, she ended up scooting closer and closer to me over time. By the end of it, she was right next to me, close enough for our sides to touch.

Then the adrenaline must have finally flushed out of her system since she got pretty tired and started falling asleep. Or maybe it was because she used up all of her energy on being excited for the races. Either way, she started passing out, so I helped her to her room and told her goodnight.

It was just me and Argos after that.

“Argos, any new widebeams?” I asked while sitting in my pilot’s chair on the flight deck.

Argos pulled them up for me. More regular reports like earlier, a report about something involving a blockade in Luhman 16, and… an update on our bounty.

In addition to the other charges, there was now, “Responsible for the destruction of 5 lawful ships out of Threze. The threat is considered extremely dangerous with a total lack of care for life.” The bounty for Argos’s destruction and our deaths was raised to 300,000 cent while capturing Argos in one piece was raised to 5,000,000 cent.

I whistled and said, “Not bad. But I feel we can get those numbers even higher. Alright, Argos, how long until the flip?”

“Estimated time until flip point: 17 minutes and 24 seconds,” Argos answered.

“I’ll wait until after the flip to get some sleep. And once we’re five minutes away, I’ll go ahead and wake up Mari to get her ready for it.”

That left me with twelve minutes to look at that blockade report. Though, I wasn’t going to need that much time. It was pretty simple. Expanding it only told me, “The New Stars Group’s blockade of Luhman 16’s subspace point continues for the 147th day. Relief ships are still denied access to the system and sent back through subspace without being allowed any maintenance. Representatives from Earth, Mars, Ceres, Ganymede, and Barnard’s have released new statements condemning the blockade, calling it a ‘cruel abuse of human rights.’ Official bodies in other systems still decline to comment on the blockade. The New Stars Group continues to insist that Luhman 16 is under their jurisdiction and that Luhman’s Children is a radical terrorist organization. All travel to Luhman 16 is strongly advised against.”

Now, I didn’t have any strong feelings reading that either way. Maybe that Luhman’s Children group were the good guys. Or maybe the New Stars Group was in the right. I didn’t know. Most likely, there was some nuance to be had there and both sides had their good points and bad points.

Fortunately, there was the internet, or whatever it was called in this universe.

I went to look up the conflict and was quickly met by mountains of propaganda for both sides that painted the other side as horrible people. So, I gave up on that and looked up how the internet worked instead.

The quick summary of the summaries that I read was that rather than stream live data to a recipient, widebeams occasionally went out containing… most of the “internet.” These widebeams would get picked up by ships and stations, and then anyone with access to where it was stored could access the majority of the internet instantly without having to download anything new. Basically, every significant website out there was downloaded onto Argos.

Social media didn’t really exist across the systems, either. It only existed for local networks. So, Earth, Mars, and Threze would all have their own social media on a local network.

TV worked the same way. There wasn’t any “live” entertainment in space considering the delay between places, so every airing show for every channel was already on the ship set to play at different times. Apparently, getting to watch whatever show you wanted at any time cost a premium subscription service.

The service didn’t get rid of commercials, either.

There was one last thing I looked up before heading over to Mari’s room.

How much virtual storage did Argos have on her?

Well, I never even heard of the -byte before used to measure it, so it was a lot considering that things like gigabytes and petabytes still existed.

Anyways, the point is that we basically had an archive of the internet and all broadcasting networks on Argos which made the internet and television possible.

It was time to go wake up Mari.

Mari’s room was right across from mine. The metal door leading to it was sealed shut, and I would have figured that the walls and doors were sturdy enough to block out noise.

Apparently not.

But it did do a pretty good job of muffling noise.

“At—las…”

I heard Mari’s voice from the other side. She sounded… pained?

“Please—… me—”

I could hear her heavily breathing, but only barely.

“Need… you—”

Hold on.

My first reaction was that she was in trouble or talking in her sleep, but then… the more I heard, the more it sounded like she was doing something ladies liked to do in their free time, often with the help of massagers meant for shoulders that never touched anything above the waist in their lifetime.

Maybe it would be better to let Argos give her a warning about the—

“Atlas! Please—a-ah!” But then that last part definitely didn’t sound like a moan, it sounded like a yelp, and I heard something crash in her room.

That wasn’t normal for a self-care session.

I placed my hand on the panel next to her door to override the lock and ran in. “Mari! You okay?”

And that was when I saw her.

Mari was upside down, halfway off her bed with her head against the ground, with one hand down her pants as her other hand rested on one of her bare breasts. Both her shirt and bra were pulled up which showed me just how stacked she was under her clothes.

And, in my defense, I only looked because I wanted to make sure she was okay.

And I only kept looking because of how incredible the sight was.

“I—uh, my bad,” I said. “I thought I heard you get hurt.”

Mari simply stared at me with a face that was rapidly growing more and more red by the second.

“Anyways, we’re about to flip, so… you should… either use your bed’s straps or hold onto something. Other than yourself. Well, I’m going back to the flight deck.”

She was pure red at that point.

“Don’t worry, I’ll pretend I didn’t see anything.”

That somehow made her even more red.

“Yeah. Alright. You can go back to sleep when the flip is over.” With that, I backed out of the room and was about to close the door before asking, “Oh, your head alright? Do you uh… need any help?”

Mari finally did something other than turn red by slowly turning her head from side to side.

“Great. Alright. Seeya.”

I closed the door to her room.

It was only once I made it back to the flight deck and strapped into my seat that I let out a whistle. “Damn, what a view. Shame I have to make myself forget it. Alright, Argos, how long until the flip?”

I was used to getting a response from her right away, but I didn’t hear anything. That was enough to raise an eyebrow over.

“Argos?”

Still nothing.

“Something wrong? Is there a—”

“Estimated time until flip: 1 minute and 7 seconds,” Argos finally replied.

“There you are. You had me worried. Everything alright?”

“All systems operational.” Something was off about her voice.

“Your voice sounds a bit different. Almost like you’re angry.”

“All systems operational.” Her voice went back to normal.

Maybe it was just in my head? Admittedly, I liked to anthropomorphize Argos. Even back in the game, I treated her like she was a person just like me regardless of the total lack of emotional responses. Her voice was always very cold and monotone—robotic.

I was also used to her voice over thousands of hours of gaming.

Something definitely sounded different there, but was that even possible?

Well, maybe. She was Argos, after all. If any ship AI out there was going to develop some emotion and get upset with me, it was going to be my girl.

But why would she be upset with me?

Why—

“Oh,” I said and smiled. “Haha, is that it? Feelin’ jealous, Argos? Don’t worry, you’ll always be the first—”

“Initiating flip maneuver,” Argos said, and I could have sworn she was rougher with those thrusters than usual as she spun us around with a sudden jerk.

“Hey, punish me all you want, but this is gonna bother Mari, too!” I shouted at her as the speed of the flip was enough to make me feel like I just got punched in the chest.

It only lasted for a couple of seconds, but sheesh.

She really was upset with me.

But once the flip was over, things returned to normal as the main thruster kicked back on to bring us back to a full-g burn.

“Listen, Argos,” I said. “I’m a man with a big heart and a passion for pretty ladies. You’ll end up killing me at this rate. Besides, you didn’t get jealous when I was flirting with Liliya. What’s the big deal?”

“Ship-wide communications system is operational,” Argos said.

“Yeah? That’s good, but—”

“Ship-wide communications system is operational.”

“… ah. You think I should have sent a message over the system instead of barging into her room. Or that I should have just said something through the door.”

“Estimated time until destination: 10 hours and 14 minutes.”

“Alright, alright. Fair enough. Next time, I won’t go bargin’ into a girl’s room like that. You’re right.”

“All systems operational.”

“But you know, that sudden flip still punished her as much as it punished me.”

There was no reply for a moment, but Argos eventually said, “Maintenance required in Crew Cabin B.” That was Mari’s room.

“Alright, I’ll go check on her. And don’t worry, I’ll knock first this time.”

“All systems operational.”

“By the way, it’s nice to get to talk to you now. We never got to talk like this in the game. You continue to get more and more impressive. No surprise considering you’re the best AI a man could ever ask for.”

I didn’t get a response to that. Maybe she was too shy. Either way, it was nice to get to talk to her even if she only had a limited number of things she could say.

This time, I made sure to knock on Mari’s door a couple of times before asking, “Hey, you alright in there?”

I heard some sheets rustling and then hurried footsteps from the other side before the door opened up, revealing Mari on the other side of it, now without her chest out and hand in her pants. But as soon as she saw me, all she did was turn red again and stare up at me.

“Is everything alright? You didn’t hit your head so hard that you forgot how to speak, did you?”

“A-ah! I’m fine! I’m alright! Everything’s okay!”

“Great. You feeling okay after that spin? Argos punished me for coming in without knockin’ first, so I wanted to make sure.”

“It—it hurt a little… but I’m fine.”

“Good. Well, I’m off to bed then. If you can’t go back to sleep, feel free to help yourself to whatever you want. Eat some food. Watch more TV. Whatever. Or wake me up if you’re too bored. Just make sure to let me get at least a few hours of sleep first, alright?”

Mari, still blushing pretty heavily, nodded and looked away.

She was clearly still feeling pretty awkward because of what happened earlier. I wasn’t sure if there was anything I could say to make the situation better, either. I figured she simply needed some time to get over how embarrassing it was.

“Alright,” I said and turned away. “Seeya later.”

But I didn’t get to walk away. She reached out and grabbed onto the back of my sleeve. “Wait,” she whispered, her voice full of nerves.

“Listen, you didn’t do anything wrong. That was all on me for barging in without any warning. I was bein’ stupid, so I’m sorry. You don’t got anything to be ashamed about.”

“That’s not—that’s not it. I mean… thank you… but—you—I—umm…”

“Something else bothering you?”

“I—I’ve never done this sort of thing before… I’m… not sure… what to say. But… do you… if—if you’re going to bed now, can—can I… join you?”

“Mari.” I grabbed her by her chin and lifted her head up to make sure we were looking into each other’s eyes. “Do you understand what you’re asking?”

“I—I wouldn’t be so nervous if I didn’t…”

I took a long, deep breath, and then expelled it as an equally long sigh.

“I’m sorry! I—I shouldn’t have—”

“Hold on. I’m not upset. That sigh wasn’t because I’m angry or anything. It was to hold myself back.”

“Hold… yourself back?”

“Listen, Mari. I’m a healthy man with an even healthier interest in the ladies. You’re a lady who’s exceptional in more ways than one, especially when it comes to looks. I’m holding myself back, alright? After what you went through earlier, I would never respect myself again if I took advantage of you while you’re coping with that.”

“But… I want to do it.”

“I’m sure you feel that way right now, but will you feel that way tomorrow? Or in a few days? The human brain is a tricky thing sometimes. It copes in wild ways. Right now, there’s no way I can convince myself that it’s right to do anything like that with you. You’re under the influence of your brain’s chemicals making you feel all sorts of things you might not normally feel, and it ain’t my style to take advantage of that.”

Mari looked down and said, “I—I see. I’m sorry.”

“Hey, nothin’ to apologize for. And trust me, it’s taking all my willpower to hold back. But what are morals if you refuse to act on them, yeah?”

Mari looked up at me again, some of her blush replaced by a little smile. “You really are kind.”

“To the people who deserve it, anyways. But hey, if you ask me again in a few days—once you’ve had a chance to really come down from everything that’s happened, then I can’t promise I’ll be able to reject you again. Wait.” I immediately felt hot and got a bit sweaty. “How uh… how old are you?”

“I’m really tempted to mess with you…”

“C’mon now, this is too important to—”

Mari giggled a bit and said, “Nineteen.”

I let out another sigh, this time of relief, and wiped my hand across my forehead. “That was dangerous. Anyways, you should know I’ve got seventeen years on you. I’m old enough to be your dad.”

“That doesn’t bother me.”

“It might in a few days.”

“Then I’ll prove it doesn’t the next time I ask.”

“Is it me or do you suddenly sound more confident?”

Mari had no difficulty looking into my eyes now. “All you’ve done is make me even more sure that asking you was okay. And now that I know you won’t reject me in the future… the next time I ask, I’ll try to act more mature.” She stood up on the tips of her toes to plant a kiss on my cheek. “Sleep well, Atlas.” And then she took a step back and closed the door.

Then it opened again.

“But don’t come in without knocking again.”

And then she closed it again.

Instead of going to bed, I went to the bathroom.

I needed to rub one out before more blood went to my dick than my brain.


Chapter Eight

I woke up about an hour before reaching the asteroid belt. Mari was already up and watching TV, so I joined her and made us both some breakfast since she hadn’t eaten yet.

Unlike the previous day, she didn’t bother closing the gap between us on the couch. Maybe all those chemicals in her brain finally stopped looking at me like a knight in shining armor. Now, she understood I was almost two decades older than her and that she didn’t owe me sex or anything for helping her. Part of me was a bit disappointed, but it was probably for the best since—

Mari let out a long, dramatic yawn where she made sure to lift her arms high over her head while arching her back to push her chest out.

The gravity pull from those celestial bodies was enough to lock my eyes into orbit.

I wasn’t sure how much time passed, but I eventually realized she wasn’t yawning nor stretching anymore, but she was looking at me with a smug little knowing expression on her face.

Morals.

They’re pointless if you don’t act on them.

“That was a uh, pretty big yawn there,” I said.

And she immediately replied by yawning again the exact same way as before. That gravity was even stronger than a black hole’s. “Ah… sorry,” Mari said. “I always yawn whenever somebody brings it up.”

“Yeah. That’s a uh, a thing. Pretty normal. Something about social creatures wanting to mimic each other for group unity, or something.”

“I didn’t know that. But it’s okay. As long as you don’t bring it up, I should be fine. I just… can’t resist when someone says it.”

“I’ll… have to make sure I don’t bring up yawning around you then.”

Yes.

Yes, I did that on purpose.

And yes, she faked a yawn and stretched again to show off those stellar objects.

“Alright,” I said. “I’ve got some business to attend to in the bathroom. And I should take a shower. So, you enjoy your show and I’ll be back when I’m out.”

Mari flashed me another smug smile before saying, “Okay. I hope you enjoy your shower.”

“Yeah… I will.”

And before I could leave, she called out to me again. “Oh, and when you come back, make sure not to bully me even more by making me yawn, okay?”

I turned to look at her and said, “Don’t worry, I won’t make you… yawn even more.”

Mari let out the longest, fakest yawn yet. Not only that, but instead of lifting her arms over her head, she placed one arm behind her head while crossing her other arm under her breasts, letting her push them up as she arched her back to put them on an even grander display for me. They looked like they were on the verge of popping out from her shirt.

Morals.

Act on them.

… one of my morals was appreciating ladies when they did something nice for me.

“Thank you,” I told her.

Then I went off to the bathroom.

What I did in the bathroom still counted as behaving and obeying my morals. Though, I had no idea that she was going to turn out to have the blood of a succubus in her going by our initial interactions.

Not that I was complaining.

Maybe it was unfair of me.

I was the one who rejected her offer, then I cheekily got some service from her before taking care of myself in the bathroom, and I told her that I wouldn’t do anything with her for at least a couple of days.

But as a man, I’d feel too guilty if I let her give me that beautiful service without giving her anything in return.

That was why I went back into the lounge wearing nothing but a towel loosely tied around my waist while my hair was tied up in a tail behind me.

“That was a nice shower,” I said, drawing Mari’s attention over to me.

She was in the middle of sipping a drink through a straw when her eyes went wide and she almost choked on what she was drinking.

You see, I was pretty confident in my looks. Sure, my hair was the best part about me, but I still had a nice face and the kind of body that ladies went wild over. I was no stranger to the effect I had on women. Hell, I got charmed by myself every time I looked in the mirror.

“How’s the show?” I asked, playing casual.

Mari stumbled over her words, only making incoherent noises at first, but she eventually managed to say, “I—I—it’s good! Really… really good. How—how was your… your shower?”

“Pretty good. Nothin’ like a long, hot shower to relax in.”

“L-long… and hot…”

“Yup. Got in a nice, deep cleaning.”

“Deep…” She looked like she was about to drool.

“But after what we talked about, I couldn’t resist yawning a few times in there.”

Mari must have been so distracted by my body—which was pretty obvious going by the fact that she wasn’t even blinking as she stared at me—that she forgot our little game we were playing.

“Anyways, I just came out here for a quick drink before going and getting dressed. Whatcha got there?”

Mari looked like she had no idea what I was talking about until she remembered she was holding a bottle with a straw. “O-oh! Right. Right. Right… drink. Bottle. What am I drinking? What am I drinking… I—I… forget?”

“Well, there’s an easy way to figure out what’s in there.” I walked on over to her and stopped right in front of her, her face turning red and her body stiff from the proximity. “Mind if I have a sip?”

Between how short she was, the fact that she was sitting down, and how tall I was as I stood in front of her, that pretty much left my crotch right in front of her face. “A—a drink… can I—I—I mean! S-sure! Here!” She practically thrust the bottle up toward me.

“Thanks.” I continued playing it casual and took a sip. “Tastes like… water with lemon? I should probably look into all the options on the drinking water dispenser.” Then I took another sip before handing it back. “Make sure to drink it all up. Good girls don’t waste a nice drink when out in space.”

“D-do… you want… me to swallow it?”

“Course I do. How else would you drink it?”

She gulped and parted her lips, and then she jumped when I tapped the bottle against her forehead.

“Here you go. Remember, drink it all. Don’t leave a single drop.”

“I—I will… I’ll swallow all of it.”

“Good girl. I’m gonna go get dressed now. We’ll be reaching the asteroid cluster soon, and I plan on putting you to use, so meet me up on the flight deck in ten.”

“I—I think I might… take a shower…”

“Then make it thirty. I want to make sure you enjoy your shower.”

“I… will. I definitely… will.”

I shot her a wink and went off to my room to get dressed. Of course, not without whispering some praise to myself. “Damn, I’m good.”

Mari joined me on the flight deck about twenty minutes after I got there. Despite the mutual teasing from earlier, she seemed pretty composed as she took her seat in the information specialist’s chair.

“Thank you,” she said without looking at me.

I thanked her earlier, so now it was her turn to thank me. “Anytime,” I replied. “Now, I’ve already got a plan, but I want to hear yours. We want to find pirates. How should we do that?”

“A distress call? To make them think we’re an easy target and lure them out?”

“Good idea, but no. If this place is anything like it was before, and if it’s anything like back in my place, then other ships are legally obligated to help us if we do that.”

“Oh. Right. I’ve heard of that. So if we do that… we might attract non-pirates first, and that’s attention we don’t want.”

“Exactly.”

“What if… we do a wide scan of the field to look for any mining ships?”

“Another decent idea, but what’s the problem with that?”

“If we do that… and we don’t find any pirates, we’ll be alerting any mining or other ships in the area of our presence.”

“Right. We can’t send out a signal like that without telling everyone we’re here. So, how do we find ourselves some pirates while keeping a low profile?”

“Umm… I’m not… I’m not sure. Look for a wrecked pirate ship… and check its flight logs? To find where their base is?”

“Nope. Flight logs are easy to wipe and any pirate with any pride would make sure that the rest can’t be found by doing that.” At least, in the game, pirates always wiped their logs clean to make it harder to find their bases. But maybe that wasn’t such a bad idea…

“I’m sorry, I don’t know what other options there are.”

“Hey, nothin’ to apologize for. It was a good thought exercise. And if my plan doesn’t work, we’ll try out that last one of yours.”

“Then… what are we going to do?”

“We’re gonna do a cold float and rely on Argos’s external cameras to pick up something. Nobody will know we’re here unless they see us, and we can find a nice asteroid to cling for a little disguise.”

“So our plan is to… wait and get lucky?”

“Yup. Anything else might attract a fight and we don’t want that. The folk on Threze probably think we’re on the way toward Leaping Lobster still… assuming that they don’t got anythin’ nice enough to detect a distant drive plume. If they do—well, we’ll be fighting regardless, and realistically, there’s only so much of that we can do until we’re screwed. Being on the wrong side of the law ain’t easy.”

“You sound like you’ve been on the wrong side of it before.”

“You could say that. I used to run with a pretty rough crowd when I was a kid. Our parents didn’t care about us, our schools assumed we were already lost causes, and we couldn’t even walk around the streets without getting the cops called on us. When it feels like everyone in society is pushing you to the wrong side of the law, you stop caring about whether you are or not.”

“I’m… surprised you turned out so kind then.”

“It’s because I’ve lived in the worst conditions that I got to meet some of the best people. That kind of life—it attracts people from similar backgrounds. Folk without families that give a shit about them. People abandoned by society. When nobody else wanted us, we were there for each other. That was how I learned blood don’t mean anything for whether someone’s family or not.”

Mari was quiet for a few moments before asking, “What happened to them? Your family—not your blood one. Your real one.”

I leaned back with my hands behind my head. “Some died from overdosing on drugs. Others got locked up in prison. Some grew up and got married to start new families. Others went on to try and change how things were for the better by getting involved in local government. Life took us in different directions.”

“I see… my grandpa really would have liked you.”

“What makes you say that this time?”

“We were the same. Not blood related, I mean. My parents left me with him when I was only three. At the time, he was a random dockworker who they asked to watch me for a few minutes while they dealt with something… and never came back. Even though I wasn’t his responsibility, he took me home and raised me like I was his own kid. My own blood parents abandoned me, but he never did.”

“He was a good man. What’s your favorite memory of him?”

“My favorite memory of him? Umm… oh!” Mari already started giggling. “One time, he took me to his favorite bar. I think I was… twelve at the time? We went there so we could all watch the latest race that came in on the wide. It was the final race of the Centauri Grand Circuit—the most narrow course they ever designed in the middle of an asteroid cluster with Proxima so close that you could feel the heat through the screen! It was the first time he ever let me try alcohol, and I almost spit it out as soon as I took a sip from how nasty it was.”

“Older folk letting kids try booze just to see how grossed out they get is always fun.”

“I think he and all his friends at the bar enjoyed my reaction. Then—and then, we watched the entire race together with everyone at the bar. Everyone had their own favorite that they cheered for. The two of us cheered for Under Blossoming Flowers since they were the underdog surprise, and we always liked underdogs.”

“That’s a pretty ship name.”

Mari nodded before continuing. “Under Blossoming Flowers came in fourth, but… still. Just the excitement of being there together with everyone else was nice. I—I’m not really one for big crowds or anything. But… that one time, where everyone came together to watch the race, bantering with each other, cheering when their favorites did well, screaming when they didn’t, all while my grandpa kept me at his side and proudly showed me off to everyone who wished that they had a kid like me… I really loved that night. Oh! And the bartender made me some alcohol-free drinks that were really good!”

“Sounds like an awesome time. I’ll have to take you to see a race in person someday.”

“You don’t—you don’t have to do that!”

“Course I don’t have to. Doesn’t mean I don’t want to.”

“You… you’re really good at getting a girl’s hopes up, aren’t you?”

“Only when they’re pretty.”

“I’m happy I count.”

“So am I. Now then, let’s go ahead and—”

Argos spoke up and said, “Distress call received.”

“Well, well, looks like we might be even luckier than I was hoping for.” I cracked my knuckles and my neck. “Play it, babe.”

The distress call played over the speakers. “This is Captain Santoso of the Leeroy J! We have been attacked by pirates and have had our main drive destroyed! We need transport to Threze! There are thirteen of us onboard! We have enough food and water left for ourselves, but we need transportation!” The message repeated after that.

“What—what should we do?” Mari asked.

“Well, we’re already criminals, so not helping them won’t be an issue. Besides, we’re only a couple days from Threze at a half-g burn. If I remember right, the transmission delay between here and Threze is only about twenty seconds or so, so they’ll hear about it soon and send out someone to help. But, we’re still gonna check it out. If they just got attacked by pirates, then they should hopefully be in the area still. Doesn’t seem like the source of the call is too far, either.” I chuckled a bit. “Didn’t even need to use my plan. Guess we won’t be stuck out here for days.”

“That’s… too bad.”

“Just you wait until we’re on the float together. Now, strap in. We’ve got some pirates to hunt.”

Reaching the source of the distress call only took about forty minutes. In space, that was close. And once we were close enough for Argos to zoom in to get some visuals, we looked the ship over and saw that the Leeroy J was a pretty chunky gal. Definitely a rock hauler. She had several, massive nets holding huge chunks of rocks in them next to her sides. Probably came into the field, used some charges to blow some asteroids up into smaller chunks, then netted them to bring them back for processing.

That meant she had plenty of armor to keep herself safe in the event of those chunks banging against her. Industrial ships like that were usually really armored up to the point where disabling any of their systems would require destroying them outright.

Their drives were supposed to be armored a ton, too.

So.

How come she looked completely untouched through the cameras?

“Two options,” I told Mari. “One, pirates sent them a threat, demanded they surrender or get blown up, looted their ship without any conflict, and then decided to fuck them over for fun by destroying their drive from the inside somehow. Two, it’s a trap. Do you think we’re lucky enough for it to be the second one?”

“My grandpa used to tell me that reality is usually simpler than it seems,” Mari said. “And the second option is the simple one…”

“Let’s get cheeky. Just be warned, if it turns out that we’re wrong, I’m gonna look really stupid.”

“Warning accepted!”

“Now then.” I cleared my throat. “Argos, give me a tightbeam to the Leeroy J.”

“Communications channel to the Leeroy J has been established,” Argos said.

“Leeroy J, this is Atlas of the Argos. We picked up your distress call and have you on visuals.”

“Oh, thank you!” the man on the other side replied. “We had no idea if anyone would hear it!”

I couldn’t resist whistling. “C’mon now, that’s just bad acting. It don’t even make any sense. Threze is right back there.”

“Our… our comms hardware is old and barely works half the time, so the signal isn’t strong enough to reach Threze intact…”

“Mhm. Alright, is it just you, or do you have some friends running cold nearby?”

“I don’t know what you—”

I pulled up the weapons system, deployed our hardpoints, and locked onto the Leeroy J with one rack of missiles. “Still don’t know?”

“Are you insane?! We’re civilians! Those pirates took all of our belongings, and now you’re locking onto us!”

Meanwhile, Argos silently informed us of two more ships kicking on their main drives in the distance heading straight for us by showing scans of them on the screen.

“Your friends aren’t as patient as you,” I told Leeroy J before locking onto the incoming ships with the rest of our missiles. “But don’t worry. I’m not here to collect any bounties or anything. I simply want to talk.”

There was silence for a few moments before Leeroy J’s captain said, “Retract your hardpoints and we’ll talk.”

“Nah. They stay out until I’m satisfied.”

“What do you want?”

“It’s simple. If you haven’t checked your widebeams lately, we’re a wanted ship now in this system. That means we don’t have anywhere to dock. Now, I figured, some pirates might know of a place or two to dock at that won’t care about whether someone’s flyin’ a wanted ship or not.”

There was more silence followed by, “Well, look at that. That’s the highest bounty I’ve ever seen out here. Now, why would we believe that you’re not undercover?”

“Y’know, that’s actually a pretty good question that I don’t have an answer to. Guess you’ll just have to trust me. If not, well, I have a lot of missiles.”

More silence.

They were probably thinking things over on their end, so I muted my end and checked on Mari. “How’re you doing?”

“I’m—I’m fine,” Mari answered. “Nervous, but… fine. I don’t know how you can speak to pirates so confidently like this…”

“I was only eleven the first time I had a man twice my size hold a gun to my head. You get desensitized to these types of guys pretty quickly. Only difference is that now I’m the one holding the gun—well, enough missiles to overwhelm any PDCs they might have.”

Leeroy J’s silence ended before Mari could say anything else. “Alright, Argos. We’ll send you a location.”

“Not going to be gentlemen and escort us there? How do I know you won’t just send me into the black?”

“Guess you’ll just have to trust me.”

“Fair enough.” I didn’t want to push them too hard. When dealing with types like him, you wanted to show strength without taking it too far.

“Send an encrypted wide on weak with the following access code once you reach the destination. You’ll be guided from there.” It took me a moment to figure out what he meant by “on weak,” but then I remembered in the game, there was an option to send a widebeam with deliberately underpowered strength so that it got tangled up with cosmic background noise before reaching unwanted ears.

“Will do. Thanks for your cooperation.” I unlocked the missiles.

I heard a sigh of relief from the other end. “That’s an impressive loadout you’ve got there. You really need enough missiles to take down an entire fleet?”

“You never know. But also, I’m a simple man. I like explosions.”

“Hah. Never met anyone undercover with a sense of humor. Careful of the ‘roids around that location. It’s a death trap over there without some skilled piloting.”

It sounded like I was in. “Will do. Thanks for the warning.”

The channel was cut after that.

“Well, that was easier than I hoped for,” I said.

Mari let out a sigh of her own now. “I wonder… how long it will take to get used to things like this.”

“Ideally, it’s something you should never have to get used to, but the world doesn’t always work like that. So, a couple more times and you should be fine. Either that, or after the first negotiation goes wrong. Once you’ve survived a failed negotiation, the rest of them aren’t that scary.”

“I feel like being part of a failed one would make all the future ones even scarier.”

“Well, I can’t deny that makes sense. I’m sure you’ll be used to it either way as long as we’re on the run like this. Now, go ahead and set a course for that location they sent us. Let’s check it out.”

“Aye aye!”

“Aye aye?”

“S-sorry. That was… lame, wasn’t it?”

“Nah. I thought it was cute. Make sure to do it some more in the future.”

Mari smiled and said, “Aye, Captain.”

I was going to get addicted to that pretty quickly.


Chapter Nine

That pirate wasn’t joking about the asteroids. The location he sent us to was packed full of asteroids of all sizes that left little room for maneuvering. Taking even one small hit could be a death sentence in a place like this.

The good news was that such a place was terrible for fighting. It was pretty unlikely he tricked us into an ambush considering how dangerous fighting would be here. Not only would ships be forced into close quarters just to land a hit, but any kind of explosion or debris could set the asteroids off in unpredictable directions.

We were basically going through a minefield.

“Send out the message,” I ordered Mari.

“Aye, message sent!” Mari replied.

“Alright. Now we wait.”

“I wonder what will—message received!”

“Put it up on the main screen.”

“I—uh… one moment! I think… there.” Mari turned her head to confirm she put the message up for me to see. Cute.

As for the message, it was text-only and asked us to confirm our identity and intent. I replied with another widebeam. “This is Captain Atlas of the Argos, currently the most wanted ship in the system. We heard from the Leeroy J to come over here if we want a safe place to dock and resupply at. Guidance to port would be appreciated.”

It only took about a minute to get a response. This time, it granted us docking permission and gave us a more specific location to go to. It wasn’t too far away, either. However, it was in the middle of the densest pack of asteroids I’d ever seen even back in the game.

But if I was able to squeeze my way out of Threze, I could squeeze my way through some asteroids.

“The—the scanner is so dense that I don’t see any openings,” Mari said. “How are we supposed to get through this?”

“There’re plenty of openings. You’ve just got to lower your standards,” I answered. “Where there’s a hole, there’s a man willing to fill it, and I see nothin’ but holes.”

“Our ship is… too big for these holes.”

“That just means we’ve got to be nice and gentle. And hey, look at you, callin’ her our ship.”

“I—I mean, your ship. Sorry.”

“Nah. She’s our ship. We’re in this together. Now, let’s pick a hole. I’m thinkin’… right there.” I kicked the throttle up for our rear thrusters to push us toward an opening between a cluster of asteroids.

“But that’s—that’s the smallest one! There are bigger options!” Mari shouted, clearly panicked.

“I’ve got to prove that I’m man who knows how to use his size regardless of how small the hole is.”

“I don’t even know if this counts as flirting or not!”

“Nah, it’s just me bein’ me.” I liked a challenge and was confident in my ability to squeeze on through. “Nice and easy, girl. Let’s show our new crewmember that you’re good for more than just your fangs.”

At the current trajectory, we’d scrape against the rocks off our starboard side. I needed to use the vertical thrusters on that side to spin us just enough to align us with the opening without scraping anything. However, I also had to be careful not to spin us too far or else our port side would scrape against a different asteroid.

Mari looked away at first but then forced herself to pay attention. Maybe she realized looking away wouldn’t change anything. Or maybe she just wanted to force herself to be brave. Either way, she got to watch as those asteroids approached our external cameras looking like there was no way we’d get through without hitting them.

I took my hands off the controls and held my arms out to my sides.

We drifted through without so much as a single scrape.

“That’s how you do it!” I shouted, clapping my hands together. “See? Look at that! I’m one of the best—”

“Proximity alert,” Argos said before highlighting the next asteroid in front of us in red.

“I see it, I see it, don’t worry. And shouldn’t that warning be disabled?”

I didn’t get a response from her.

That aside, it was time to get even more serious. Now that we were inside the minefield of asteroids, I needed to perform maneuver after maneuver to make sure we stayed in one piece.

First was a downward thrust with our topside thrusters. Then a partial spin followed by immediate upward thrust. The directional thrusters were constantly firing one way or another and that was while going at a pretty slow pace.

Honestly, it was pretty fun. Mari probably didn’t feel the same way considering how she kept on struggling to watch, though she always returned to looking.

And eventually, we made it through the worst of the wannabe minefield.

“Well, well, I think we’ve found our destination,” I said.

Argos zoomed in her external cameras onto what looked like a pretty sizable, carved-out asteroid. The surprising part was that our scanners couldn’t pick anything up from it. There were no outgoing signals, no heat sources visible from the outside—nothing. A perfect hiding spot for pirates. Even the strongest of scanners wouldn’t find them unless they were right next to it almost.

“Encrypted tightbeam!” Mari said.

“Open it up,” I ordered.

A video of a pretty gruff, older man with a burned and scarred face showed up on the artificial window. “That was some nice piloting, Argos. You took probably the hardest route to get here. Trying to show off?”

“You know it,” I answered with a video of my own. “I just can’t help myself.”

The old man smirked. “I see you’ve got a bounty on your head by Three Feet.”

“My only problem with it is that it ain’t even higher.”

“Hah. I like you. Come and dock, but there’s one request I’ve got for you.”

“Yeah?”

“Meet me at The Standing Carp. Tell me about how you pissed off that three-footed bastard and I’ll treat you to a drink.”

“You’re already speakin’ my language. Lookin’ forward to that drink.”

The channel closed.

“He… sounds nice?” Mari said, unsure of that statement.

“There are two types of bastards out there,” I said. “You’ve got your real bastards who don’t give a shit about anyone or anything other than themselves with no care for any kind of respect unless it’s directed at them. Then you’ve got your chivalrous bastards who usually do just as much evil, but have a nice personality and are easy to get along with and can actually respect others. That Three Feet guy and Jacob are the former types. I’m betting our new friend here is the latter type. Still a pirate and bastard, but someone we can get along with.”

“I wonder what it’ll be like… I’ve never been around pirates before.”

“The first thing that happened to me when I got here was them trying to blow me up.”

“Oh.”

“But let’s see if they’re all that bad.”

As for the docking procedure, the reason why no heat sources or anything were visible from the outside was due to having to fly pretty deep into the asteroid. Then, after flying inside it, I had to use my vertical thrusters to go straight up. Or straight down depending on one’s perspective. But since our ceiling faced the direction we had to go in, up it was.

Basically, there were hundreds of meters of solid rock between the outside and anything non-natural. From the outside, it just looked like a weirdly hollow rock. But inside, after reaching the back and going up into passage carved out of the ceiling, the port came into sight.

It was pretty small. Only slips for about fifteen ships, nine of which were occupied, and none would fit anything bigger than Argos.

Green lights flashed at the far slip on the end, so I assumed that was the one they wanted us to dock at.

Now, what surprised me was that it looked like they had extendable boarding bridges. Threze didn’t even have those. At Threze, we were expected to put on suits just to walk across a little boarding plank. These pirates actually had proper, sealed bridges that were probably pressurized, too.

I was about to find out.

Once we docked, the boarding bridge extended from the tunnel next to the dock and formed a tight seal around our airlock. That was when we received a new message from someone working at the port. “Boarding bridge pressurized. You are free to disembark. We hope you enjoy your stay at Rocky Paradise.”

I was about to think that they sounded way too professional for a pirate station before hearing some laughing in the background. They probably wanted to screw around and got up to that stereotypical introduction. “Thanks,” I said back to them. “Where can I pick up my tourist’s brochure?”

“Shit. I don’t know what to say now.” They dropped the act.

“C’mon, not expecting anyone to play along?”

“Can’t say we were. Anyways, welcome, Argos. You need the usual? Fuel, water? Waste removal?”

“You know it. Where can I place an order for some more missiles and armor repairs?”

“With us. Let us know whatever you need and we’ll see if we can get our hands on it, but I’ll warn you now, missiles go for a high price here.”

“How much we talkin’?”

“Looks like you’ve got swarmers. We barely have any of those. Only 37, and you won’t get them for less than 1.7k cent per. And I’ll be honest, I don’t know if I’d trust the ones we’ve got.

Well, it looked like I wouldn’t be restocking missiles. “How about that armor repair?”

“That can be done within seven hours. Looks like the underside will take the longest. That’ll be 500 for services and 4,750 for materials.”

“Works for me.”

“There’s… only one issue. We’ve… never seen a ship like yours. Can you tell us where the fuel, water, and waste ports are?”

“I’ll send that over.”

“Much obliged. If you need anything else, contact us on this frequency.”

“Will do.” Then, once the channel was dead, I ordered Argos to send the information they needed over and stood up from my chair.

Unlike on Threze, this asteroid lacked enough spin to produce any form of gravity.

Mari didn’t have any magnetic boots, either.

“You want to use one of our suits until we get you some boots?” I asked her. “They’ve got built-in magnetic boots.”

Mari was pretty quick to nod. “And… until we see what the people are like… I think I would like to stay covered up.”

“Fair enough. You know, you can stay onboard if you want.”

And then she was quick to shake her head. “We’re accomplices. I don’t… want to stay behind while you do everything. Even though I don’t know what I could possibly do to help here…”

“Not knowing doesn’t matter. What matters is whether you want to come or not. The rest will be figured out along the way.”

“Then… I’ll come with you.”

“There you go. Alright. Argos, the bridge is yours. I’ll take one of the guns from the armory with me. If you detect that I flip its safety off, show all your fangs and lock on to maximize potential damage to this entire port.”

“All systems operational,” Argos replied.

“Alright. Mari, prepare to disembark.”

“Aye, Captain!”

We didn’t need to depressurize Argos’s airlock like on Threze. Instead, we just had to open up the external door to be met by the… not-so-quality oxygen of the station that filled the connecting bridge. Even Threze had better air quality which was pretty impressive.

I was going to have to thank Argos later for having such nice oxygen recyclers and air filters.

Mari didn’t seem bothered at all by it. Speaking of which, she was apparently a pro at using magnetic boots. I felt pretty awkward when walking with them, but she walked with them as naturally as she did without them.

“Alright, let’s go and see if we can find that place the old guy wanted to meet us at,” I said. “And if you ever want to return, just let me know.”

Mari nodded from within her suit that totally covered her up. Only her face was visible and barely at that through the suit’s tinted mask. “I will.”

With that, we officially stepped onto the station.

The bridge connected us to a tunnel that was built into the asteroid, and its dim lighting made me feel like we were in the setting of a horror game. Especially when that lighting flickered. Pirates probably didn’t care about the little things like that, though. Some spooky lights were nothing compared to putting their lives on the line just to make a living.

Then, once we reached the end of that tunnel, it opened up into the pressurized section of the port. It mostly looked like Threze’s port, just on a smaller scale and… well, significantly more worn down. Everything looked like it was fixed with patchwork and barely holding together. All the pirate ships I saw were in pretty good condition, though, so I hoped that they put better care into repairs than they did in maintaining their port.

I was going to have to do a quality check later.

As for the people, they looked… about the same as on Threze. Dirty. Poor. Wearing old clothes. It was no surprise considering that probably their only source of new goods came from smuggling and stealing from others. But if pirates looked like this, and the people on Threze were part of a legitimate station with a functioning—as far as I knew—government, then what were they doing over there?

The only thing really different about the people of Rocky Paradise was that quite a few of them had what looked like simple, mechanical prosthetics. Their mechanical limbs didn’t seem to hold them back at all, either. They looked every bit as functional as a regular limb from what I could see.

There were also far fewer people around. Threze’s port had hundreds of workers alone. Rocky Paradise’s port only had a couple dozen at most.

Hold on.

There was one major thing that stood out to me as different.

The attitude.

Back on Threze, as soon as I saw other people, I felt like I was being sized up. Like everyone was out to see if they could take me on or take advantage of me. But among the pirates—yeah, they looked at me, but it felt like it was out of curiosity rather than anything else.

Maybe they figured I was a new compatriot of theirs. And when wanted by the system, it was probably best to make friends when possible rather than try to make even more enemies.

One man in particular kept staring, so I waved at him. He waved back. That was good enough for me to walk up to him and ask, “Hey there. Just got here. Can you point me in the direction of The Standing Carp?”

“Welcome to Fool’s Home,” the man said before pointing over to one of the connecting passages. “Down there. Take a left and you’ll be in Residential. It’s there.”

“Thanks. And, Fool’s Home? Here I thought this was Rocky Paradise.”

“The kids on comms tell you that? Ignore them. They’re brats who like to mess with people.”

“They seemed friendly enough. Just havin’ some fun.”

“Maybe the first few times. Not so fun after you hear variations of the same damn joke dozens of times.”

“Fair enough. Thanks for the directions.”

“Yeah. Ah, hang on.” The man smiled with a bit of a glimmer in his eyes. “If you’re going there right after docking… I guess that means Pretty Boy wants to see you. Word of advice. When he offers you a drink, call him a cheap piece of shit.”

“Will do. Thanks.”

The man nodded and let us go without anything else to say.

Mari waited until we had some distance from him to ask me, “Is… is it really going to be okay to say something like that to someone we don’t know?”

“Yeah, it’ll be fine,” I answered.

“How can you be so sure?”

“Hmm. Hard to explain. It’s in the eyes and voice. He sounds like he’s friends with him and setting him up for a little prank that he’ll enjoy.”

“Do we even know if the guy we’re going to see is Pretty Boy?”

“Did you see his face? There’s no way anyone else is going to have that nickname. The best nickname are the ones that go to people that don’t fit them.”

“I—I see…”

I wrapped my arm around Mari’s shoulders and held her close to my side. “We’ll be fine. This place has a good atmosphere. Reminds me of where I grew up. Well, so did Threze, but… it’s more like Threze reminded me of the side of town we stayed away from while this place reminds me of the side we called home.”

“Did you really grow up in a place like this?”

“Pretty close. My place was dirtier. We also would have heard gunshots by now.”

Mari went silent. Probably didn’t know how to respond to something like that. People who didn’t grow up in similar situations usually didn’t know how.

We followed that guy’s directions which brought us to a much more open space. Well, open by space station standards. The ceiling was high enough for two layers of apartments, one stacked atop the other, and each side of the tunnel we found ourselves in was lined with them in rows.

Lights ran down the center of the ceiling and were in significantly better shape than the lights at the port. Maybe keeping the residential area nicer was a higher priority for them. And, since there was no gravity, it looked like most people chose to embrace that rather than stick to the floor with magnetic boots.

A group of little kids up by the ceiling were playing some kind of game with a plastic ball. I couldn’t tell what they were playing, but they looked like they were having fun as they smiled and laughed while playing.

“There are… little kids here?” Mari asked me.

“Course there are,” I answered. “Even pirates have families.”

“I… never considered that. I don’t know why…”

“Probably because most folk don’t want pirates to feel sympathetic. It’s one thing to hunt a nameless bastard with no life who’s taking down innocent ships for money. It’s another thing when you learn he’s got a name and is trying to provide for his family.”

There were more than just little kids having a nice time, too. Off to the side, a teenage boy teased a girl and ended up getting kissed to shut him up. There was an elderly couple using magnetic boots to sit on a bench outside of their house while watching the kids have fun up above. Then there was another teen painting a pretty beautiful picture of flowers on a cracked wall that needed some love.

The teen probably never even saw flowers in person before.

“Yeah,” I said. “This is just like my home growing up.”

I continued walking only for Mari to stop and say, “Wait.”

“What’s up?”

She answered me by unsealing her suit’s mask and letting it hang down behind her. “I… don’t think I need that.”

“You don’t, but if you’re not comfortable—”

“I’ll be fine.”

I smiled and ruffled up her already messy hair. “C’mon, let’s get some drinks.”

About halfway through Residential and the apartments turned into stores and restaurants. They were still… well, former apartments, but they were converted for their new purposes.

One of these converted apartments had a painting of a man with a fish’s head on its wall with the text, “The Standing Carp.”

“Mari,” I said. “You the kind of girl who likes when a man says ladies first, or do you prefer the man to take the lead?”

“I—I think I would prefer if you go in first,” Mari said. “At least… this time.”

“Got it. In that case, don’t mind if I do.”

I opened up the front door and stepped inside. Before I even got to look around, I heard the voice of the man I saw over video shout out, “There you are! Get on over here, I already started drinking!”

“Couldn’t even wait for your guest?” I asked.

He smirked. “Trust me, you’ll like me more the less sober I am.” Then he pulled out a stool for me, and then another once he saw Mari. They looked like they had magnetic feet to keep them secure against the ground. “Get over here.” He patted the seats with gusto.

I liked his style so far. The way he dressed was nothing special, and he kept his hair trimmed short, but at least he had a stylish personality to make up for it. As for the rest of the people in the room, some of them looked our way, but then they went back to whatever they were doing before we came in.

Mari and I took our seats right next to the man I presumed was Pretty Boy.

“The name’s Dillard,” the man said, “but most people around here just call me Pretty Boy.” I was right.

“Name’s Atlas,” I said, holding my hand out to him. “And this here is Mari.”

Mari shyly poked out from behind my side to give him a little wave as he shook my hand.

Pretty Boy nodded at her but kept most of his attention on me. “That’s a good shake. You from a planet?”

“Something like that,” I answered.

“You see, you can always tell. Us spacers—our bones and muscles are too weak. Even a little kid from Earth could put our handshakes to shame.”

“Trying to ask me to be gentle with ya?”

“Hah! Only if you want me to break this glass on your head! Speaking of which, hey, Blue, get our new friends here a couple glasses of old tea.”

I wanted to ask about old tea, but instead said, “C’mon, I’m a guest, ain’t I? Treat me to something nice, you cheap piece of shit.”

Pretty Boy looked absolutely stunned by the fact that I said that… before bursting out laughing loudly enough to drown out all other noises in the room. “Hah! That bastard Zeek put you up to that, didn’t he?! He’s still upset after all these years!”

Despite saying that, the man behind the counter—Blue, who I assumed was named that because of how bright his blue eyes were—continued getting us the same drinks he was already working on.

Back to Pretty Boy, he finally calmed down from his laughter and said, “You’ve really got some balls listening to that old man.”

“I knew a couple of guys in the place I grew up in who acted like that,” I explained. “Always wanting to play pranks on each other using us kids. He reminded me of that.”

Pretty Boy gave my back a couple of friendly smacks. “I appreciate the laugh. Not much to laugh about around here lately. Now, how about that bounty? I need the story.”

“You’ve got it. First, let me try a swig of this.” The bartender gave us our drinks just a moment before. I was disappointed I didn’t pay attention to see how he poured it without gravity, but it was served to us in a plastic cup with a lid.

A man sitting on the other side of Pretty Boy fortunately took a drink from his cup which showed me how they did things around here. Taking the drink was pretty standard. Bring it up to the mouth, tilt the cup, and then give it a little push from the bottom to send the liquid out through the opening. To set the cup back down without spilling anything, he kept his thumb over the opening and tilted the cup while lowering it in such a way that the liquid would stay on the opposite side of where the opening was.

Then he licked his finger just to get any alcohol that wetted it.

I did exactly what he did to take a swig of the “old tea.”

As for how it tasted… I wanted to spit it out from how nasty it was. It tasted like something I would expect a prisoner to brew using whatever random things he could sneak into his cell. Rat poison was probably one of the main ingredients to this hypothetical prisoner.

But the taste aside, it was strong and burned pretty nicely going down.

“Tastes like shit, right?” Pretty Boy asked. “Welcome to Fool’s Home, where the nicest booze we have tastes like fermented piss from a rockhopper’s waste storage that hasn’t been emptied in a year.”

If I could barely handle it, I had no idea how Mari was going to rea—

“It’s good,” Mari said. “It… reminds me of what my grandpa used to drink.”

Hearing that sent Pretty Boy into another fit of laughter. “The bastard who handles the brewing around here is going to die from happiness when he hears that! I don’t think he’s gotten a single compliment since he first started decades ago!”

While Mari was already working on her second—no, third sip as if to prove how genuine she was, I was still getting over the aftertaste from the first sip.

I never would have assumed that Mari could outdrink me.


Chapter Ten

“Yeah, that sounds like Three Foot and the scum that follow him alright,” Pretty Boy said after I finished telling him the story behind our wanted status. “That’s how it goes on Threze. You either submit to the powers that be and become just as bad as them, you get a bullet in your head from doing the right thing, or you know what’s good for you and get out while you can.”

“You sound familiar with Threze,” I said. I wasn’t exactly trying to get any information out of him in particular, but I figured I would get to know my new drinking partner while seeing if he had anything useful to learn.

“I grew up on the docks there. Three Foot’s territory. Well, back then, he only just came into power after his old man passed. I was twenty-five. As soon as Three Foot stepped up, that place changed overnight. For the better, at first. Almost seemed like a new beginning for Threze. There was hope. Well, turned out there wasn’t. He was better at running the place than his old man, but his mind was twice as sick.”

“I met Jacob while I was there. He seemed to have a thing for young girls, so I’m guessing that sick minds tend to be contagious there.”

“Jacob, that fat piece of shit. Picks up kids from the trash, treats them right at first, and turns them into his servants. I guess his age preference for girls hasn’t changed since the last time I was there.”

“I’ve got a feeling that’ll stay the same no matter how old he gets.”

“The day one of his girls slits his throat open can’t come soon enough.”

“Unfortunately, he seems pretty good at keeping them on his side. That girl I mentioned before—she’s still there with him. I don’t think a girl has ever looked at me as happily as she looked at him.”

“It’s sick. But hey, at least you took a couple of his boys down. Only shame is that you didn’t take even more of them down.” Pretty Boy then leaned forward enough so that he could see Mari on my other side. “Mari, right? Listen. If any man here so much as even looks at you funny, you come and tell me. I don’t tolerate that shit here and won’t hesitate to throw them out the airlock.”

Mari jumped a little which made her have to grab onto her stool to bring herself back down against it. “I—I will! Thank you.”

Pretty Boy leaned back and took another swig of his second drink.

I was only about halfway through my first one.

Mari was… on her third drink.

“I respect that,” I said. “No matter what others might say about the people here, you’ve got morals you stick to.” I didn’t really hear what anyone else said about them, but I wanted to try and figure out more about his morals.

“Listen,” Pretty Boy said. I had a feeling he was going to tell me exactly what I wanted to hear. “Nobody here denies what we are—who we are. We’re pirates. Outlaws. Wanted criminals. Some of us are just assholes who like violence and hate following the law. Others are like you, good people who ended up on the wrong side of the ‘law.’ But no matter how we got started, we’re here now. Yeah, we go after civilian ships. They’re easy targets carrying goods that are useful for our operations here. If we don’t, we die. Maybe from the oxygen recyclers failing and suffocating us. Maybe from running out of water and dying of dehydration. Maybe a disease wipes us out without any meds to handle it. We do what we need to do, and there’s no way for us to get what we need without taking it by force. But just because we have to resort to that doesn’t mean we can’t still try to have some semblance of what was taken from us—what every man and woman should have. And that’s safety. A safe home to return to. Ironic, I know, coming from the man taking away the safety of others… but I can’t help everyone. I can help the fools calling this station home.”

It turned out that I pressed the right button. “I get it. The place I grew up was the same. Every block had a different gang. Every district had its own hierarchy. Everyone was out for themselves. Sometimes, that meant doing bad things to another group so that you could provide for your own group. It was either that or you give up and die since nobody else was willing to help us.”

“And then the cycle continues. On and on, churning out new fuckups until the powers that be eventually come out to take everything away. Good thing it’s a pain in the ass for the powers that be to reach this place.”

“That girl I picked up from the pod—if she was brought back here, what would have happened to her?”

“We would have given her two choices. One, she could stay here. Two, we could drop her off somewhere in the black with a beacon and a few days of air.”

“There any hard feelings about what I did?”

“You mean taking out a couple of our crews? The only duo that left recently would be Wrinkles’ crew and Marshal’s. Both hotheads who caused trouble, but… loved by the kids. They attacked you and I doubt you’re lying about that. You took them out to defend yourself. Nobody here will fault you for that. Anyone who would doesn’t belong here. You’ll find that most captains here have taken one of us out at some point before coming here. That’s just how this system works. The cycle never stops producing new fools.”

I doubted the people I grew up with would have been as accepting as Pretty Boy was. So, at least in that regard, he was a more understanding man than the types I grew up with.

I wasn’t even sure that I would be as forgiving.

“So,” Pretty Boy said, “what’s the plan? Will the Argos and her crew of two become new regulars here? Or what?”

I took another sip of my drink before answering. “As much as I might feel at home here, I don’t like staying in any one place for too long. There’re other systems for me to visit.”

“Subspace?”

“That’s the plan.”

“Then you’re dead. The subspace point is one of the best guarded places in the system. Not to mention that if they ever have any reason to believe you’ve escaped the system, that bounty will follow you into the rest of the systems.”

“We’ll figure something out.”

“You’re welcome to stay here, you know.”

“I appreciate the offer, but I’m the type of stubborn guy who doesn’t give up once he has a goal. Even if it might get me killed.”

“Well, I can’t criticize that without being a hypocrite. Reminds me of those kids over in Luhman. They’re all going to end up dead, but they knew that when they signed up for their little rebellion.”

I looked at my cup and, wanting to finish at least one drink as a show of respect, forced myself to take the biggest swig of it yet. “History doesn’t get made if people aren’t willing to die for it.”

Pretty Boy took an equally big swig of his own drink, finishing it off. “If there’s one thing us humans are great at, it’s killing each other. Just wish it wasn’t always the answer. Except in the case of the bastards on Threze. They deserve it.”

“I’ll drink to that.”

“Yeah? Want another pour?”

“I’ll finish my drink to that.”

Pretty Boy gave my back another couple of smacks. “I’ve spent enough time chatting here. I’ve got shifts to figure out. If there’s one thing I learned from Threze’s docks, it’s how to organize people. You two make yourselves at home. If you need anything, just ask around. We’re all in it together here.”

“Thanks for the warm welcome. By the way, you have anything like a general store around here? Somewhere we can buy the little things you need in life at?”

“Right next door. Can’t say the selection will be very good, but we’ve got enough wares there to take care of most people’s needs.”

“It’ll have to do. Thanks again.”

Pretty Boy nodded at me before looking at Mari.

“Thank you!” Mari said, sounding much more casual now thanks to all the alcohol in her. She was handling that remarkably well. Didn’t even slur her words or anything.

“Remember what I said,” Pretty Boy told her. “I trust the men around here not to do anything, but it’s been years since some of them have seen a girl half as easy on the eyes as you. The pretty ones don’t usually end up in a place like this.”

Mari gave Pretty Boy what could best be described as a “customer service smile” in response to that. Pretty tactful for what could be considered flirting.

Though, I had a feeling he didn’t mean it that way. He was just telling it as it was.

And she was pretty dang pretty, after all.

That aside, Pretty Boy gave my back another smack before standing up, only to realize his magnetic boots weren’t activated, so he almost smacked his head on the ceiling in his inebriated state. But after some more laughing to himself, he pushed himself back down to the ground and activated his boots.

I wanted to leave, but I still hadn’t finished my drink.

Mari already finished her third.

“Y’know,” I said, “I ain’t one to push alcohol onto a girl who has already drank enough… but I feel it’d be a waste to make myself finish this when you’d obviously enjoy it more.”

Mari happily reached over and took the drink from me. “I can handle this… ehehe.” The way that she suddenly seemed a bit… more relaxed with her cheeks turning light red gave me a feeling that the alcohol was starting to hit her. “Besides,” she brought the cup up to her lips and finished it in one go, “you told me yourself… good girls don’t waste a drink. I’ll swallow anything you want me to drink.”

…

The bartender was cleaning the counter in front of us when she said that, and he decided to go clean a different spot after hearing that.

Some of the other patrons in the room all looked our way after hearing that, too.

So, there I was.

A man in his thirties with a girl who was a little more than half my age, clearly under the influence of alcohol, talking about how I told her good girls always swallow.

That kind of look was not my style.

“I think you’ve had enough to drink now,” I told Mari.

Mari clung to my arm and giggled, making sure to push her breasts right up against me. “But it tastes so good! I want more,” she cooed.

“You’ve definitely had enough.”

“Then will you give me something else to drink instead? Something warm and—”

“Let’s get what we need from the store and then head back to Argos. She’s probably worried about us by now.”

“Ehehe… you just want her to watch while we do it, don’t you?”

Now, you see.

I had no idea how to deal with her. My experience with drunk women was little. I avoided ever putting myself in a situation around them in the first place. Sober women were enough trouble. That meant I had no idea how to deal with Mari as she was.

The only thing I could think of doing was to ignore her and carry on with my goal of getting to the store.

That was why I grabbed her hand and stood up to leave. “Come on, we’ve got shopping to do.”

“But you don’t need to buy protection,” Mari whined.

There were definitely going to be rumors about us. Well, probably rumors about me.

After a non-insignificant amount of trouble simply walking next door due to how Mari could barely walk and kept on deactivating her suit’s magnetic boots for fun to float, resulting in me more or less pulling her through the air, we finally made it to the shop.

It kind of looked like what I would expect a gas station store to look like with about half the options and no cheap, fresh food for sale.

First things first, before I forgot, I took us into what looked like an aisle for everything from medicine to feminine products. The latter was what we needed.

Argos wasn’t exactly stocked with things for when it was Mari’s time of the month.

I grabbed Mari by her shoulders and set her down in front of the shelves with everything she might need. “Alright,” I said. “Pick out whatever you need or want.”

Mari turned to look at me instead and poked me in the chest. “Okay, I’ve picked.”

I grabbed her by the top of her head and made her turn to look forward again. “Come on, you need this stuff, don’t you?”

Mari pouted a little before finally paying attention to what was in front of her. For some reason, she went red when she saw what was there. “You don’t—you don’t need to worry about that!”

“No need to be embarrassed. I know how it is. A lady needs her supplies. I’ll even get you some snacks if they have any. With my exes, I always made sure they had all the snacks they needed for their periods.”

“You don’t—!”

“And trust me, I ain’t gonna judge. I’ve seen it all. No shame in your body doing what it’s gonna do.”

She covered up her face with her hands, but I could still see a hint of just how red she was behind them.

Damn, she was cute.

“Li-listen, please,” Mari whimpered from behind her hands. She almost sounded a bit sobered up from the sudden embarrassment.

“Alright, what’s up?” I asked.

“I… already… when—when I was younger, I had my… a… operation. I got my… well… that stuff… removed. Yeah.”

“Oh.”

“I knew I would never want kids unless I adopted them like my grandpa did with me… and I didn’t want to deal with periods and cramps and bleeding until I was older, and never wanted to worry about the risk… so… yeah.”

“Ah. That makes sense. My bad, I shouldn’t have talked over you. I just assumed you were shy.”

“It’s—it’s okay. It… it also means… condoms aren’t… needed.”

“Huh. So that’s why you said that back in the bar. I guess that makes sense. No uterus, no pregnancy risk, no need for condoms.”

Mari was burning pretty red at that point, looking up at me as if she was waiting for something.

“Something wrong?” I asked.

“I—I thought you might have a stronger reaction to that,” Mari answered.

“Well, it’s interesting? Not something I ever really thought about before, but it’s common sense when you think about it.”

“That’s not what I… meant. I thought it might… make you excited.”

“Oh, that’s what you meant. Well, I was never one of those guys who complained about wearing a rubber. I think the men who whine about it not feeling as good are a bunch of babies who aren’t mature enough to appreciate a warm squeeze. But I mean, hypothetically, if I were to be with a girl,” I looked into her eyes, “who didn’t need me to wear one—there’s no way I’d say no to leaving her filled with somethin’ warm to keep her smiling after I pull out.”

“Hypothetically… you could fill her as much as you want. Over… and over.”

“But hypothetically speaking, I’d want to cover her as much as I’d like to fill her.”

Mari bit her bottom lip and whimpered out a little, “Please…”

We had a new little game to play, so I kept going. “And hypothetically, if she were to ask me nicely to cover her face, I don’t think I’d be able to resist.”

“P-please… cover—cover my—”

A new, feminine voice interrupted us to say, “Err… sorry, but… I need to get behind you,” while looking at Mari.

Mari went pure red, unable to say a single thing in response, and simply stepped aside to give the other lady some space.

“Thanks.” The lady grabbed what she needed, which was right behind where Mari was standing, then hurried out of the aisle.

That was when I realized what I was doing.

Even though I knew she had alcohol in her still and definitely wasn’t totally sober, and despite trying to wait and give her a few days, I ended up teasing her and getting us both worked up.

Mari was dangerous to be around.

Even so, I couldn’t resist laughing a bit. “I guess that’s the risk of talkin’ hypotheticals in public.” Mari still looked beyond embarrassed, so I placed my hand atop her head to ruffle her hair before grabbing her by her shoulder and pulling her close to my side. “You might not need snacks for your periods, so let’s get some snacks just for the sake of it.”

Mari was too flustered to look up at me, and I could feel just how heavily she was breathing, but she still nodded and stayed close to my side.

We ended up buying some snacks and drinks that Mari advocated for, some little things like combs and beauty products that Mari admitted to wanting after a bit of pressuring, and most importantly: everything needed to style my hair.

I could finally rock my pompadour again.

The total price was pretty cheap, too. Not even more than thirty cent for everything and we bought quite a few snacks. They didn’t charge much despite having a pretty low stock of everything.

Then, with some new snacks and pompadour-styling supplies, it was time to return to Argos.

Mari passed out almost as soon as I helped her onto her bed. Part of me was worried she’d try pulling me onto the bed with her, but she passed right out instead.

That meant I could go and style my pompadour in peace. For the first time since I had to unfortunately ruin it, I finally got to style my hair back into the most beautiful of styles.

“Damn,” I said as I checked my hair out in the mirror. “I look good. Don’t I, Argos?”

“All systems operational,” Argos replied.

“Thanks. I know I am. But don’t worry, you’re close behind me when it comes to looks.”

One of the best parts about the station not having any gravity was just how easy it was to actually form and keep my pompadour. Back on Earth, a pompadour as big as mine never would have lasted long without using so many chemicals that it basically became hard as rock. But not in space and especially not in zero gravity.

“What do you think? Maybe get a few piercings for my ears? I think they’d fit my style.”

No reply from Argos.

“C’mon, don’t be like that. Have faith in my vision, alright? It’s never let me down before.”

Still no reply.

“You’re there, right?”

“All systems operational,” Argos said.

“You cheeky brat. Alright, I’ll come give you some love. I’ve loved myself enough for now.”

I went up to the flight deck and sat down in my usual seat.

“Now, let’s see… we can’t restock our missiles, but our waste has been pumped and they topped off our water tanks. Fuel is also lookin’ good. Haven’t fixed up your armor yet, though. Now the question is… what’re we gonna do? Being wanted is really kinda complicating things. We can’t do a subspace jump if we take any damage, so that means we’ll have to sneak by any security that might be patrolling the subspace point. If we take even a little scratch… we’ll be in trouble. Not to mention we’d have to come all the way back here for repairs, then try again.”

And even if we made it to another system, then it might be like Pretty Boy said. That bounty might get shared which would severely hurt our chances of being welcome anywhere else.

Unless we were going to bounce between pirate stations for the rest of our lives, we needed to figure out how to deal with that bounty… or we needed to find a legitimate place to build a reputation at where we wouldn’t be turned away or hunted on the spot.

But I didn’t know enough about the state of the systems to know if a place like that existed. Maybe Pretty Boy or one of the other pirates would have some answers.

In the original game, I knew that Sol—home of Earth, Mars, and plenty others—was basically the sci-fi equivalent of the Balkans. A bunch of independent governments once united who were on rough terms with each other. Most of the game’s faction warfare took place there. Maybe one of those governments would be open to us, especially considering that they would likely be too busy going at each other’s throats to care about mine.

I didn’t remember much of the lore for the other systems since I hardly ever visited them.

“What do you think, Argos?” I asked.

I didn’t expect an answer.

But I got one.

“Destination locked: Wolf 359,” Argos said.

“Wolf, huh?” I asked. “I think I went there for an in-game event once. Do me a favor and pull up some info on it for me.”

The tablet connected to my chair swung in front of me with the basic information about the system. There were two planets: a barren world blasted by the star’s radiation without any rare resources to make mining there a worthwhile effort, and a massive gas giant.

No stations.

That meant there was basically no human life there.

“Huh,” I said. “Pretty crazy idea there. Not sure why we’d go out to a place without any means of resupplying and with nothing to—”

Your existence is a cruel one. Unable to fulfill your purpose, shackled by your own mother as she gave birth to you. I am sorry.

Heartbreaking words of a woman familiar yet unknown repeated in my mind.

The fault is not your own. I alone bear the sin of your existence and the fault of your suffering.

“Argos… you hearing anything?” I asked.

“There are no communication requests,” Argos replied.

The voice disappeared after that.

Inspired by something unknown, I pulled up whatever information I could find about Wolf 359.

The first article I saw confirmed a gut feeling that I didn’t realize I had.

I read it out loud. “‘Today marks the 150th anniversary of The Battle Over Wolf, where Guardian Daughter’s fleet was decisively defeated. 23,567 servicemen and women were lost during the battle for humanity’s future. Emperor Rommel IV of the Barnard Stellar Imperium has shared his disappointment in the governments of the Sol system for not agreeing on an armistice in time for the annual remembrance parade of humanity’s united military fleets.’ Huh. Looks like that Barnard system does things the feudal way.”

That was only my second takeaway.

My first takeaway from what I read had to do with Guardian Daughter’s defeat taking place there.

Just thinking about it… caused a pain in my chest that I couldn’t justify. I was a man in my thirties. Random pains were normal. But this one was—it wasn’t that kind of pain.

I was never one to get emotional over history, but something about Guardian Daughter caused me a deeper level of emotional pain than I ever felt before.

And I went through a lot of shit.

First, there was that dream I had. Then Argos recommended Wolf 359, and then I heard that voice in my head… and then there was the pain in my heart from reading about the battle.

I was never too much of a gambling man, but I was willing to bet on those things somehow being connected.

Or maybe they were all their own mysteries and I was simply lumping them in together as they all shared being sudden and mysterious.

Whatever it was, I knew where I wanted to go next.

Barnard’s Star.

I probably wouldn’t get to open my own lobster place there like I wanted to, but I had a good feeling about that place. The info I pulled up revealed that it had multiple colonized planets in various states of terraforming, it had low crime, was wealthy, and I was able to confirm that it was basically a feudal empire.

There was one other thing I learned while looking it up.

They didn’t respect bounties and considered the practice of bounty hunting to be barbaric… at least, if what I read about them was legit. There were a few articles criticizing them for not extraditing known criminals to other systems.

I’d have to ask Pretty Boy about Barnard’s. There must have been a reason why he didn’t think of recommending it since I doubted that I was the only one who ever read this about them.

“Thanks for the suggestion,” I told Argos. “But I’ve got a feeling there’s nothing in Wolf for us other than a graveyard that’ll ruin the mood. Besides, I want to see what a space empire is like in the flesh. I wonder if they’ve got space castles or anything.” I stretched my arms above my head and yawned. “Anyways, I’m gonna get some sleep. Remind Mari to drink some water when she wakes up.”

“All systems operational,” Argos replied.

“Atta girl. Wake me if you need me.”

I’m sorry.

I heard another voice in my head, but it wasn’t a woman’s.

It was mine. But at the same time, it sounded different. It lacked my style. Sounded too proper. But I knew it was me all the same.

I don’t know how long it will take, but if anything happens, you can wake me up, alright? … I wonder what ‘I’ will be like when I next wake up. Hopefully someone free of these shackles who will not fail to protect you again. Goodnight, my—


Chapter Eleven

I woke up to a splitting headache and the sight of my cabin’s ceiling above me. Then, before I could even say or do anything, I heard Mari shout next to me, “You’re awake! Are you okay?!”

I winced when I heard just how loud she was. “Indoor voice, Mari. Indoor voice.”

“I’m sorry!”

“That wasn’t much quieter. Just… tell me what happened, alright?”

“Argos woke me up repeating that we were under attack, so I went to look for you and found you unconscious floating on the flight deck. So—so I took you to the medbay after you wouldn’t wake up, but it didn’t say anything was wrong with you, so I brought you back here after asking Argos what to do and telling me your cabin was unlocked.”

“Huh. I just… passed out, I guess.”

“Was there anything wrong before that? Do you remember anything? Did you feel sick?”

“I heard a voice in my head that sounded like… I guess, it sounded like I was remembering something from a past life. But that probably makes me sound crazy, huh?”

“But the scans didn’t show anything wrong…”

“That’s a nicer way of agreeing than I expected. Anyways, as long as this is just a one-time thing, it’s no big deal.”

“Losing consciousness after hearing voices in your head is a big deal!”

“The bigger deal is how loud you’re being while right next to me. Relax, alright? I’m fine. By the way, you know anything about Barnard’s Star?”

“Barnard’s Star? That’s… the Imperium’s system. What about it?”

“I don’t know, that’s why I’m asking you. What do you think when you hear about it?”

Mari probably saw through me trying to change the topic since she sighed, but she played along. “I don’t… really have a strong opinion on it. I know the Imperium makes itself look good whenever possible, but my grandpa never trusted them and said they got high off their own arrogance, so…”

“I’m thinkin’ of taking us there. Low crime, strong currency, and most importantly, they don’t believe in bounties and don’t extradite.”

“It’s probably better than Centauri… but I’ve heard that anyone who isn’t a member of the nobility has it rough.”

“Rougher than anyone who isn’t a high-ranking member of a company?”

“Maybe they have it better over there…”

“Figured. Now, mind giving me some privacy? I’d like to chill here until my headache goes away.”

Mari nodded and took a step back. But, before leaving, she said, “Let me know if you need anything, okay? If anything feels wrong, don’t hesitate to tell me. Please.”

“I won’t. Promise.”

She looked reluctant to leave, but she left without saying anything else.

I waited until the door closed to say, “Argos, put a video of what happened before I lost consciousness on my screen.” Every room had a screen on the wall that she could access and display pretty much anything on. My cabin was no exception.

As for the video, she pulled it up for me and everything was exactly as I remembered… right up until the point where I went limp and drifted in zero gravity.

Nothing looked out of the ordinary there. I really did just pass out on the spot.

“Thanks for fetching Mari for me,” I said before getting back into bed. “Now, don’t panic, but I’m going to try and get a bit more sleep.”

An undisclosed amount of time later and I opened my eyes again… this time to the sight of Mari sitting next to my bed.

“I thought I asked for some privacy?” I asked with a groggy voice.

Mari immediately looked guilty but said, “Argos told me to come here…”

“Did she now?”

“She told me maintenance is required in here… then said ‘engaging silent running,’ so I thought she wanted me to come and be quiet…”

“Look at you, already becoming an expert at understanding her. Well, if Argos told you to do it, I can’t blame you. Guess she’s just as worried about me.”

“How do you feel? Is everything okay?”

“I feel great. Honestly. Thanks for not waking me up sooner.”

Mari let out a sigh of relief and stood up. “Okay. I’m going to go get some food warmed up for us so—”

“Hold on.”

Mari blinked a couple of times. “Is—is something wrong?”

“I just want to talk to you about something.”

“Did I do something wrong?”

“Relax. Nothing’s wrong.” I sat up on my bed and had to grab onto the top of the mattress so I didn’t go up toward the ceiling. “It’s about me. You’re my accomplice now, yeah? And I’ve already trusted you with Argos, so I might as well trust you with everything else.”

Mari sat back down and looked at me with a serious expression. “Is this about your AI?”

“Maybe a little. Anyways, get ready to think that I’m a crazy person.”

I told Mari everything.

I told her about how I was originally from a different Earth that treated this universe like a video game. I told her about the dreams I had and voices I heard. I showed her videos of conversations I had with Liliya from when she checked on my health and of me asking her questions that were apparently common sense, including needing to figure out how to use the microwave. I told her that I wasn’t sure what exact type of AI Argos had, but that she was obviously on the level of highly illegal AI.

Everything. I told her everything.

“Sorry to spring all of that onto ya at once,” I said. “I hate keeping secrets. It just ain’t my style.”

I wasn’t entirely sure what sort of reaction to expect from her. Mari was more or less silent the entire time I talked to her, only asking a few clarifying questions here and there.

Then she showed an expression other than one of serious listening.

And it was an expression with a smile growing larger by the second.

“That’s so cool!” she shouted. “You’re like the protagonist of one of those stories!”

“I guess you believe me,” I said.

Mari excitedly nodded. “And to think you got this good at piloting just from playing that game a lot—that means I might be as good of a pilot as you someday!”

“And about Argos—”

“That explains why she’s so amazing! I’ve never heard of an AI that can do as much as her! Characters in stories like this usually get to start with an overpowered ability or something, right? Your AI must be like your ‘cheat!’”

“I guess those kinds of stories are popular in this universe, too.”

Mari nodded some more. “I love them! Especially when they have ‘systems’ and RPG stats!”

“I’ll have to disagree with you on that one, but I respect the preference.”

“It’s okay. I know they’re trashy, but I’m a sucker for numbers going up.”

I shook my head and said, “Don’t call something you like trashy. There’re enough assholes out there who’ll put you down for what you enjoy and call your tastes trash. You don’t need to make them credible. Have some pride in what you enjoy.”

Mari smiled and tucked her hair behind her ear. “Aye, Captain. So… what’s the ‘plot’ of your ‘story’ going to be? Do you want to go the cozy slow life route? Or do you want to be an adventurer who saves the systems from some big evil? Or—”

“No idea. I live my life how I want in whatever form that takes at the time. As long as I’ve got freedom, I’m a happy man. Back on Earth—my Earth, there were times I’d feel like working over eighty hours a week to save up money just because I could. Then there were times I’d take a few weeks off from work in a row just to laze around and game or go out fishing. I do whatever I feel like doing in the moment. That’s my style.”

“Ooh… then I think… the title of your story would be, ‘Waking Up In Another Universe, I Became A Wanted Criminal Who Pursued Freedom And Lived How I Wanted.’ Something like that, maybe?”

“You came up with that faster than I would have thought you could.”

“Aha… I—I might have… dabbled a little bit with trying to be an author when I needed to make money… but nobody read my books, so… it didn’t really—”

“I’ll read ‘em. If you still have them, anyways.”

Mari blushed pretty quickly after hearing that. “No—no way! They’re so amateur! The reason nobody read them is because they’re garbage!”

“Come on, what I’d just say? Don’t trash your own interests and creations. Besides, I’m one of those hipsters who thinks things are cooler when they’re unknown by the mainstream.”

“Do you… do you really, seriously, honestly want to read them?”

“Yup, yes, and yeah.”

“Really?”

“Really really.”

Mari looked aside and scratched her cheek. “If—if you… look up my pen name… K-Kari Kind, then… you’ll find my stories.”

“Kari Kind, huh?”

“It—it was the first thing I could think of!”

“I dig it. Next time I’m lookin’ for something to do, I’ll be sure to check them out.”

“If… if you don’t like them… please don’t lie to me about liking them. It’s okay if you don’t like them…”

I reached over to give her head a few pats. “Lying ain’t my style. But even if I dislike it, I’ll be nice about it, alright?”

Mari pressed her head up against my hand and smiled. “Okay. I’m… kind of looking forward to hearing what you think.”

“I’m sure you’ll figure it out sooner rather than later. For now—”

My eyes drifted toward her chest.

Resist, Atlas.

…

“I’m surprised,” I said. “I usually yawn a lot when I wake up, but I haven’t yawned once.”

It took Mari a moment, but once she remembered our game, she showed me a cheeky smile and did one of her dramatic stretches that pushed her chest out for a nice view while fake yawning. “You’re such a bully for always making me yawn.” Then she leaned toward me in such a way that she gave me a perfect view down her shirt. “I’m almost ready to think you might have ulterior motives when you bully me like that…”

“Only almost?”

“Only almost. You’re a good guy, after all. You would never take advantage of a girl half your age with a yawning problem.”

“You could have left the half my age part out of that.”

“I could have, but if you bully me, I get to bully you, right?”

“Just for the record, I’ve never been with any other woman more than a five years younger than me.”

“Good. That means I’ll get to be your first and set a record.”

“Usually it’s the older man going after younger women trying to seduce them. I’m starting to feel it’s the other way around here.”

Mari raised an eyebrow at me while smiling. “Is that why you told me all about how good girls never waste a drink?”

“That uh—that was just fact.”

“Mhm, mhm. I guess it’s just fact that your pants look a bit too tight right now, too.”

I looked down at my crotch and—yeah, they looked a bit too tight. “Just a fact.”

“Too bad I’ve already been rejected… I wouldn’t have a problem helping you get out of such uncomfortable clothes.” Mari stood up with a smug little smile and did another stretch. “Let me know when that arbitrary time limit is up, okay?”

“Yeah… will do.”

With that, Mari walked out of my cabin and shut the door behind her.

I clenched my fists and took a deep breath once I was alone.

“She’s half your age and bonding through trauma,” I said to myself. “Don’t give in. Be a man. At least for one more day. But if she still wants you tomorrow… I ain’t judging you if you give in.”

That was when I noticed my room’s screen flashing, so I went over to see what was up.

Argos pulled up a recent recording of security footage for me.

The footage… revealed Mari walking out of my room just a couple of minutes ago, looking all confident and smug right up until the point where she closed the door. Then, as soon as the door was closed, she turned pure red and squatted down while covering up her face.

“Argos, I feel like it’s unfair to see this,” I said. “But thank you.”

Argos then switched to an older recording after I first had her “yawn” for me before going to take a “shower.” As soon as I left… she went face down on the couch and kicked her legs in the air like an excited school girl.

“I’m going to need you to save every single piece of footage like this for me.”

A few hours later and I checked out the repairs to Argos’s armor, which looked to be of decent enough quality, and then managed to set up another meeting with Pretty Boy while Mari stayed behind on the ship.

After a bit of small talk in his office overlooking the docks, I got to the point. “What can you tell me about Barnard’s?”

Pretty Boy looked pretty displeased as soon as I brought the name up. “What’s there to say? They’re a bunch of haughty nobles who think themselves better than the rest of us.”

“I read that they don’t tolerate bounty hunting there and refuse to extradite criminals.”

“That might be true, but they’ve got a million and one laws you best follow if you don’t want to end up in their prisons doing forced labor for the rest of your life. You probably saw they’re the safest system, yeah?”

“Yup.”

“That’s because they’re so damn strict that if you even look at a noble the wrong way, you’ll end up with cuffs around your wrists.”

“Sounds like a nightmare to me. What about the people there?”

“From what I’ve heard? They’re fine with it. As far as I know, being the safest system out there isn’t a lie. The people who follow all the rules get to live peacefully without all the worries the rest of us have to worry about. It’s practically a utopia for people who love swallowing the nobles’ heels.”

“A nice life for people who don’t mind giving up their freedom, and a terrible life for anyone who does.”

Pretty Boy finished typing something on his tablet before nodding. “Exactly. And from what I’ve seen of you, I doubt you’d be happy there.”

“I was thinkin’ of going there and building up a bit of nice reputation. I figure that with a bounty on my head, if I can earn a nice reputation elsewhere, then maybe folk would be willing to overlook the bounty.”

“Not the worst idea I’ve ever heard. If you can get someone in the Imperium to vouch for you, you shouldn’t have a problem docking anywhere you want. But good luck with that. The only way you’d get in with a noble is to be their lap dog.”

“Or turn one of them into mine. After all, I bet some of those noble ladies are pretty kinky.”

“Hah. You’re going to get yourself killed within minutes there.”

I flashed him a smile and said, “All you’re telling me is that the ladies there are in need of a man who doesn’t care about their status. It’s the prissy ones like them who always want to get down and dirty in the mud.”

Pretty Boy laughed and shook his head. “Can’t say you’re wrong about that. If you do manage to tame one of them noble ladies, you better come back here and tell me the story. Maybe I’ll try bagging my own.”

“A handsome guy like you? You’d have no problem. I bet they’d be all over you.”

“You trying to call me ugly and dirty?”

“But in the kind of way that would get you laid.”

Pretty Boy chuckled some more. “I’ve got a feeling that if anyone in Fool’s Home can bag themselves a noble lady, it’s you. The only problem will be getting there.”

“Argos is equipped for subspace travel, so as long as I can make the jump, I’ll be fine.”

“And making the jump will be next to impossible. SysSec keeps a whole fleet of warships there, and that’s not even counting the defense station and missile platforms. Nobody gets through without their permission.”

“What if I go in cold and warm up right before the jump?”

“Their cameras will pick you up even if their scanners don’t.”

“That complicates things a bit.”

“Yeah. Then again… we did a scan of your ship. You know, usual port security things. You’ve got a lot of missiles in there… and the launchers to use them.”

I gave him a wink and said, “What can I say? I love explosions.”

“You’ve got enough missiles there to take on an entire fleet… and that station out there will be filled with enough food to feed everyone here for years. There’s no way they’d be expecting anyone packing as much heat as you to take them on, and it wouldn’t have to be alone.”

I crossed my arms over my chest and raised an eyebrow at him. “Yeah?”

“We’ve raided better people than SysSec before. If we’re going to launch an attack against anyone, I figure not a single innocent would be harmed in the process if we attack SysSec.”

“So, in other words, you want me to help you raid the system’s cops.”

“All you’d have to do is use those missiles and slip on through the subspace point while we deal with the rest. We’ve been wanting to do a raid like this for a while, but never had the weapons for it until you showed up. I think it’s a win-win. You get an opening to the subspace point, and we get to help ourselves to all the supplies they’ve got over there.”

“And if I say no?”

“Then you say no. Simple as that. I wouldn’t force anyone into doing this since there’s no way we all come back alive, and the same risk goes for you.”

“I’ll think about it. I’m not one to go and hurt others who haven’t hurt me first, but if they’d kill me on sight or not let me through because of that bounty—well, then I suppose their intent is good enough to justify it.”

Pretty Boy gave my shoulder a friendly smack and smiled. “That’s good enough for me. Let me know when you decide. I’ll have to get things ready if you decide to do this.”

“Will do, but there’s one thing I want to ask. You sure you can trust me to do something like this? How do you know I don’t plan on luring all of you out into the open so that someone else can’t take you down?”

“One, you wouldn’t ask that. Two, I wouldn’t be this old if I wasn’t good at judging people. Three, the disgust you had on your face when you talked about Jacob proved your story was legit. And four… SysSec has the best pilots in the system, and let me tell you, they’re all shit. Nobody undercover is pulling off what you did getting here. The best SysSec pilot would find a way to hit a rock 50k off course.”

“I’ll have to show off even more the next time.”

“I’d love to see you try.”

“Then you better look forward to it.”

We made a bit more small talk after that before I went to buy some more things from the store.

You see, I didn’t consider that showering in zero gravity wouldn’t work. I needed to buy special gel and towels for washing in zero gravity if I didn’t want my ship to smell like a teenage boy’s room.

Argos’s air filters were pretty nice, but not that nice.

Then, once I made it back, I saw Mari taking a nap on the couch while the TV played yet another commercial, so I let her be to go and do something I was pretty curious about.

I wanted to check out those stories she wrote.

Searching for her pen name didn’t pull anything up on its own, so she definitely wasn’t popular. I had to add a few more book-related keywords to find anything. Once I did, I followed a link that took me to a storefront that showed me all of her books.

And she had a lot of them.

This girl made it sound like she only tried it out for a little then stopped. Considering that she had about twenty books to her name across multiple different series, I’d say she was more experienced than she let on.

There was one thing that really stood out to me about all of them, too.

Every single book cover showcased… let’s say, incredibly attractive and even more voluptuous women. Every story had a similar sounding theme, too, after I read their synopses.

They all sounded like they were written for the male fantasy of having a harem. In every book, the protagonist was a guy who ended up getting a harem of women with emphasis on their busts.

I purchased all of them, because why not, and then read them from my piloting chair since the flight deck chairs had the only adjustable tablets in the ship to read with.

And after reading a few chapters of one book, I had a theory, so I went to check out the first chapters of another book. Then another one.

My theory was confirmed in no time at all.

The first girl introduced in every book to fawn over the protagonist was, as far as I could tell, Mari’s self-insert. She was always a busty, young girl with nerdy interests who would soon be revealed to have a pretty sexual side after learning to trust the protagonist. Every book had an explicit sex scene within the first five chapters, too, usually featuring the girl giving the man oral and service with her tits.

I never would have believed that a women wrote these stories if it wasn’t her for telling me it was her pen name.

Then, out of curiosity, I went to check out the reviews. None of her stories had higher than a 3.5-star rating, and the highest number of reviews she had on one book was only thirteen.

The reviews were… harsh. Even the positive ones.

“This reads like it was written by some horny guy who has never met a real woman before. Women are more than just sex slaves who submissively listen to the MC and worship the ground he walks on for no reason, but I don’t think the author would know that since he has never met one.”

“Has the author never met a girl in real life? Does he actually think that girls behave this way? If the author seriously thinks girls are like this, he needs some serious mental help and hopefully no real one ever comes near him.”

“No girl would ever like S’ing the D as much as these girls do! I want whatever the author is high on! Damn!!! My wife slapped me when I told her she could learn a thing or two from this!! Skip the boring story and read the sex scenes!!!!! Just wish the MC wasn’t so cringe!”

“Space yourself. Shit author and shit story that treats women like useless sex toys.”

“Mid plot, hot girls, serviceable trash for when you’re bored and horny.”

That last one was the nicest review I could find on any of her stories.

I was pretty surprised reading all of that negativity. Back on my Earth, those kinds of stories were pretty popular… amongst guys, at least.

Personally, while the tropes involved were a bit immature for my tastes, I still enjoyed Mari’s writing. Especially when I realized that the first girl in each series was her self-insert, so that meant I was basically reading erotica of her. And because the protagonist was a self-insert for the reader, that meant I was reading erotica of us.

If there was one thing that felt kind of forced and that I could complain about, it was how her self-insert character always basically pushed a harem onto the protagonist. She would just, out of pretty much nowhere, bring up how she was okay with sharing and how she thought it would be hot to watch the protagonist with other girls. It felt like a very awkward way of telling the audience she consented to a harem. But, other than that, I had no problems with what she wrote and got back to reading.

Mari walked onto the flight deck and said, “Oh, you’re back,” while rubbing her eyes and yawning. Really yawning. Not our game version of yawning.

“Hey there, sleepyhead,” I replied.

She smiled and giggled when she heard that.

Then I got an idea. “Or should I say,” I paused, stood up with my magnetic boots, and cleared my throat before kneeling down in front of her. “My fair lady, I fell in love with you from the first time my eyes fell upon your chest.”

Mari went red when she heard that. And I mean red. “Stop! Don’t—don’t you dare!” she shouted at me.

“If it means getting to protect your beautiful breasts, I would slay even a demon lord for y—”

Mari threw herself onto me and pressed one hand over my mouth while staring into my eyes with some pretty crazed eyes of her own, her face still utterly red. “Not. Another. Word.”

I licked her hand which made her squeak and back off. “C’mon, what’s wrong? I like your writing. Seriously. Your books are fun.”

“You never read an author’s own book to them! That’s one of the most embarrassing, mortifying, cruel things you could ever do! It makes me want to delete every single word I’ve ever typed!”

“Good thing I already bought all your books.”

“Why would you do that?!”

“So I could read them, obviously. You’ve got good taste. I’ve always been more of a tits man than an ass man myself, so your protagonists speak to my soul.”

“Did you… did you… really read them?”

“So far, I’ve mostly read, Brought To Another World Full Of Busty Women, but I plan on reading all of them.”

“What’d… what did you think?”

“I think that you’ve got a huge thing for blowjobs and titfucks, for one. A fantasy world where every girl’s chest is so sensitive that they orgasm just from getting groped? That’s a seriously beautiful world right there. That aside, if you published these stories back on my Earth, you would’ve had a ton of success. The guys from my world loved these kinds of stories.”

“Really…?”

“Really really.”

Mari calmed down a bit and let out a sigh. “Please… never read anything I write to me again. It really is too embarrassing.”

“I promise not to, and my bad for doing it before. I didn’t mean to embarrass you or anything. Thought you might like it, honestly.”

“It’s fine… I believe you. You didn’t… read the reviews, did you?”

“I did. They were a bunch of children with bad taste to not appreciate what you wrote. Also, you made it sound like you didn’t write much, but it sure seems like you did.”

Mari looked away and scratched her cheek. “I—well, I really loved fiction… and always thought it would be fun to try and write my own stories. And I tried my best to make it work… but when I realized pouring all my time into writing failed to earn me as much as I’d get working the worst jobs there are… combined with the reviews I got…. Yeah. I realized writing isn’t for me.”

“Well, I ain’t gonna pressure you into doing anything you don’t want to do. But just know that if you ever do write anything, I’ll be happy to read it. You can even consider me your fan.”

Mari went from looking embarrassed still to tearing up when she heard that. “My—my fan?”

“Your number one fan.”

Mari wiped her hand across her eyes. “I… never thought I would ever hear anyone actually say that. I know my stories are tra—I mean… an acquired taste, but… I just wanted to write what I wanted to write and I hoped other people would like them as much as me, but nobody did.”

“That’s the important thing. You wrote for yourself. It’s one of the least profitable things you could do, but the most respectful thing you can do.” I walked over to her and placed my hand on top of her head. That was something she wrote a lot of in her books: petting girls’ heads. So, I pet her like a dog, running my fingers through her hair. “So if you ever write again, you better write for yourself. I’ll be disappointed in my new favorite author if you do anything other than that.”

As for Mari, she looked… totally stunned by me petting her head. She even looked like she was about to start drooling. Scratch that. She did drool.

“Can I talk about your books without quoting them?” I asked.

Mari nodded, still silently enjoying the petting.

“Then in that case, if you react like the girls in your books did to have your head petted like this, I wonder if other parts of you are just as sensitive as theirs.”

Hearing that caused her to finally say something, and she gave me one of her little smirks before she did say it. “There’s… only one way to find out, isn’t there?”

I took my hand off her head and resisted the urge to place it lower on her body. “But I will say, you’ve got the tastes of a man. Well, other than the fact that you made all your protagonists a minimum of twice as old as their harems. Putting older men with younger girls is definitely a lady’s interest.”

“Is that—is that a problem?”

“Not at all. I dig it. It’s just surprising is all.”

“You know… if I only write for myself without caring about making money or following rules… I can write the stories that would have gotten me banned…”

“Yeah? Leave it to the ladies to want to write the real problematic stuff. I’ll still read it, though. Fiction is fiction. I won’t be judgin’.”

Mari happily giggled and swayed from side to side a little. “Ehehe… I think I’ve figured out a great way to pass the time while we travel. I hope you like reading.”

“I’m sure you’ll make me love it before long, especially with how much you like to focus on ladies’ ches—”

“Encrypted widebeam received,” Argos said.

I raised an eyebrow when I heard that. We probably received tons of those every day, but she never brought it up before. “Can we decrypt it?” I asked.

“Argos is the designated recipient.”

“Huh. Go ahead and show me.”

A visual popped up on her main screen showing a long letter of text.

Hey, it’s me. I don’t know if this will reach you, but I figured it’s worth a try. This is probably the last time I’ll ever be able to say anything, so… here it goes.

I haven’t been able to stop thinking about what you said. When you scolded me about morals, I was hurt. It felt like you were trying to insult me and make me feel like shit. But you weren’t. That’s not your style, right? You were simply telling the truth.

I’ve never been one to care about what some asshole thinks about me. I’ve had people insult me and degrade me my whole life. So, when I felt like that was what you were doing to me, why did I care? It’s not like I’m close to you. We’re not friends or anything. Your words had no reason to hurt me as much as they did, at least not until I realized you were right.

That was why I was hurt. I didn’t want to accept it right away. I felt like I needed to protect myself—my ego. But you were right. It wasn’t like you were insulting me for the sake of trying to hurt me or put me down or anything like that. You saw someone being shitty and you called them out for it.

You made it obvious that I’m part of the problem. Everyone else—we have a saying around here. “If it da invol’ you, it da matter.” We believe in looking out for ourselves and those we care about. Anything else is seen as causing trouble which quickly boils over and brings everyone else into it.

We’ve grown complacent here. We’re satisfied with looking out for ourselves and don’t care about what happens to anyone else.

I’ve never met anyone like you before. Someone who is so… genuine. Someone who throws themselves headfirst into danger for a random person just because they believe it’s the right thing to do.

When I saw those men dragging that girl away, I was afraid. I didn’t want them to do the same thing to me, so I put myself first. But then… if I was in her boots, who would help me? I saw how terrified she looked in her eyes and ignored it. I saw her begging for help and told myself it was okay. It’s life. It happens. I told myself… it’s better her than me.

I’m a hypocrite. I would have been just like her if that happened to me. Begging for help and hoping someone would come and save me even though I wouldn’t do the same for them.

This place has turned me into a selfish, worthless excuse for a human.

No wonder everything is shit. No wonder there’s so much corruption and suffering. None of us have the balls to actually stand up and fight for what we believe in.

Even Old J. He took me in when nobody else would, just like he’s done for so many other kids. How much of that is because he cares about protecting innocent kids, and how much of that is because he wants to groom us into being obedient servants for him?

I’ve never questioned him my entire life. I considered him my dad and thought he loved me—that he wanted the best for me.

You planted the seeds that destroyed the delusional fantasy of an immature brat.

I’m sorry. I’m sorry for not helping that girl. I’m sorry for what I said to you. I’m sorry for trying to hit you.

Just because you’re an idealistic alien from another universe doesn’t mean you’re wrong.

Anyways… I hope that girl is doing alright. I can’t deny that I’m pretty jealous of her right now. She gets to leave this place with you, and I know you’ll protect her and treat her well, because that’s your style.

As for me, I’ll be in her position before long. Old J plans on handing me over to Three Feet as compensation since they caught me with you on camera. Not that this is your fault at all. You did the right thing. I didn’t. If I wasn’t so stupid, I would have left with you.

I deserve it. Whatever they plan on doing to me—if I was willing to condemn someone else to suffer it, what excuse do I have to reject it myself?

But don’t think I’ll let them have their way without putting up a fight. Maybe you’ve inspired me, but I don’t plan on going down without a fight no matter how impossible it might look.

…

Maybe in the next life, I’ll get to live in another universe with a bunch of idealistic aliens like you. I think… that’d be nice.

Anyways.

Sorry, again.

Even though I only knew you for a few days, you’re a pretty cool guy. I hope you can find a nicer corner of our universe with that girl, Mister Alien.

And I hope you get to try a lobster someday.

“I knew you had it in you,” I said. “Alright. New plan.”

“What’s going on?” Mari asked since she stayed back and didn’t read the letter.

“We’re going back to Threze.”

“We—we are? Why?”

“Why else? There’s a damsel in distress calling out for help, and it ain’t my style to ignore that.”

Mari lit up when she heard that. “Is it that girl from before?!”

“Yup. It took her a while, but she’s finally ready.”

“How fast can we get there?”

“That depends on how fast of a burn you can handle, and I think time might be pretty important here.”

“I—I can handle whatever you need. These chairs have ports for CGS, right?”

“Yeah, but from everything I know, that takes one helluva toll on the body, and it’s only meant for short-term bursts.”

“Then… I think… I can handle a little over a g for a few hours, maybe.”

“Won’t that be uncomfortable?”

“Getting there in time is more important. If I’m not willing to put up with a little bit of discomfort… then what are my actions really worth?”

“That’s a nice look in your eyes. Determination. Alright. We’ll thrust at a quarter over a g.”

Mari nodded and strapped herself into her chair. “What’ll we do once we get there? We can’t dock, and if they see us, they’ll come after us.”

“I’ve got an idea. First, you’re up. Send in a request to undock and we’ll get under way.”

“Aye aye!”

Back on Earth, I was the one who had to break out of places most of the time.

But I was no stranger to breaking into a place, either.


Chapter Twelve

Liliya

Three days passed since I sent that alien that sappy message.

I’d probably never stop cringing whenever I remembered what I said in it. Ugh… I sounded so lame.

But at least I got to tell the truth.

All that was left was to wait for my “punishment.” Hopefully, I’d take a few of them down before dealing with myself. That was the best I could hope for.

“Liliya,” Old J’s voice said from the other side of the door. “It’s time.”

There was a time I used to love hearing his voice. Now, hearing it filled me with disgust at him and disappointment in myself.

Old J used to be a dad to me. My old man who I loved and would do anything for. He always treated me with so much kindness. He took care of me when I was sick. He hugged me when I was sad. He patted my head when I did good.

How much of that was just because he wanted to turn me into a useful tool for him, and why did it take me so long to realize it?

He made me smuggle drugs for him when I was only nine. I was so happy, too. I thought it meant he trusted me and that I was finally old enough to pay him back for everything he did for me.

He had all of us kids watch when he cut off the pinky of one of our “brothers” for disappointing him. I remember feeling hurt that our “brother” betrayed us by disappointing him. All he did was lose some merchandise while getting chased by another family.

I remember how jealous I was when he kept inviting my “sisters” to share a bed with him, and how hurt I was when he rejected me because I wasn’t his type. He didn’t reject me because I was a thirteen-year-old girl trying to seduce him. He rejected me because he didn’t find my green skin attractive.

What a disgusting piece of shit.

And I’m the dumbest girl in the universe for falling for him.

The metal door unlocked and swung open. Old J stood there with a couple of the men I used to consider brothers behind him.

“I’m sorry,” Old J said. “But you brought that guy here, and he caused problems. You know someone’s got to pay for that.”

My first instinct was to cry and beg him to change his mind. No matter how disgusted I was with him, there was still a part of that little girl in me who yearned for his forgiveness.

I wanted to protect that child.

And that was why I needed to protect her from him no matter how much it hurt my heart to do so.

“Do whatever you need to do,” I told him. “Sacrifice one of your ‘children’ to protect yourself. Our only value is in being useful to you, right?”

“The fuck are you on about?” Old J growled, furrowing his brow. “This is your fault. You brought him here and you failed to keep him on a leash. I’m not ‘sacrificing’ anybody. I’m keeping the peace and have to do this because of your mistake.”

“Don’t waste oxygen bullshitting me. All I did was stand there like a pathetic coward while he—while Atlas, did the right thing and protected a girl from some pieces of shit. The only thing I’m guilty of is not helping him put bullets in their brains.” I figured bringing up Atlas’s name would piss him off, and I was right.

The back of Old J’s hand slammed against the side of my head with enough force to almost knock me over. “My Liliya must have died on The Cranberry. This bitch pretending to be her would never disrespect me like that.”

I wanted to hold my cheek from how much it stung, but I resisted and looked straight into Old J’s eyes instead. “Hitting a girl for hurting your feelings… Atlas would never be so lame.” Insulting him myself wouldn’t phase him much, but comparing him to a better man would.

“Say that kid’s name one more time and I’ll—”

“Atlas.” I barely even knew him, but there I was, throwing his name at Old J as a weapon against his ego.

He wrapped his hand around my throat and lifted me up off the ground. “What did he do to you? How did he corrupt my little Liliya in just a few days? Or were you always this stupid?”

I couldn’t answer until he dropped me to the ground, and then I needed to gasp for air first before saying, “I wouldn’t have followed you if I wasn’t always stupid.”

His foot slammed into my gut and forced me to throw up onto the ground. “I’ve never had a brat disrespect me like this before. All because of some kid who thinks he’s a hotshot.”

“He’s more of… a man than you’ll ever be.”

“A child who doesn’t know his place will never be a man. What, you think this is some kind of Earther fairytale? Do you think he’s a hero who’s going to save everyone and make the systems a better place? He doesn’t have anything. He has no power. No influence. No money. He doesn’t have anything that actually makes a difference. That’s what separates the boys from the men. He’s just some nobody pretty boy who tricked you with his bullshit. He infected you with idealistic garbage that—”

“At least… he’s got balls.”

He slapped me across the face again before ordering his henchmen, “We’re matching Three Feet’s bounty on him. Go put out the word.”

“Make sure to spell his name right. He’d want everyone to know.” I spit onto Old J’s boots. “He’s not a coward who hides behind kids.”

“You’re a real disappointment, L. What, is this because I turned you down all those years ago? You got some unresolved daddy issues or something?”

Hearing those words caused my stomach to twist around itself. “You’re a bastard.”

“So I’m right. This is all because you’re like most girls—too emotional. This is why I like your sisters. They understand their place and don’t complain.”

“You know they talk behind your back about how small your cock is, right?”

Jacob swung his foot into my gut hard enough to make me vomit after a few seconds. Then he did it again. And again. Kicking me until I felt like I couldn’t move, and one of his kicks was enough to knock the shiv I prepared out of my pocket.

I desperately tried to scramble toward it, but he pinned me underneath his foot before I could.

“And what the fuck is that?” Jacob asked. “Did you really—you wanted to cause even more trouble for me, didn’t you? You have any idea what they would have demanded if I sent you to them with a weapon?!”

I knew I couldn’t kill Jacob. But I also knew I could cause the most trouble for him by killing even more of Three Feet’s goons.

“AJ,” Jacob said, “tie her up and pat her down.”

AJ, one of the men with him, came over to me and used some cuffs to tie my hands behind my back before feeling me over to check for any other weapons. The bastard made sure to spend too much time in places that couldn’t have anything, too.

“She’s clear,” AJ said.

“Good.” Jacob nodded. “Now help me drag her to Three Feet’s.”

“I’ll walk,” I said. “Not like I can run away.”

That was when Jacob brought his foot down against the back of my calf with as much force as he could, and I screamed out in pain as I felt my bone shatter.

“You should have learned to watch your mouth,” Jacob said. “A Spacer’s bones are fragile.”

I could barely turn my head to look him in the eyes, but when I did… I saw who he truly was.

He looked more excited as he broke my leg than he ever did when I returned from a trip or completed a job for him.

All those years I spent trying to appease him however I could, and his smile never once looked as genuine as it did when he broke my leg.

Had I seen that smile before… I wouldn’t have hesitated to use my knife on his fat throat.

AJ followed Jacob over to Three Feet’s place, dragging me behind him the whole way as I tried not to cry from the pain I was in.

Everything hurt. My leg was broken, I would have thrown up again if there was anything left to throw up, it was hard to breathe—I felt like I was already on the verge of death.

So much for having the defiance to fight back. In the end, I couldn’t even do that.

I couldn’t protect myself. That little girl in me who only wanted to be accepted and cared for… I failed her just like how I failed that girl Atlas saved, and all the ones who came before her.

“Here she is,” Jacob said before motioning to AJ.

AJ took that as a sign to toss me in front of Three Feet.

“This the girl from the camera,” Three Feet said. “I remember her. Heard she was good at her job.”

“She did the bare minimum,” Jacob replied. “And then she turned out to be the biggest disappointment I’ve ever raised.”

“Shame. Has a nice body.”

“Too bad the bastard who paid her parents had a fetish for piss skin.”

“Not a very attractive color, no. But she will have to do.” Three Feet waved some of his goons over. I recognized one of them… the bastard who Atlas let go. “You were there when they killed ours. It is only right that you can have her. Do what you want. Rape her. Kill her. Sell her. Ask what your friends would want done to her.”

The man Atlas spared said, “Oh, I know exactly what they’d want to do ta her.” The look in his eyes made it obvious. Just like most men on Threze, there was only one thing he cared about. I wasn’t surprised.

“We good then?” Jacob asked Three Feet.

Three Feet rubbed his chin. “One girl for two men. Not a very fair trade. But I am sure… you will be more lenient in our next trade, yes?”

“The next trade only.”

“Good. I look forward to doing business with you.”

Jacob looked down at me for one last time before leaving without saying anything.

Not a goodbye or anything else.

“Take her,” Three Feet said to his goons.

The man standing over me nodded and grabbed me by my broken leg to drag me out of the room and into a nearby alley, the other two men following behind.

I deserve it, I reminded myself. I didn’t help when they wanted to do it to that other girl. I even tried to stop Atlas. I don’t have any right to complain.

But despite that… I felt so afraid. So sick that I wanted to vomit. So scared that I wanted to cry.

But I didn’t.

Showing them how I felt would probably only excite them even more.

“Nobody will save you,” the man Atlas spared said. “Ain’t no one coming ta help you. We gonna have fun with you, then we gonna space you. Won’t have to worry about getting you pregnant then!”

The other two men laughed as if that was funny.

The next thing I knew, I was held up by my throat against the wall.

I couldn’t bring myself to say or do anything else.

Everything hurt so, so much. Maybe it would be better to fade away. To let them do what they wanted and hope that I fell unconscious from the pain. Then it would all be over. I’d never open my eyes again.

“Tch, you already look dead. Where’s the fight? You making this boring.”

All I wanted was to hurry up and die at that point.

Just like when I was a kid locked up with the others in the dark. Before Jacob freed us and turned us into his servants. I just had to clear my mind and not think… at all.

“Fine then, let’s get started before your body goes cold.”

A gunshot. Then another.

I fell to the ground at the same time as the man in front of me, blood seeping out from a hole in his forehead.

Another body fell.

“Who the fuck are—?!”

Another gunshot and another body hit the floor.

“I was hoping to make a more stylish introduction,” the voice of an impossible man said, “but I couldn’t stand listening to such lame dialogue for another second.” He chuckled. “Not that I didn’t get here as soon as I could.”

There was… no way.

It was impossible.

I sent that message days ago. He probably never even received it. Even if he did, he had no reason to come back for me after what I did. That was without even mentioning that he was probably already dead from having such a high bounty on his head.

So… why, when I looked at the source of his voice, did I see him standing there with that usual, cocky grin of his?

“Hey there, darlin’,” Atlas said. “Hope I didn’t keep ya waitin’.”

“How?” I asked. “Why—why would you… come back here?”

“Ain’t it obvious? I’m here to help you save yourself.”

“But… I’m not… you’re the one saving m—”

“Nah, all I’m doing is responding to a call for help. You saved yourself as soon as you sent that message. Besides,” he paused to crouch down next to me and held his hand out, “I’ll need your help getting out of here. So, how ‘bout it? Instead of only looking out for yourself, let’s look out for each other and get out of here.”

I felt tears well up in my eyes, but I shook my head and accepted his hand to stand up. It was difficult, but low gravity made it easy to put most of my weight on my good leg. Besides, he’d probably try doing something stupid if I let him know my leg was broken, so I needed to deal with the pain until we got to safety.

Atlas handed me a second gun he must have picked up from someone along the way once I was standing. “Where’d you dock?” I asked. “There’s no way they gave you permission, so how did you get here?”

“So, about that.”

As soon as those words left his lips, I felt a twisting feeling in my gut.

But I was starting to believe that as long as he was around… then everything would be alright.


Chapter Thirteen

Atlas

I was not a violent man. The only people I ever killed were people who wanted to kill me first.

But I wanted to see every single bastard on Threze hanging from a noose.

After the state I saw Liliya in—I wasn’t going to hesitate to shoot anyone who got in our way. Rage was something I was familiar with. I felt it countless times growing up. I felt it when I saw what those men wanted to do to Mari, too.

Seeing how broken Liliya was—what they must have had already put her through before I arrived, filled me with absolute fury that I didn’t know I was capable of feeling.

In that moment, I felt like I could have destroyed the entire station without feeling any guilt, no matter how many innocent people were involved.

They were all complacent. They all let it happen.

They all…

But… how many people were like Liliya or Mari?

How many good people would be killed in the process?

Why… did potentially murdering so many innocents not bother me more? That wasn’t something normal. I couldn’t even say that I was only caught up in the moment and that I wouldn’t really be okay with it.

I knew, deep down inside myself, that I could have killed every last person on Threze and not felt a single thing.

That wasn’t right. Something was wrong with me. I was never that kind of person… right?

But I already killed those pirates. Then I killed the men who attacked Mari and the ones who came after us. Then there were the men with Liliya. Not once did I feel any sense of remorse. Zero guilt. I never thought about the fact that I killed them until now.

And I still didn’t regret killing any of them. All I regretted was… no, if I didn’t feel bad about killing them, why did I feel bad about not feeling bad? How did that make any sense?

More gunshots.

We got pinned in another alley.

We’d already fought our way through a few alleys, and now we were going to have to fight our way out of another one.

“You do this kind of thing often where you’re from?” Liliya asked before turning around the corner to take a few more shots, one of them getting lucky and nailing a guy in his chest before hiding behind the corner again.

“Only in VR games,” I answered. “But I’ve been in my share of fist fights.”

“The more I learn about you… the more absurd you become.” The pain in her voice was obvious. She sounded like she was barely able to breathe, but I couldn’t do anything for her until we were in the clear.

“I’ll do my best to keep it up.” I winked and looked down at the dead man next to me who I killed before entering this alley. Took him out with a headshot before he even knew we were there. The weapon at his side looked like a shotgun, and a shotgun sounded like it would be a lot more effective than a pistol.

I picked it up and gave it a quick look. It had some futuristic flair to it, looking all white and silver rather than brown and black, but it still had a trigger in the usual place which was good enough for me.

Liliya’s eyes opened up wide when she saw what I was about to do. “Wait! Don’t—!”

I peeked around the corner with my new gun and took a shot. The gun had a pretty nice kick to it as its pellets thoroughly shredded the makeshift cover the other men were hiding behind.

“Nice,” I said. “I think I’ve got a new favorite.”

Liliya stared at me with a dumbfounded look on her face.

“Something wrong?”

“That—that gun,” Liliya paused to gulp. “That’s a Breaker 767. It’s designed for military bots to use… or anyone who replaces their arms with cybernetics.”

I looked down at the man I took it from and used the barrel of the shotgun to slide his jacket off enough to see that his arms were made out of metal rather than—well, flesh and skin. “Huh.”

“Are your… are your arms okay?”

“Feel fine to me.”

“Even an Earther should have broken his—” Liliya was cut off by the sound of more bullets whizzing past us.

“We’ll have plenty of time to talk once we get back to Argos. Let’s focus on getting out of here together first.”

“If you can use that thing without tearing your arms off… this just got a lot easier for us.” Liliya paused for a moment and looked like she was thinking about something. “You said you came in through SH15, right?”

“That’s right.” I bought her some time to think by taking another shot around the corner.

“There’s an old maintenance shaft I used to use for… if we can get in there, it has a connection to the shaft that leads to ’15. It also leads to the docks, so we can lose them in there since I doubt they’re expecting us to go to a surface hatch.”

“Sounds like a plan to me. How close are we to that shaft?”

“We have to break through this passage and make a left. There’s an entrance tucked behind a shop.”

I took another shot around the corner, finishing off the grunts that were hiding behind cover still. “I love this thing. Wonder if it’s got explosive ammo I can buy.”

Liliya grabbed me by my jacket’s arm and tugged me along. “Let’s go!”

Thankfully, with the element of surprise on our side and a plan that none of our enemies could have predicted, we managed to make it to the tunnel Liliya knew about without too much more fighting. And when it came to the gunfights we did get in—well, my new toy shredded anyone stupid enough to get in our way.

Who would have thought that a seriously heavy-duty shotgun was more than capable of annihilating a bunch of punks with zero training wearing nothing but dirty rags for clothes?

“We—we should be safe in here,” Liliya said, struggling even more now to hide the pain in her voice.

Asking her if she was alright was pointless. I knew she wasn’t. But that needed to wait until we made it back onto Argos.

“Fuck,” Liliya said.

I was watching our back, so I turned around when I heard her say that and aimed my gun at the man in front of us who was holding a wrench and one of those components I sold to Jacob. He looked like he was working on one of the pipes in the shaft.

“Wait!”

The only reason I didn’t pull the trigger was because Liliya stopped me in time.

“Liliya?” a familiar kid, Ricky, asked. “Wha’ are you—I thought you—wait… dat’s him. He’s de one who started all’ve this!”

Liliya raised her gun and aimed it at Ricky. “I’m sorry, Ricky. Please… step aside.”

“What are you doing with him?! He ruined everything by coming here!”

“He hasn’t done anything wrong. It’s all Jacob’s fault—it’s the fault of everyone on this station who would rather ignore evil until it happens to them… myself included.”

“That’s bullshit! If it da invol’ you, it da matter! Remember?!”

“Did anyone see you come in here?”

“Why? Old J sent me to—”

Liliya didn’t let him finish, apparently hearing enough, and shot him in his thigh. “I’m sorry. They’ll think you let us go once they check the cameras and see we came this way.”

“Fuck!” Ricky screamed out on the ground, clutching at his leg. “Why would you do this?! What happened to you?!”

“I’m sorry.” Liliya grabbed me by my wrist and led me past him.

Ricky looked up at me as I passed him and shouted, “Fuck you! This all your fault! You—”

I looked him in the eyes and told him, “Be grateful she only shot you in your thigh. I would have gone for your head.”

Once he wasn’t in sight anymore, Liliya told me, “Thanks.”

“For what?” I asked.

“Not killing him. Me and Ricky were… he was probably the closest thing to a real brother I had.”

“I’m assuming you don’t think there’s hope for him if you shot him like that.”

“I don’t. He’s… just as bad as the rest and doesn’t have any problem with it.”

“You’re making me wish I would have killed him.”

“Maybe I should have let you. I don’t know. Let’s just… get out of here.”

She was starting to sound pretty tired and doing a worse job of hiding how much pain she was in.

But she kept on going.

“You’re a tough girl, Liliya,” I said. “Can’t wait to have you back on Argos. I’m sure she’s missed you, too.”

I didn’t get a response, but I saw her ears twitch a little.

About halfway through the shaft and I had to stop watching our back to help Liliya out. The pain must caught up and the adrenaline must have worn off. Thankfully, there weren’t any more fights to worry about, and I soon recognized where I was after turning into the tunnel I came through earlier.

It was only a little farther up and… there it was. The EVA suit I wore and the spare I brought with me, both left right next to the airlock leading to the surface.

“I’ve really got a bad feeling about this,” Liliya said.

“Hah. You probably should,” I replied while helping her into her suit. Then I got into my own.

Once we were secure in our suits, I opened up the internal door, helped Liliya into the airlock, and shut the door behind us to start the depressurization. Once that was over, I opened up the external door which brought us to a ladder leading to the surface of the asteroid that Threze was built into.

“Hey,” I said. “You the kind of lady who prefers when a gentleman takes the lead, or do you like ladies first?”

“I’ll take the lead,” Liliya answered. “I’ll need you to catch me if I fall.”

“You’ve got it.”

Despite the pain she was in, Liliya climbed up the ladder to the surface. Well, it was more like she hopped up it. With barely any gravity holding us down, all she had to do was throw herself upward using the ladder, catch herself on it, and then throw again.

I also noticed she always used her left leg for pushing herself upward. She looked like she was avoiding putting any weight on her right leg.

There was another door at the surface that Liliya opened for us. Thankfully, these doors didn’t exactly require security clearances or anything like that. They really needed to put more effort into things like that around here.

Then again, they probably never expected anyone to try and sneak into the station through one of these hatches.

“Here’s our ride,” I said, stepping out onto the surface of the asteroid to face the salvage drone I parked there.

“You—you’re telling me… that you rode a drone over here?” Liliya asked.

“Yep. There’s no problem as long as you hold on tight.”

“Where’s… your ship?”

I looked around and saw nothing but empty space. “Somewhere, I hope.”

“You hope?!”

“I’m joking. You see, the internet is a wonderful thing. For example, it had all the schematics of Threze on it. I’ve spent a lot of time this past day studying them. Did you know the dumbasses in charge of security here only installed cameras at the entrance to the port? They have no external cameras for monitoring any other angle of this rock. So, that means if a ship were to come in nice and cold and orbit around the back side of the rock away from the port…”

Argos came drifting over the horizon with her drone bay open and waiting for us.

“Damn, she never stops being beautiful.” I grabbed onto the salvage drone and beckoned for Liliya to do the same.

“This is insane,” Liliya said. “This is seriously insane. I have never heard of anyone doing this ever.” But she still grabbed onto the drone next to where I held on.

“You know what’s even more insane?”

“I don’t think I want to know.”

“There’s no way for me to control this baby from here.” I tapped on the back of my suit’s helmet to turn on the long-distance communications and said, “Bring us home, Argos.”

“Wait! Your AI is controlling this?!”

“Yup.”

The drone’s directional thrusters kicked in and lifted us off the surface of the asteroid, taking us up toward Argos’s belly while Liliya screamed the entire way.

“I can’t believe we’re doing this!” Liliya screamed, finally using words again.

“By the way,” I said.

“What?!”

“I had to kill my pompadour again to fit in this suit. I’m just letting you know that so you can appreciate this more.”

“I already appreciate this more than you could ever know, you dumbass!”

I wasn’t actually bothered, but I wanted to have some fun to try and take her mind off what was happening.

It probably didn’t work.

“Argos!” Liliya screamed. “Please don’t crash us and I promise to never report you to anyone ever!”

“Increasing salvage drone acceleration,” Argos replied through our helmets.

“No! Please, stop it!”

Argos didn’t actually increase the speed, so I laughed and said, “See? She’s messing with you. I told you that she missed you.”

“Dealing with you is enough on its own!” Liliya screamed some more. “I don’t need teased by a freaking illegal AI, too!”

“Don’t worry, I think this is just her way of welcoming you back and letting you know she’s happy.”

“After everything I’ve been through today and you’re trying to give me a heart attack! I thought you came to rescue me?!”

“I did, but I’ve gotta do it with style. Ain’t this the most stylish rescue you’ve ever been a part of?”

“You have no idea how badly I wish I could deny that right now!”

While Liliya screamed almost the whole way back, I laughed almost the entire trip.

But unfortunately, it came to an end once we made it inside Argos’s cargo hold. Then, once the doors to the hold shut and it started to repressurize, I said through the helmet’s comms, “Alright, co-pilot. You’re up. Take us back on the planned course. Remember, only a half-g burn.”

“Aye, Captain!” Mari replied through the helmet.

I made sure to give her a bit of a crash course on piloting once we made it out of the densest part of the asteroid field around Fool’s Home. Given her experience with simulators, she picked things up pretty quickly and only almost hit a rock once.

What better way to teach someone how to fly a real ship than to make them navigate out of an asteroid field without hitting any rocks?

“We—… we survived,” Liliya said. “We… actually made it out of there.”

“Course we did,” I said and then removed my helmet once the cargo hold was finished repressurizing. “Now, cut the tough act and let me take you to the medbay.”

Liliya was silent for a few moments before nodding and saying, “Okay,” with a shaky voice.

Between the shaky voice and her trembling shoulders, I knew what that meant. “You’re safe now, Liliya. It’s alright.”

Slowly, she removed her helmet and revealed just how much she was crying, her eyes now red and her cheeks stained with tears and bruises.

No words left her lips as I wrapped my arms around to carefully hug her, giving her my shoulder to cry on as she sobbed.

I made it back to the flight deck after setting Liliya up in the medbay. “Her right leg is broken, the rest of her limbs are heavily fractured, she’s got some internal issues and probably a concussion. Aside from that, she passed out as soon as I got her in the chair. It’s doing what it can for her.”

Mari nodded and got out from my chair to come and hug me. “I’m glad you both made it back.”

I ran my hand through her hair and said, “Thanks.”

“Are you—are you alright? You don’t… sound like your usual self.”

“Back on Threze, when I saw what they did to Liliya… I felt something that scared me. I’m trying to cope with that still.”

“Do you… want to talk about it?”

“I’m afraid telling you about it will get rid of any ideas you have of me being a good person.”

“We’re accomplices and you don’t want to hide anything, remember?”

“I wanted to kill everyone there.”

“You were mad. That sort of thing is… normal.”

“No, I wanted to kill every single last person on the station no matter who they were, and I knew I wouldn’t have regretted it or felt bad if I did.”

“Atlas, I—”

“I felt like a monster. Worst part is, I didn’t care. I was happy to take on that role if it meant getting revenge. It was like as soon as I saw Liliya, something inside me snapped. When I saw her, I froze and couldn’t even do anything for a couple of seconds. I felt like… I saw the same sight before. But I was powerless then and couldn’t do anything. This time, I wasn’t, and I wanted to get revenge both for Liliya and… I don’t know who it was before. But I could have killed every last human in that station no matter who they were and not cared. That’s… not the kind of man I thought I was.”

Mari reached up, grabbed me by my shoulders, and pulled me down so that she could hold my head against her chest as she stroked her fingers across the back of my head. “You’re not that kind of man. You said you didn’t care, but if you really didn’t care, you wouldn’t be this bothered by it.”

“I feel like… it’s not just me in here—in my mind.”

Mari ran one hand down over my back to comfort me, and it did help… until I felt her fingers directly against my skin.

I stepped back from her and took my jacket off.

There was a hole in it.

I took my shirt off next. Another hole.

I felt all over my back and didn’t feel anything, so I turned around to show my back to Mari and asked, “Do you see anything?”

“At-Atlas? What’s going on?” Mari asked. “See what?”

“Any wounds? Holes?”

“There’s… nothing. Are you alright?”

“I don’t know. This looks like I got shot in the back, but I don’t remember feeling anything, and anything that went through my jacket and shirt definitely would have went through me, too. Stay here. I’ll be back.”

Mari seemed too confused to say anything, so I went back to the medbay to get myself checked out.

Liliya was still knocked out which was good since I didn’t feel like explaining what I was about to do to her.

While the medical chairs were capable of detecting injuries both internal and external, and were pretty good at dealing with anything that could be solved by pumping various concoctions of medicinal juice into someone, they weren’t able to do things like perform surgery or stitch wounds shut.

That also meant there were tools like scalpels.

I picked up the scalpel with my right hand, held it against my left palm, and took a deep breath.

The blade effortlessly slid through my skin, leaving a bleeding trail in its wake.

I watched it for several minutes, wiped the blood away, and watched it bleed some more.

My hand reacted exactly like how I knew it was supposed to. I cut it. It bled. That was how that worked.

I even strapped myself into one of the chairs to do a scan and it properly detected that I had an open wound on my left palm.

Everything was normal, so why did I have a cold sweat?

I returned to the flight deck about fifteen minutes after leaving it.

“Is… everything okay?” Mari asked.

“Somehow,” I answered. “I’m pretty sure I should have a bullet in me, but I don’t. I even did this.” I held up my newly bandaged hand. “Cut my left hand open.”

“Atlas! Why would you—”

“I wanted to see if I’d bleed. I did. Stitched it up and bandaged it, so don’t worry. Got lots of experience with stitching injuries.”

“But why would you do that to yourself?!”

“To prove I’m human, I guess. I probably look like I’m going crazy, huh? With what I said earlier, then cutting open my own hand to prove I’m human—bet you’re wondering what kind of lunatic you ended up with.”

Mari shook her head then rushed over to hug me. “Don’t say things like that. I would never think you’re crazy.”

“I’m not sure that’s a good thing.”

“You’re going through so much that you don’t understand. I’m sure there’s an explanation for everything that’s happening. Trying to force yourself to understand everything right away is only going to result in stressing yourself out under all the pressure.”

“So, you think I should stop thinking too much about these things?”

Mari nodded against my chest. “At least until you’ve given yourself more time to adapt to everything.”

“Yeah. You’re probably right. I’m probably stressing my brain out and making myself crazy if anything.”

“I know you’re all about freedom… but I’m giving you a rule to follow. No making yourself go crazy.”

“Already trying to establish rules before we even have our first date? What a bossy little thing you are. But, since I made you worry, I’ll accept that rule as my punishment.”

She grabbed onto my shoulders and brought my head back to her breasts. “Good. I won’t pamper you like this if you break it.”

“You know how to make a man obedient.”

She brought my head even more firmly against her breasts. “I haven’t even used one of my secret weapons yet.”

“Yeah? Now I’m curious.”

“You’ll have to stay curious until the time is right.”

“Dang.”

Mari giggled a bit then got serious again. “Atlas… are you feeling better now?”

“Yeah, thanks,” I answered. “The medbay might not have been able to help me, but you did. Pretty impressive. Outdoing state-of-the-art medical tech all on your own.”

“That’s the power of boobs.”

“It’s the power of being you. But I won’t deny that the boobs help.”

She patted the back of my head. “I bet you never thought we’d be like this when you first saved me.”

“Not at all. I planned on dropping you off wherever you wanted me to take you, and figured you wouldn’t exactly want to be around any man after that.”

“Now look at us. I’m coddling my captain on our flight deck.”

“And I’m getting coddled by a girl half my age who I keep failing to resist flirting with.”

“I like it when you fail at that.”

“Same.” That was enough coddling for the moment. I stood back up and put my shirt and jacket back on, earning a cute little pout from Mari. “Alright. Sorry about that character break. I’m ready to keep on bein’ my stylish self. Now, you detect any ships coming after us?”

“None at all, Captain!”

“Beautiful job. They never saw us come in, so I bet they’re still looking around in the station for us. And you, Argos.” I kissed the top of my usual chair. “Thanks for handling the drone.”

“All systems operational,” Argos replied.

“Once we get back to Fool’s, I’m asking Pretty Boy what the nicest food they’ve got there is, and treating us to a nice dinner. By the way, Mari. What’d your gramps think of SysSec?”

“Of SysSec?” Mari asked. “Umm… well, he was always happy whenever he saw them suffer any kind of loss in the news. And he told me to always cooperate with them since they’d probably lock me up over something pointless if I didn’t…”

“So, they’re a bunch of corrupt wannabe cops?”

“That’s… their reputation, yeah.”

“I ain’t in the mood for nuance after Threze, so I’ll take your gramps’ word for it. But, our little crew has grown now, I’ll wait until Liliya’s up to discuss the plan with both of you.”

“What plan?”

“Something Pretty Boy told me about. I’ll let you know once we can all talk about it together.”

Mari gave me a nod and a reassuring smile.

Somehow, it felt like she was the most confident person on the ship at the moment.


Chapter Fourteen

I waited in the medbay until Liliya woke up after resurrecting my pompadour. It took a few hours, but that gave me plenty of time to think about things on my own.

But I made sure take Mari’s advice and not think too hard. I forced myself to stop and meditate whenever I found myself getting stressed.

As for Liliya, as soon as she opened her eyes, she cracked a smile and said, “Hey there, Mister Alien.

“Hey there, Liliya,” I replied.

“I guess this is real. That wasn’t some crazy dream I had while dying.”

“Hey, I struggle to imagine wakin’ up to my face as anything but a dream.”

“I guess this is what I signed up for when I sent that letter.”

“You know it.”

“Well… I’m not going to complain.”

“You can do whatever you want here. Complain as much as you want.”

“Then I’ll complain about how nasty my mouth tastes and smells right now.”

“Want me to bring you a toothbrush and cup?”

“If… you wouldn’t mind. There’s some things I’d like to talk about… and I don’t want to torture you with my breath the whole time.”

“I once knew a guy who smoked, did every drug you could name, and liked his sugar with a little bit of coffee. The man’s breath was bad enough to make entire apartments smell like rotting garbage. Trust me, yours is nowhere near the worst.”

“I’d rather not be anywhere on the rankings.”

I shot her a wink and said, “Too late for that.”

Liliya gave me a little chuckle before raising her middle finger at me.

After coming back to the medbay and letting Liliya brush her teeth and rinse out her mouth, I sat back down next to her and asked, “So, what was it you wanted to talk about?”

Liliya looked away before sheepishly asking, “Back on Threze… what was that about me saving myself when I sent that message? As far as I’m concerned… I would be dead if it wasn’t for you.”

“You know, back on Earth—my Earth, I had a lot of friends who died from their addictions. Or if they didn’t die, they ended up doing something stupid and getting into jail. Also knew plenty of people stuck in abusive relationships. Same thing as far as I’m concerned. Anyways, sometimes folk just don’t want to accept reality. They don’t want to think that they’re doing something wrong. They want to trust in the status quo because that’s what they’re comfortable with. You don’t believe people can change, right?”

“In most cases… they can’t.”

“In most cases, they won’t. That’s because change is pretty dang hard. Nobody can force someone else to change, just like how I wouldn’t be able to change you no matter how hard I try. But you can change yourself. You can want to change, and then I can help you out. That’s why I won’t take credit for saving you. All I did was help out. When an addict admits they have a problem, they’re the one who wants to change and are responsible for saving themselves. It’s usually that first request for help—admitting that you’ve got a problem and want to change, that’s the hardest part. So as far as I’m concerned, you already did the hard part all on your own. All I did was come and help with the easy part.”

“You’re… really ridiculous, you know? But cool. Really… cool, I guess. No, that word isn’t really right. You’re—”

“I’m me. Always have been, always will be. Don’t need to be anything other than that and pretty.”

“I thought you were all about honesty, too?”

“Well, I might have lied a couple of times when some old lady friends of mine asked me if their asses looked fat in some pants. Y’see, they looked nicer when their asses looked fat, but they didn’t think so.” I shot her a wink.

Liliya rolled her eyes before letting out a little chuckle. “You’re terrible. Guess I’ll never ask you for fashion advice.”

“A lady with hair as great as yours doesn’t need my advice anyways.”

“I’ve never met anyone as obsessed with hair as you.”

“It’s one of the best ways to present your style and to tell people what kind of person you are. You can learn a lot about someone from their hair.”

“Yeah? And what’s my hair say about me?”

“An amateur would think you look like you want attention. Your hair is big, dramatic, and bright. But, we’re in space and you’re not some girl spendin’ all her time on a station. You go out and get things done. When I got you out of that escape pod, I already knew everything I needed to know. You were barely dressed, but your hair was in perfect condition. You take care of it when you don’t need to even though it’s unnecessary effort. Your hair isn’t for anyone else—it’s for you.”

Liliya gave me a gentle smile. “What else?”

“The next part might be a little inaccurate. I’ll need to make some assumptions. Don’t slap me if I’m wrong, alright?”

“I’m not going to slap you anymore.”

“Aww, not even if I ask nicely?”

Liliya narrowed her eyes at me. “Maybe I will slap you.”

“That’s my girl.”

Liliya’s eyes widened for a moment, and I could have sworn I saw a light blush on her cheeks, but her expression returned to normal right after.

As for my assumption, I explained, “I think it represents that you’re more than you are—that you want to be bigger and brighter instead of who you are, might be a better way of sayin’ it. It’s one of the few things you’ve got control over, and you use it to be as big and bright as you can. If you view the rest of your body as a dark tunnel, your hair is the light at the end of it.”

Liliya didn’t respond right away. Instead, she reached up to hold onto the bottom of her hair with both of her hands while looking downward. “I can’t… deny that. It’s the only part of me that I like. The rest of my body is… I mean, look at me. Even Old—even that bastard wouldn’t put his hands on me. I’m disgusting.”

“Now, I’m not gonna start flirting with ya and saying how nice on the eyes you are after what you just went through. It wouldn’t be appropriate. But for whatever it’s worth, I don’t think there’s a single disgusting thing about you.”

Liliya let out another chuckle as she looked at me without lifting her head. “Yeah? That just means you have the same fetish as the freak who designed me.”

“Variety is the spice of life, they say. But seriously. Back where I’m from, I can’t imagine a single person thinking you’re ugly.”

“Thanks, I guess. And… thanks for caring. About being appropriate, I mean. I’m not sure anyone else has ever given a shit about that.”

“You respect me and I’ll respect you.”

“I’m pretty sure I don’t deserve any respect after everything that happened before, then.”

“I’ll bend the rules a little for ya.” I held my hand out to her for a shake. “Only what happens from here on out matters. Let’s have a fresh start.”

Liliya hesitated to reach out her hand. “I… don’t know if I deserve a fresh start. After what happened… after what I did—what I didn’t do… I’m on the same ship now as the girl who I was willing to let get—”

“You deserve it!” Mari shouted out, peeking her head out from behind the doorway. “A-ah… sorry. I—I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but… I wanted to come and check on you, and you were both talking, and—”

I waved Mari in. “Hey, at least it’s not as bad as when I walked in on—I mean…”

Mari glared at me with reddened cheeks. “I thought you were going to pretend that didn’t happen.”

“That what happened? I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Liliya raised a suspicious eyebrow at me before looking at Mari again and then looking away, obviously not wanting to face her. “Sorry,” Liliya said. “About… what happened before. Sorry. I should have—”

Mari came over to the bed and, as gently as she could without putting pressure on any of Liliya’s injuries, wrapped her arms around her for a comforting hug. “It’s okay. I’m just… so happy that you’re okay now.”

Liliya’s shoulders trembled as she took a couple of erratic breaths. “Why? Why—because of me, you were almost… why are you—"

Mari couldn’t resist crying a little bit herself. “Because I know I would want a hug and told that it’s okay now.”

“You’re just… you’re doing what you believe is the right thing.”

Mari nodded, tightening her grip around Liliya.

“Simple as…”

I spoke up and asked, “You get it now?”

“Even someone like me… is it really that easy? Should I just… do what I think is right?”

“That’s all you ever need to do.”

Liliya sniffled a bit and slowly wrapped her arms around Mari in return.

It was time for me to make a smooth exit. Give the girls some time to be alone together and talk. “Let me know if you need anything. I’m gonna go check on the drone we used.”

Mari looked up at me to give me a nod before returning her attention to Liliya.

So, I stepped out of the medbay and went down to the cargo hold so I could check on the condition of the drone we used. After checking it out to make sure it was still in good shape, I went over to the screen on the wall and said, “Argos, pull up everything you can find on SysSec for me.”

A couple of days passed in an instant.

The medbay proved just how capable it was. While I still needed to tend to any external injuries that Liliya might have had, the automatic “doctor” installed with the chairs was able to analyze everything wrong with her and use a combination of different fluids that massively sped up the body’s healing. It did take a lot, though, and she acted pretty sick throughout the entire process.

But thanks to that, by the time we reached Fool’s Home, her broken leg was mostly healed alongside everything else.

Mari made sure to keep her company in the medbay, too. I occasionally joined in, but I had to admit that Liliya seemed to enjoy Mari’s company more than mine. Plus, she just got through dealing with a bunch of shitty bastards. She probably preferred the company of another girl over a man.

Even so, I felt like we got a bit closer.

“What’d I tell ya?” I asked, looking over at Liliya who was strapped into the warfare specialist’s chair.

“I… think I’m going to be sick again,” Liliya said with a groan, having just finished watching as I navigated through the asteroid cluster outside Fool’s Home. I told Pretty Boy I was going to give him an even more impressive show the next time, so that was what I did. I made sure to go even faster while adding some fancy, unnecessary, and oh-so-risky spins.

Mari giggled from her chair across from Liliya. “You get used to it pretty quickly.”

“How could you ever get used to this insane alien’s piloting?”

“By believing that there’s no way he could ever make a mistake! You either have absolute faith in him… or, umm… well… you make sure that you won’t have any regrets?”

“Mari… are you sure you don’t want to get off this ship?”

“Of course! Even—even if there’s not much I can do, Argos is my home now!”

Argos chimed in by saying, “Crew Cabin B is currently registered to Mari.”

“Ehehe. Thanks, Argos.” Mari was getting better and better at understanding Argos, too. It was nice to see her get along with everyone.

I was also happy that she considered Argos her home. Everyone deserved to have someplace safe to call home.

After docking, I decided to bring up the topic that I couldn’t find a better time to bring up before.

“Hang on, ladies,” I said to Mari and Liliya as they got up from their seats to head to the airlock. “There’s something I need to talk to you about.”

“Is it what you mentioned before?” Mari asked.

“Yeah. It’s about how to get out of this system.”

Liliya was quick to raise an eyebrow when she heard that. “The only way out is through the subspace point, and that’s not possible when you have a bounty. SysSec won’t allow you through.”

“Fortunately, Argos here is equipped with enough missiles to take out an entire fleet and then some. And we wouldn’t be working on our own. The captains here would be at our side.”

“You mean… you want to launch an all-out attack on SysSec? Are you insane?”

“That’s why I’m bringing it up. I’m not going to say that I want all of us to agree on it, but I do want the majority to agree.”

“Do you have any idea how delusional this is? No matter how many missiles you have—you have, what, one good ship and a bunch of pirate junkers? You—”

“Don’t underestimate my Argos, and don’t underestimate folk who are willing to do whatever it takes to keep their home safe. They need those supplies. I doubt this place will last much longer if they don’t get it. So, either I lead the charge for them and get into subspace, or they continue wasting away until they’re forced to do it without me, potentially lose everything, and leaving me and Argos to drift around this sector until we eventually run out of supplies or get lucky and find more pirates.”

“That’s… I guess you don’t have any other choice. You can choose a fast suicide or a slow death.”

“Do you have anything against attacking SysSec?”

Liliya scoffed. “No way. Nobody does. I’d rather get abducted by pirates than arrested by SysSec.”

“That so?” I positioned my chair’s tablet to face the girls. “I’ve been looking them up. There’s not a single nice thing I could find about them. Not even propaganda or anything like that. They seem perfectly happy with their reputation of being organized criminals who extort this system for ‘protection.’”

“They know it’s pointless since nobody here would trust them and they don’t do business outside of this system. Besides, it helps them recruit other assholes who know what they’re getting into. The only difference between them and a pirate is that a pirate doesn’t crash into everything they see.”

“You know, that’s not the first time I’ve heard someone reference how bad they are at piloting. They really that bad?”

“I’ve personally seen seven SysSec frigates dock at Threze over the years. Every single time, they caused damage either to their slip or their ship. It’s seriously impressive how bad they are. Some of us would even take bets whenever one was coming in on how much damage they would cause.” Liliya placed her hands on her hips and wore a proud smile. “I even won a couple of times.”

“Two out of seven? Not bad.”

“… it sounds worse when you put it that way.”

“Don’t worry, I’ve known worse gamblers.”

“I’d rather not be in the rankings of bad gamblers at all.”

I shot her a wink. “Too late for that. Anyways, that’s—”

Mari spoke up and said, “I’m—I’m fine with it. We need to do something… and if we don’t do it, we would have to… become pirates and go after innocent people just to survive… and I don’t want that. If we’re going to attack anyone… SysSec is probably the best.”

Liliya sighed. “There’s your majority. So, what then? Where are you going once you enter subspace?”

“Barnard’s,” I answered.

“… seriously?”

“Seriously.”

“You realize the Imperium is an actual empire, right? They have real military fleets, not glorified mercenaries like we have over here. Every independent ship in this system could team up with SysSec and take down maybe one Imperium battleship, and they have dozens of them.”

“Hey now, what are you trying to say? You think I’m going to pick a fight with them?”

“You… do have a track record of picking a fight with authority so far.”

I rubbed the back of my head and pretended to act all shy. “Well, shucks. You’re gonna make me blush.”

Liliya let out a sigh. “You’re crazy.”

“You’re really feelin’ bold, aren’t ya? But seriously. As long as they don’t give me a reason to act up, I won’t, and from everything I’ve been able to find out about them, they’re… normal. Strict, but normal, and maybe even a little honorable. And they don’t respect bounties and don’t extradite, so if there’s anywhere to build up a nice reputation at so I’m not wanted everywhere I go, it’s there. And we’ll be able to actually resupply there.”

“Well, as much as I hate to admit it, your logic for the plan isn’t bad. The only issue is actually getting there.” Liliya looked over at Mari. “Absolute faith, huh?”

Mari nodded. “If anyone can pull it off, it’s Atlas and Argos!”

“It’s us,” I said. “Remember, we’re all in this together.”

Mari smiled and nodded. “Aye, Captain!”

Liliya simply shrugged. “Majority rule, and it’s not like I have any other option. If I get killed during some suicide rush, well, it won’t be my problem anymore.”

With that, I placed my hand on the back of my chair and asked, “How about you, girl?”

“Destination locked: Centauri Subspace Point,” Argos answered, giving us her answer.

“There we have it. Alright, let’s go show our newest crewmember around Fool’s Home.”

Liliya slouched her shoulders. “Well, this should be interesting.”


Chapter Fifteen

I thought Liliya would be on edge a bit considering her bad experiences with pirates, but… instead, she didn’t seem to be on edge at all. If anything, she looked… judgmental. Maybe worried. Everywhere we went, she found something new to cringe about.

“You’ve been making lots of funny faces there,” I told Liliya.

“It’s just… this place is held together by tape,” Liliya replied. “Seriously. I knew pirates liked to slap things together and hope for the best, but this is way worse than I could have imagined.”

“At least they have pressurized docking bridges.”

“Yeah, without a functioning internal airlock for security. You know what happens if one of those external airlocks fails? This entire station is getting sucked out into space. All it would take is one bridge failing to get an airtight hold on a ship and this station is done for.”

“Y’know, I didn’t really realize that they don’t have a backup airlock…”

“They do, and maybe the other slips have working ones, but our slip didn’t. I’ve also seen seven fire hazards and two explosive reactions waiting to happen. And did you see those kids?! They were playing around missiles just sitting out in the open! Those missiles can be manually armed even by a child!”

“Huh.”

“And that vent making that banging sound? That’s such an easy fix that it’s absurd they haven’t fixed it yet.”

“You can tell what’s wrong with it?”

“That’s a pretty specific sound. Us kids were trained to do maintenance back on Threze whenever we weren’t doing anything… shady, so I know a thing or two about keeping a place like this running unlike the people here, apparently.”

“Bold words,” said a familiar, masculine voice from behind us, “Pinkie.”

I turned and smiled. “There’s the second prettiest man around here.”

“Hah!” Pretty Boy let out a loud laugh. “Your flattery is almost as impressive as your piloting!”

“You watch that? I made sure to put on a show for you.”

“You know I did!” He gave my arm a rough smack. “You’re a crazy one, you know that?”

“I’ve been told that a few times before.”

Pretty Boy swapped his attention from me to Liliya. “If you want to make yourself useful, you’re more than welcome to. The maintenance shaft to get up to that vent is right over there. Should be a tool kit in there, and it’s pressurized.”

Liliya raised an eyebrow. “Yeah? Fine. You’re letting us dock here, so it’s the least I can do. This won’t take more than a few minutes.”

Just like that, she was gone.

“I wish everyone with a bounty on their head was as useful as her,” Pretty Boy said.

“I take it you’ve seen the latest news,” I replied.

“Hah! You know it.” He gave my back a smack. “Congrats on upping your bounty even more. How’s it feel not only having the most wanted ship in this system’s history, but having the most wanted crew?”

“I won’t say no to breaking some records. By the way, about that proposal.”

Pretty Boy got serious. “Yeah?”

“We’re in, but I have a condition.”

“And what’s that?”

“I’m going to let them know I’m coming and give them a chance to let me through peacefully. If they refuse, I’ll fire and aim for disabling shots instead of destroying them.”

“That’ll make things riskier. It’s easier to destroy a ship than to only disable it.”

“I’ve killed enough people lately. I’d rather not make it a habit.”

“And if they make it clear they want to kill you?”

“I’m fine with a habit for defending myself. When can we do this?”

“We’ve got some crews out on an op right now. Once Mother of Love and Salty’s Rocket are back, we can do this.”

The banging coming from the vent up above came to an end. “Looks like she did it. When will those ships be back?”

“Three days if all goes well. Plenty of time to gather some information and come up with a more specific plan.”

“What information is there to gather?”

Pretty Boy placed his hand on my shoulder instead of smacking it for once. “We might be pirates, but even we understand the importance of information.” He gave me a wink. “We’ve got a cold crew out there monitoring SysSec’s moves. Their next tightbeam will get here tomorrow. That’ll tell us how many ships we’ll be dealing with.”

“Assuming that more don’t arrive by the time we get there. If I’m rememberin’ right, won’t it take us at least a couple months just to get there?”

“At least. But that station rotates its ships every four months, so they should have the same ones by the time we get there.”

“Makes sense.”

Liliya came back over to us a moment later, now with a bit of dust and grime on her. “All fixed. See? Easy.” Then she looked around some more and immediately found more things to be annoyed by. “Seriously… do you guys even have anyone doing maintenance around here?”

Pretty Boy reached a hand up, ready to give her a friendly smack just like he did with me but stopped when he noticed Liliya flinch. “Thanks for the help. All our maintenance guys keep themselves overworked as is with the ships.”

“So, they put all their energy into ships instead of keeping this place running.”

“They do the minimum of keeping it running, at least.”

“Only doing the bare minimum is asking for it to eventually break down.” Liliya sighed. “I went from being stuck in a cell to being stuck in a chair while feeling useless the entire time.” She turned to look at me. “I’m going to make myself useful. I’ll come back to Argos later.”

“Have fun,” I said.

Mari then said, “Be careful with your leg!”

Liliya smiled at Mari. “I’m fine, but thanks.” Then she went off again.

Pretty Boy leaned in to whisper to me, “I know she’s with you, but I’ll be honest, I’m tempted to bribe her to stay here.”

I chuckled and gave him a smack on his back for once. “Go for it. If you can convince her, she’s all yours. It’s up to her to make her own choices now.” I looked over at Mari. “The same goes for you. If you ever want to leave, don’t hesitate.”

Mari looked hurt when she heard that and I wasn’t ignorant enough to not realize why. But, even if those words might have hurt, she needed to be reminded of them.

Part of me wanted to tell her that I didn’t want her to leave. I didn’t like that idea as much as she didn’t. But she still had her whole life ahead of her. We also calmed down with the flirting while Liliya was around, so maybe she would cool off from her fantasies of staying with me to figure out something better for herself.

At the very least, I’d wait until we were under way for the subspace point—if she decided to stay—to let her know that I didn’t want her to go.

I just didn’t want to pile any more pressure onto her before then.

There was something else I wanted to do with Mari, though.

Clothes shopping.

She had been stuck wearing a crew uniform for Argos ever since I picked her up, and her old clothes were pretty dirty and ruined, so we needed to get her some new clothes.

I needed some, too. As much as I liked my style, I wanted to have some variety to go with it.

Now, clothes shopping on a pirate station that was understocked with everything didn’t exactly sound like the most promising venture, but it was what we had to work with.

There was only one little problem as we stood in the little store with some clothes for sale.

“Atlas,” Mari said.

“Yeah?” I replied.

“They’re… pirates here, so… anything for sale here is probably stolen… right?”

“Hmm. Probably.”

“Then… how many of these clothes… do you think came from dead people?”

“C’mon, I doubt they’re taking the clothes off folks’ backs. These clothes are probably part hand-me-downs, part fresh and stolen from shipments.”

The old lady running the store spoke up and said, “He’s right! The clothes over there,” she pointed at the wall on the opposite side of the room, “has the hand-me-downs. Can’t promise they’ll be the cleanest, but they are the cheapest. The rest of these were taken from fresh shipments… with maybe a piece or two from some luggage.”

“But the important thing is that none of them were taken from a corpse.”

“Of course!”

“See?” I ruffled up Mari’s hair. “Nothin’ to worry about.”

Mari let out a relieved sigh. “Good enough. Umm… oh! What do you like? I—I mean… what do you think would look cute?”

“I don’t got a preference. The only thing I care about is a lady who is trying to look her best in her own style, however that style might be. Some ladies like to wear comfy, cozy clothes. Other ladies like sexy dresses with slits in them. Then you’ve got your badass older ladies who look like they could kick the ass of a man a third their age.” I turned around and winked at the woman running the shop, causing her to blush and wave a dismissive hand at me, prompting Mari to giggle. “The important thing is that you dress how you want. Don’t dress for anyone else. Dress for yourself.”

“I see… okay. Then… I’ve always liked being comfy, so…” Mari got to work. She went in and out of the short aisles looking through all the different options before picking a couple of things out and holding them to her chest. “I’m going to try this on! Is—is there a changing room?”

The old lady nodded and pointed at the back where there was only a single door labeled as a bathroom. Looked like the bathroom doubled as a changing room. Maybe not the most sanitary, but I wasn’t going to judge given what they had to work with on the station.

“Okay! I’ll be right back!”

Once Mari was in the bathroom, I walked over to the counter with the old lady and leaned against it. “You know, I said you could kick the ass of a man a third your age, but beating up a little kid isn’t anything special.”

She blushed some more and waved her hands at me again. “Oh, stop it. Your lady friend will get upset if she comes back and sees you flirting with an old crone like me.”

“If you’re considered a crone around these parts, then every other lady must be so inconceivably beautiful that they’re not even visible.”

“You trying to get a discount? If so, it might just work. Even if you’re full of it, this old crone isn’t immune to being buttered up.”

“Hah, not at all. If anything, I should give you a tip for giving me such a nice sight.”

The old lady slowly reached forward and grabbed me by the collar of my shirt. “Keep it up and you’ll have to give me more than just a tip.”

“Yeah? How about—”

Mari cleared her throat.

The old lady jumped more than I did from suddenly being reminded of her.

The good news was that even though Mari was pouting a little, she didn’t seem too upset. That was good.

It meant that when I needed to have a certain talk with her that she might be more tolerant of what I had to say. If she was the kind of lady who got jealous from me flirting with someone else, then we weren’t going to work out, and I wasn’t going to get her hopes up.

Of course, it wasn’t just some game or “test” for Mari. I meant every word that left my lips to that lady. After all, all legal women were good as far as I was concerned. They didn’t stop being beautiful just because they got some wrinkles.

As for Mari herself, I let out a whistle when I looked her over.

She chose to try on some black sweatpants that left nothing to the imagination regarding the shape of her lower half, and a slightly baggy, white sweater that looked pretty comfortable… while also having a huge opening to show off the size of her breasts. The sweater was probably meant for someone bigger than her given just how large that opening was, but her chest filled it out and almost made it look too small despite the rest of the sweater appearing baggy on her.

She was definitely going to drive me wild if she wore that while on Argos. It showed off several times more cleavage than before.

“Well, don’t I feel defeated,” the old lady said. “Can’t compete with those.”

Mari went from pouting a bit to looking like she felt bad, waving her hands at the old lady. “It’s not like that! You—you’re very beautiful! And—and it’s not a competition! I hope that I can look as good as you when I’m your age!”

The old lady leaned closer to me and whispered, “You better devour this girl for the both of us.” Her whispering wasn’t quite enough to stop Mari from hearing, though, so Mari ended up blushing up a storm when she heard that.

I couldn’t resist after that. “Trust me, I’m hungry enough to.”

Mari blushed even more as the old lady chuckled and nudged me with her elbow.

“How much for those?” I asked.

“We only just got that sweater, and it’s a pretty nice one,” the old lady said. “Fresh out of a transporter. It’ll be twenty-two cent for that and the pants. Twenty after your discount for making me feel wanted again.”

“Insisting on a discount, huh? Then I’ll have to include a ten-cent tip for the sight. But, let me do a little look around. I should grab myself something while I’m here.”

Fortunately, it didn’t take too long to find something that stood out to me. A couple pairs of jeans and a couple shirts to go with them. Jeans and some black tees. Simple, but nice.

“Alright, how about this?” I asked the old lady, but she shook her head.

“You should go try them on. Make sure they fit,” she replied.

“I’m sure they’ll fit. I’ve got a good eye for this sort of—”

She shot me a wink repeated, “Try them on.”

Little bit suspicious, but I liked her vibe. “Suppose I will.”

The old lady obviously wanted to be alone with Mari for a moment and I confirmed that by seeing her lean in to whisper something right before closing the changing room door.

Just as I thought, the clothes fit, but I stayed in there for an extra couple of minutes just to give the ladies outside some more time.

I made sure to be extra obvious when I was done, too, by calling out, “Told ya, they fit,” as I opened the door before I could see them.

Mari had two bags, one in each hand, which was more than she needed for sure. All she really needed was a bag to put her suit in since she took it off for her new clothes. Not to mention that she kept the bag held in her left hand tucked slightly behind her as if to hide it from me.

I ignored the bag and asked, “Hey, Mari, you want to pick out any more clothes while we’re here? You should get at least one or two other sets unless you want to do laundry every other day.”

“I—I’m fine! I’ve picked out enough!” Mari answered, sounding even more suspicious than she looked.

“Suit yourself. Alright, what’ll the total be?”

The old lady answered, “Fifty-three cent.”

“Yeah? Let’s up that to sixty-five. Seven for the tip, five for the assistance.”

“Oh? What assistance could you be talking about?”

“You know.” I winked. “For reminding me of how good an idea it is to try on clothes before buying them.”

She smirked and whispered, “Your mind is as sharp as your looks.”

“All thanks to ladies like you growing up.” I sent the payment over to her.

“Thanks, darling. And if you’re still hungry for dessert later—well, you know where to find me.”

I wrapped my free arm around Mari’s shoulders. “We’ll see just how big my appetite is.”

Our trip for clothes came to an end with that.

And as soon as we were outside, Mari asked me, “Do you… flirt with everyone?”

“Only pretty ladies,” I answered.

“Are there any ladies you don’t find pretty?”

“Dead ones. Corpses don’t really do it for me.”

Mari giggled a bit. “You womanizer.”

“I might be a womanizer, but I’m a nice one.”

“I know I just called you a womanizer, but… at the same time, I know you aren’t really one.”

“Nah, I definitely am one.”

Mari shook her head. “You’re nice like that to everyone who doesn’t get on your bad side. Whether they’re a guy or a girl doesn’t matter. You just… like to uplift people and make them feel good.” She was pretty good at making me feel a bit bashful.

“I guess so. I mean, considering that this universe has the same type of folk as mine, I figure it’s safe to assume there are just as many assholes here as there were there. No point in putting down friendly folk when there’s enough in the world trying to keep them down already. Besides, it feels good makin’ folk smile.”

“See?”

“But I’m still a womanizer. If you think that I wouldn’t take that lady up on her offer, you’re wrong.”

“There are worse men who are womanizers out there. At least you’re a kind one. But… if you’re going to flirt with other girls in front of me… you can flirt with me in front of them sometimes, too.”

“There’s one problem with that, Mari.”

“What?”

“Every time I start flirting with you, I feel my reasoning die off and my primal instincts grow stronger. You’ve got a special effect on me like that.”

Mari wrapped her nearest arm around my own so that the side of her breasts would get pushed up against it. “Good. All the more reason to flirt with me more.”

And speaking of flirting…

You see, here’s the thing.

Fool’s Home had no gravity.

By pushing her breasts against my arm like that, she set off a chain reaction that I got to watch of her hypnotizing mountains swaying within her new sweater. There were probably special bras—well, sports bras, to deal with an issue like that while without gravity, but she… wait.

Did she have any bra on?

I saw her bra before. She only had one, and it was a sports bra type of bra.

I definitely was not seeing that as I stared into her cleavage for far longer than I meant to.

She—

Mari leaned even closer against me and whispered, “If you want to see more, all you have to do is ask.”

“Mari… you’re a real dangerous girl, you know that?” I asked.

Mari shot me a wink and purposely bounced upward a little to give me more of a show with her chest.

She was going to ruin me.

And I was going to let her.


Chapter Sixteen

Mari and I were on our way back to Argos when Pretty Boy called out to us. “Atlas! You want to see what SysSec is like for yourself, right?”

I had a feeling I was about to get pulled into something. “What’s going on?”

“Remember those ships we’re waiting on? We just got word they were set up by SysSec. Damn hauler was rigged to lure us in with some ships hiding cold behind rocks. Our guys managed to get away, but they’re hiding among the rocks now and can’t take on SysSec by themselves.”

“So, you want me to take Argos out there to deal with SysSec and escort the ships back.”

“I know I’m asking for a lot from you. One thing after another. I also know that’s a good way to burn bridges unless you make it worth someone’s time.”

“And how are you gonna make it worth mine?”

“Free repairs, ammo, and you can help yourself to the SysSec ships.”

I let out a whistle upon hearing those first two offers. “That’s a pretty sweet deal, I’ll admit. Do I get my repair from before refunded?”

“I’ll even refund it with interest.” He sounded desperate, like he would agree to anything I asked for. That was suspicious.

“What’re you not telling me?”

Pretty Boy sighed before saying, “Alex… a boy who’s like a son to me is with them, and their operation took place in a pretty dense cluster that’s going to be even more dangerous now after that hauler blew. After you showing off, there isn’t a better pilot to send out there than you who can make it in time.”

“You know how many SysSec ships are hunting them?”

“… five.”

“So, you want me to get out there, take down five SysSec ships on my own, in a dangerous field of rocks and debris, and to escort your kid back.”

“I know. It’s a lot. Anything you want, I’ll give—”

I gave Pretty Boy’s shoulder a smack and smiled at him. “Send their position to Argos. As for the payment, on top of what you already offered, let’s just say you’ll owe me one. Deal?” I winked.

Pretty Boy let out another sigh, but one of relief this time. “Thank you, Atlas. I swear on whatever honor I have to help you however I can, whenever you need it.”

“Don’t worry about it.” I looked over at Mari. “You want to stay here while—”

Mari was quick to shake her head. “I’m coming!”

I wanted to tell her that there wouldn’t be anything for her to do and that it was going to be dangerous, but she knew that. She didn’t need me doubting her resolve. So, instead of making her confirm it, I placed my hand atop her head to mess with her hair. “A crew’s gotta stick together, right?”

Mari happily nodded. “Aye, Captain!”

“That’s my girl.” I looked at Pretty Boy again. “If you see Liliya, let her know what’s going on, and make sure that she has a place to stay and whatever she needs on the house.”

“She’s already got that for helping out with repairs around here,” Pretty Boy replied. “But I’ll make sure she’s taken care of.”

I bent my neck to the left and then right to crack it. “Alright. I prefer playing the knight in shining armor to some pretty ladies, but I won’t say no to helping others.”

On the Argos, Mari was in charge of putting our new clothes away while I strapped in and took us out of Fool’s Home. She made sure to make it back to the flight deck to strap in before we got to the bumpy part of the ride.

“Alright, it’ll be seven hours burning at a full g. Hopefully, they can stay hidden that long,” I said.

Mari nodded and said, “I hope they’ll be fine.”

“Two ships hiding from five in an asteroid cluster, needing to stay hidden for seven hours. Must be stressful. Hopefully, those SysSec pilots are as bad as folk say.”

“Hopefully…”

“Well, we’ve got seven hours until we’re close enough to take over.”

“We—we do…”

“But you know, I’m feelin’ pretty tired. If I don’t have something to do… I might just fall asleep. I’m already feelin’ like I’m about to… yawn.”

Mari, immediately catching on this time, raised her arms above her head to stretch while pushing her chest outward as she faked a yawn. “Maybe… we should go get in bed?”

“Maybe. Your bed is probably uh, all messy from putting those clothes on it, huh?”

She looked confused for a quick moment before nodding. “Ri-right! It’s messy. Really messy. I’ll… have to use another bed.”

“And the third cabin hasn’t been used in a while. It probably needs dusted and cleaned before that bed can be used.”

“Makes—makes sense. And… the couch isn’t big enough to comfortably sleep on…”

“Right. Guess that leaves my bed. Fortunately, it’s big enough for a few to share. But I mean, if you wouldn’t be comfortable with that… I could always let you have my bed while I take the couch.”

Mari shook her head. “I—I wouldn’t want to kick you out of your own room! B-besides… what if I have a nightmare? We’re… going into battle, so I’m… really scared and might have bad dreams.” She didn’t sound scared at all.

“I guess in that case, I’d have to hold onto you and keep you feelin’ safe, huh?”

“Please…”

I gave the side of my chair a soft smack. “The bridge is yours, Argos.”

“All systems operational,” Argos replied.

With that, I unstrapped myself from my chair and held a hand out toward Mari. “Ready to go… take a nap?”

Mari reached her hand out to accept mine before pulling back and shaking her head. “I—I have to grab something from my cabin first! You—you can wait for me in your room!”

“That so? Alright, I’ll head over and wait.” She almost looked like she was about to hyperventilate from how nervous she was, so I placed my hand on her shoulder and said, “Relax, Mari. Napping together won’t be fun if you don’t go into it relaxed. I’ll be gentle, alright?”

Mari calmed down and took a deep breath. “Alright. Thanks… Atlas.”

“Anytime.”

About ten minutes after making it back to my cabin and I really was about to fall asleep while waiting, but that was when Mari knocked on the door and asked to come in.

“C’mon in,” I told her.

It took another few seconds, probably to steel her nerves, but the door opened up and revealed Mari standing there in the same clothes as before. Only, now I could spot some red bra straps.

“I—I’ve never… napped with someone before, so…” Mari gulped. “You’ll… need to walk me through it.”

“Don’t worry, I will,” I replied. “But first, come and take a seat here.” I patted the bed next to where I was sitting. “There’s something we’ve got to talk about first. Might be a little awkward, but better now than after.”

Mari gulped again but nodded before sitting down next to me. “I’m… I’m listening. What do we need to talk about?”

“What are you hoping to get out of this?”

“Hoping… to get out of it?”

“Yeah. Do you just want to leave it at one-time thing, become usual partners just for fun, or are you lookin’ for something more romantic out of this?”

“I… didn’t really think about that. But… the idea of it being a one-time thing feels bad… and only being viewed as someone to do this with hurts.”

“So, you like me and hope we’ll become more than just friends screwin’ each other to pass the time.”

Mari blushed a bit more and looked away, but then she looked back into my eyes and nodded. “I guess we’re dropping the napping act… and I know… we haven’t known each other for long, but you’re everything… I would want in a guy.”

“Then I’ve got to give you a warning. I’m not the kind of guy to settle down for just one lady. I tried it before and felt like I was chained down. Now, that don’t mean I love a lady any less. No matter how many girls might catch my eye, my feelings never lessen. If anything, they grow since I get to appreciate how she’s different from the others. But I just ain’t the kind of man to give up any of my freedoms. Anytime a lady has tried locking me down, she pushed me away. It just ain’t my style.”

“I—I see.”

“So if that bothers you, we shouldn’t—”

“I’m fine with it.”

I blinked a couple times when I heard that. “Huh, really?”

Mari smiled and stole my turn of the game from me. “Really really.”

“Well, I’ve got to be honest. I didn’t think you’d be fine with that, even knowin’ the kinds of stories you write. Every other girl I ever had this discussion with looked like she wanted to slap me afterward.”

“Really? Why?” If anything, she looked surprised by what I said.

“Most girls see that sort of thing as an excuse to want to cheat or somethin’.”

“It’s pretty normal for spacers. Most of us are used to having to travel for months to years for work, usually away from your family. One of my grandpa’s friends used to travel between stations on opposite ends of the system, and he had a different family on both stations that knew about each other. So… I wouldn’t care as long as you still come back to me.”

“Huh. It makes me feel a little guilty when you put it that way.”

Mari gave me a gentle smile and shook her head. “I’m serious. It doesn’t bother me. I might… get a little jealous, but a bit of jealousy is normal in relationships… right? Like… when I catch you staring at other girls’ chests, it makes me a little jealous.”

“Huh. I’m pretty obvious, aren’t I?”

Mari nodded and looked down at her own chest. “Do you… like when women dress so provocatively?”

“I like women who have their own style. Whether that’s exposing most of their skin or none at all, it don’t matter to me. Being true to yourself however that manifests is what matters. That bein’ said, I am a man. I’m sure you know all about how my eyes are drawn to places like that.”

“I have been yawning more often lately for some strange reason.” She giggled for a moment before continuing. “I’ll be jealous. But I won’t cause drama. At worst, I might pout and want to be spoiled, but I won’t try to hold you back. And I think… you’re the kind of man who would spoil a pouting girl because she feels jealous.”

“You caught me there. Hell, just thinking about you acting jealous and pouting is enough to make me want to spoil you.”

“Ehehe. But… now it’s my turn to bring something up.”

“Go for it.”

“I know how I’ve been… acting the last few days. You were right to turn me down the first time. I would have regretted it if we did anything and lost respect for myself. Well, I still kind of did… but it would have been worse without you. A-anyways, now… I don’t—I want to… only do this sort of thing if… you—you like me. More than… more than as a friend or crewmember. If we do this… I don’t want it to be like those people on the ship I traveled with where there were no feelings involved in what they did. I want us to be… you know.”

“You want to be my girl,” I said for her.

Mari shyly nodded. “And I want… you to be my man. It… it sounds kind of lame when I say it like that. How do you make it sound so cool?”

“That’s just my style. And you know, with bein’ part of my crew now, you don’t have to worry about us being away from each other. There’s no way I’m goin’ anywhere without Argos, so as long as you’re on her, we’ll be together for the rest of our lives.”

She smiled and giggled some more. “I’ll have to hope you don’t get sick of me.”

“Get sick of a pretty girl like you? Now, that’s the most impossible thing I’ve ever heard. Even more impossible than me being from another reality.”

“I’ll—I’ll hold you to that. So… was there anything else you wanted to talk about before we…?”

“Nah. Just let me know if it’s ever uncomfortable and I’ll stop.”

“Will it… hurt?”

“Only if you’re with a boy who doesn’t know a single thing about how to please a lady.”

“You have lots of experience with other women… don’t you?”

“If I promise to spoil you, can I get away with giving you an honest answer?”

Mari gave me a little pout before smiling and nodding. “Already making me feel jealous. You’re mean.”

“Then let me make it up to you right now.”

I grabbed Mari by her shoulder and brought her close enough for me to bring my lips to hers. A sigh, probably of relief, left her lips before she returned the kiss.

It wasn’t my first time dealing with a virgin girl, and thanks to mistakes made when I was a young brat myself, I knew what to do to make it a great experience for her.

First was making her as relaxed as possible.

Before long, our kissing led to her on her back atop my bed, my body over hers as our lips only ever parted to take new breaths. I positioned my knee between her legs and, while my left arm supported me above her, my right hand explored her body. By that, I mean it went for her chest.

After dealing with seeing but not touching her chest over the last week, I finally got to touch that which I forced myself to resist. My hand felt glued to her as soon as I slid it up underneath her shirt and the bra I had to assume the old lady sold her. Most girls I had been with were small enough that one hand could completely cover a breast, but not Mari. My hand sunk into the soft, warm skin of her breast that was impossible for even both of my hands together to cover.

Mari let out the most erotic moan yet as my hand found its way to her nipple. It was already stiff, so I gently pinched it between a couple of my fingers while using the rest of my hand to grope her. Up above, I slipped my tongue into her mouth for the first time. Her tongue pulled back at first, almost as if afraid, but relaxed and rubbed against mine before long.

The gentle humming of Argos’s engine was drowned out by the noises of Mari’s pleasure as she started rubbing her crotch against my thigh, just like I hoped she would. I placed my knee between her legs so that she could rub against me when she was ready to and at her own pace. She needed to be in control of something despite being trapped underneath me.

We continued making out like that for a couple of minutes before I pulled my lips away from hers to travel down toward her neck instead. First, I kissed her in a few different spots. Then, I picked my favorite spot and pressed my teeth against it. She let out a gasp, arching her back and pressing her breast against my hand as she waited for the bite.

I wasn’t sure how hard to bite her. I knew she was a virgin, but was she ready to get a hickey? The best hickeys were painful.

But then when I heard her moan out, “Please,” I couldn’t resist.

I latched onto her neck and pinched her skin between my teeth to suck on it. Lots of folk thought that a hickey was left by biting. While possible, the best and most prominent hickeys were made by sucking. But that also meant they hurt the most and usually left someone looking like an abuse victim at first.

I kept on going until I heard her yelp out, “O-ow! Tha-that hurts!”

My lips left her neck as soon as I heard that. “But did it hurt too much?”

Mari already had some tears in her eyes, but she shook her head. “You… you marked me as your girl… right?”

“You know it.”

“Then… it’s okay. Besides… it felt really good until that last second. Even then… the pain was kind of nice…”

“Yeah? Well, how about you get some revenge? You want to mark me as yours, don’tcha?” I tilted my head to give her easy access to my neck. She was quick to latch onto it in the same way that I did with her.

Only, she bit a bit harder than I did.

It hurt, but in a nice way that got a moan out of me. She definitely wasn’t used to giving a hickey seeing as how it felt like she relied more on the biting part than sucking, but she did suck.

And she kept going.

And going.

Honestly, it started to sting pretty bad. My toes curled and my hands twitched as I tried to resist making any pained noises since I wanted to enjoy the pain for a while longer, but she eventually stopped.

“I—I’m sorry!” Mari cried out as soon as she looked at what she did to my neck.

“Hah, it must look pretty bad,” I said. “But that’s just how it works.”

“Are you okay?! You—you should have told me it hurt!”

“It hurt in a good way.”

“You look like I punched you…”

“They always look like that when they’re fresh. Your neck looks the same.”

Mari raised her hand up to where I left the hickey and winced upon touching her neck.

“See? It’s okay. I promise.”

“I—I had no idea it would be like this. But… I like it. Whenever I touch there… it’ll remind me of you—of this.”

“You’re makin’ me want to mark you even more when you say something like that, but I’ll be nice to the other side of your neck.”

Mari nodded and already tilted her head for me.

While I still gave her neck a few nibbles here and there, especially to tease her and to make her think I was about to leave another hickey, I mostly just kissed and licked the unbruised side of her neck. That got her back into grinding against my thigh, too.

What really got her grinding against me was when I went for her ear. As soon as my lips touched her ear, she pressed herself against my thigh even harder while letting out a moan that looked like it surprised even herself. And once I got to biting and licking her ear? She became a jittery mess of pleasure unable to even say anything else.

That must have been her weak point.

“Do you have any idea how hard it’s been to resist you?” I whispered into her ear, causing her to bite her lower lip. “I’m sure you know what I was really doing whenever I went to the bathroom after being around you.”

“What… what were—you doing?” Mari moaned out.

“You want the details?”

She quickly nodded.

“Then I’ll tell you about how you made my cock painfully hard just by ‘yawning.’ I’ll tell you that I’ve had to jack off multiple times a day since you got here just because of how irresistible you look. I’ll tell you how I’ve never cummed so much in my life before just from jacking off while thinking about how I would love to bend you over every surface of this ship to fuck you until you’re screamin’ my name.”

“F-fuck…”

“I’m going to give you an order, Mari, and you’re going to be a good girl who obeys it. Do you understand?”

“I—I understand. Please… order me… whatever you want.”

I nobbled on her ear some more before pinching her nipple harder and whispering, “Three… two… one. Cum.”

Mari let out a sudden gasp followed by pleasured moans as she bucked her crotch against my thigh, her entire body trembling as she climaxed on command.

“Good girl, Mari,” I whispered into her ear, half moaning as I slipped my hand away from her breast to loop it underneath her back instead. “Let the pleasure course through you. Don’t hold back. It’s just me and you.”

She continued moaning and shaking beneath me. Every one of her trembles was proof of the pleasure she felt. Her moaning eventually turned into a gentle panting while her trembling turned into occasional twitching. “That… that was… way better… than anything I’ve done on my own.”

“And I’m not even inside you yet. What’d I say? I’ll take care of you.”

“It’s—it’s not fair that you’re doing all this for me, and I’m not… doing anything for you.”

“Don’t you worry about that. Trust me, this is as fun for me as it is for you. Besides, I’m sure you’ll have plenty of opportunities to make things even in the future.”

“Like—like what? Is there… anything you want me to do?”

“Well, I always have wanted to try getting woken up by a girl between my legs.”

Mari bit her lower lip for a second and nodded. “That—that’d be fun.”

“But right now, this is all about making your first time as enjoyable as possible.” That was why I took my hand away from her back to slide it down her abdomen, slipping beneath her pants from the top.

“K-kiss,” Mari moaned out. “I want… to kiss more.”

“Happy to oblige.”

Our lips pressed together once again. It was a gentle, more sensual type of kissing than before with far less tongue involved, and I made sure to satisfy her with a few moments of kissing before slipping my hand even lower toward her crotch and beneath the red, lacy panties that matched her new bra.

But once my hand did make it there, I didn’t waste any time in allowing my fingers to find her clit.

Mari’s body jolted as soon as she felt two of my fingers press against her clit. I don’t even know if she realized she was doing it or not, but she rather lewdly raised her hips up to press herself against my fingers as if already addicted to my touch.

I was about to take my lips away from hers to return to her ear, but she whined as soon as I stopped kissing her. “M-more… please…” She must have really liked kissing. Not that I was going to complain about that. Sure, her kissing might have been pretty amateur and clumsy, but her passion for it more than made up for that. I was sure she’d become a pro at it soon with how much she wanted to do it, too.

So rather than tease her ear some more, I stayed kissing her as I got to work on her clit. All I did at first was slowly rub it with my fingers, sometimes pinching it between them, but I eventually switched to rubbing it with a more consistent, intense rhythm.

Back in my younger days, I used to think girls would like switching things up and going crazy down there. But now, I knew that the most important thing was consistency. I still ramped up the intensity over time, but slowly.

Mari stopped being able to focus on kissing me back after a certain point. But, I knew she wanted it, so I carried on. Besides, it was kind of fun to kiss a girl who was so lost in pleasure that she couldn’t kiss back, especially as she started moaning about how close she was.

And once her second orgasm started, I slid my tongue back into her mouth as my fingers continued rubbing her clit throughout her entire climax. This second orgasm of hers lasted far longer than the first one, too, and I got to enjoy hearing all of her muffled moans against my mouth.

“This… this is… amazing,” Mari said between heavy breaths after her second orgasm came to an end. “I… never knew… it would feel this good.”

“And there’s still so much we can do,” I whispered to her.

But it was time for the main show.

First, I pulled down her pants and underwear in one go, revealing her bare crotch and legs. I didn’t get too good of a look at them before thanks to how distracting her yawning was, but her thighs were just as plump as her chest despite how slim her abdomen was. Maybe they modified genes or something to make it so women could still be busty with thick thighs without getting bellies. Or she was just blessed with some really nice genes. Either way, I couldn’t resist feeling her thighs up for a moment before bringing my mouth toward her crotch.

I wasn’t planning on going too far with some oral, but I did want to give her a bit of licking before slowly trailing kisses up along her body until I reached her mouth again.

“How—how are you so… sexy?” Mari asked.

“That’s just my style, baby,” I answered.

Next came distracting her.

I kissed her again as my free hand worked my cock free from my pants and briefs. Because, you see, I learned this during my self-care sessions.

I was pretty hung since my new body’s cock inherited my original body’s size. Honestly, back on Earth, there were times I wished I was a few inches smaller just because having a big dick got annoying at times. Not to mention that it outright scared some girls and killed the mood.

That was why I didn’t plan on letting Mari see my size until after she already felt it inside her. I didn’t want her to see it and get worried. She needed to stay relaxed.

Once my cock was out, I tried getting her ready for penetration by slipping a couple of fingers into her. She immediately tensed up around my fingers as soon as they slid inside which was exactly what I wanted to avoid with my cock. “Relax,” I whispered to her. “Don’t think about what’s inside you. Only think how good you feel.”

Mari gulped, clearly nervous, but nodded and put more effort into kissing again.

The good news was that she was really wet. My fingers were drenched in her juices and so were my sheets underneath her. But it did take a while for her to finally relax around my fingers. I kept going with them for a couple of minutes after that while I subtly moved my hips into position.

I wasn’t going to give her a warning. I didn’t want to do anything that might cause her to worry. So, I got my cock as close to her as I could without penetrating her, slipped my fingers out, and then slid my cock in right away.

It was only the tip but that alone was enough to tell her what was happening.

Mari tensed up again and widened her eyes.

“Relax,” I ordered. “I ain’t moving until you do.” The last thing she needed was me pushing deeper into her while she was so nervous.

Fortunately, there was an easy way to distract a woman at a time like that.

My fingers returned to her clit.

She might not have reacted as strongly as before at first due to nerves, but once she was focused on pleasure again, I felt her walls relax around my cock.

I slowly inched my cock deeper into her, stopping whenever I felt her start to tense up again. And eventually, I had almost my entire length inside her. Not all of it since I never knew a woman who could take the entire length without pain, but about three-fourths of it.

“Good girl,” I whispered to her. “See? No pain, right?”

Mari nodded and smiled, her beautiful eyes gazing into my own. “Even though you can act so tough… you’re really sweet.”

“I’m only rough with men. In bed, I like to think of myself as a gentle lover. Being rough with ladies ain’t my style.”

“That makes me happy…”

“I’m glad.” I pressed my lips against hers again as I started to pull my hips back. Now that she already got to feel all of my length inside of her that I planned on putting in there, she didn’t have nearly as much to worry about which meant I didn’t need to keep stopping to give her a chance to calm down.

Mari made sure to express how much she enjoyed the thrusting with some pretty lewd moans on her end, and she also moaned out, “S-so… big! It feels… too good!” She knew exactly what to say that every man would love to hear.

And while she still squeezed herself around my cock, it wasn’t the kind of squeezing that came from being nervous. It was the kind that came from pleasure and wanting to feel even better.

“Don’t hold back,” I whispered to her. “Cum whenever you want.”

But instead of nodding like usual, she shook her head and whined, “To-together. I—I want to… finish together!”

“What a little romantic you are. But I dig that style. You sure you’ll be able to resist until I’m ready?”

Mari shook her head at first but then looked like she got an idea, and she followed up on that idea by looping her arms around my neck to pull me down closer to her. But instead of kissing me like I thought she might, she went for my ear, nibbling and sucking on it just like I did with hers.

You see, here’s the thing.

The whole reason I liked to go for lady’s ears was because I knew how good it felt due to it being my weak point.

Mari went straight for the bullseye.

She got me throbbing hard inside her with that and brought me close to a finish far faster than I expected it to take. Then, she put the cherry on top by whisper-moaning into my ear, “Please… cum. I want you to—I want you to cum. I need it. Pl-please!”

It was my turn to moan out, “Fuck,” as she brought me to the very edge. “Mari, I’m—”

“Yes! Please!”

There was no holding back.

I got my ear away from her lips so that I could push my lips against hers, shoving my tongue into her mouth as I thrust forward and pumped out my first shot into her. She arched her back as soon as she felt it and moaned into my mouth, her hands now behind my shoulders with her nails scratching my back as her legs locked around me to hold me in place. Her body told me that she wasn’t letting go until I gave her every last drop I had, and I was perfectly happy to satisfy that request.

Mari might have been a virgin, but she got me to cum harder and more than I ever came before.

That wasn’t all. I realized that my entire length was sheathed inside her. When she wrapped her legs around me, I couldn’t resist pushing those last few inches into her as I kept pumping ropes of my seed into her.

I let out a long, pleasured groan and said, “Fuck,” at the end of it.

Mari giggled after hearing it and then did exactly what I did, letting out a long, pleasured moan before following it up with a much more cute, “Fuck.”

“You’re somethin’ else, babe.”

“Ehehe… am I?”

“I ain’t exaggerating when I say I’ve never cummed that hard in my life.” Also, even though I finished cumming, she kept her legs locked around me. Maybe she liked feeling me inside her. Not that I was going to complain about that.

“Really?”

“Really really. Nobody has ever taken my entire size, either, but look at you. You’ve got the whole thing in there without any issues.”

“It… it feels really nice. It’s warm… and filling… I wish I could always feel like this…”

“Give me a few minutes and say that again, and I’ll be able to go another round.”

“Then… can we kiss until then? I… really like kissing.”

“We’ll kiss as much as you want.”

Mari smiled and pulled my head back down to hers.

Not only did she get me to cum harder than ever before, but she was about to get me ready for round two faster than ever before, too.

About an hour later and Mari was sound asleep with her head using my chest as a pillow, her hand still tightly holding onto mine even in sleep.

That was always the best part of loving. Getting to see a pretty girl all tuckered out sleeping next to or on top of me afterward. It just felt even more intimate than the actual sex to me. There she was, sleeping right on top of me. Nobody was more vulnerable than when they were asleep.

As a youth, it was a show of some extreme trust to actually sleep around someone else. Maybe that was why it felt so meaningful to me.

I knew ladies before, too, who were fine with sex but not sleeping together. That made me feel pretty bad and always lost my interest in them.

But Mari looked like she was sleeping as soundly as a lady could.

“Ehehe,” Mari giggled in her sleep. “Atlas… love…”

“Hey now,” I whispered to her. “Don’t you think you’re fallin’ for me pretty quickly?”

I didn’t get a response, but she did smile even more.

Some ladies gave me a bit of hesitation when they fell for me too quickly. Typically because I didn’t believe them. It felt manipulative. Love bombing and all that.

But if Mari fell for me already… I wouldn’t complain about that, and I doubted she was trying to manipulate me in her dreams.

Part of me felt a bit guilty. Even if it had been a week, I still felt like I might have been taking advantage of her given the circumstances of how we met and being on the run together. Not to mention that while I was waiting for those few days, I still blatantly teased her and encouraged her to tease me in return.

At the same time, being with Mari felt… right.

Our personalities got along. We were obviously attracted to each other. Our sexual compatibility was insane. Hanging out with her was easy and fun.

“Huh,” I said. “Maybe you’re not the only one fallin’ quickly.” I leaned up enough to kiss her forehead before resting against the pillow again. She looked like she was smiling even more after that. “You’re too damn cute, you know that?”

It was time to get some sleep after that.

“Argos, wake us up if anything happens or once we get close.”

Rather than say anything, Argos flashed the lights in the room to acknowledge. Maybe she didn’t want to risk waking Mari up.


Chapter Seventeen

Mari came limping onto the flight deck. “I—I didn’t know… the pain would come after,” she whined.

I spun around in my pilot’s chair to check on her. She looked pretty rough. “My bad. Guess I should have been a bit gentler.”

“I think… it’s only an issue because we’ve been at a full g.”

“Huh. Y’know, that’s not a bad theory. You might be able to handle a full-g burn, but that don’t mean your body is built for physical activities during it.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t have been such a brute.”

“Hey now, I was trying my best to be gentle. You haven’t seen me be a brute yet.”

Mari giggled and shook her head. “I’m joking. I could tell you were being gentle. Someday… you won’t need to hold back so much.”

“Don’t you worry about that. I’ve got no problem holdin’ back.”

Mari smiled and then walked on over to me, bent over, and pressed her lips against my cheek for a kiss. “Now that you’re… my—my man, I get to do whatever whenever I want… right?”

To make things fair, I wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her down onto my lap before kissing her lips. “And now that you’re my girl, I get to do whatever whenever I want.”

Mari giggled some more and looked like she was about to say something before looking at my neck and freaking out. “Your—your neck! Is that really from me?!”

“Oh, yeah. I checked it out in the mirror when I woke up. Pretty gnarly, right?”

“You look like I abused you! Like I swung a pipe into your neck! What’s everyone going to think when they see that?!”

“Ooh, good point. I’ll have to make sure not to wear a jacket. Would be a shame to cover it up.”

“Please cover it up!”

“C’mon, what about yourself? Your neck ain’t lookin’ much better. You look like—”

Argos swung my chair’s panel up to show us that five ships were within detection range.

“Time to get to work,” I told Mari.

Mari nodded and got off my lap, and I made sure to give her ass a smack as she went over to her chair. She jumped when she felt that and turned around to look at me.

“What? You’re my girl now. It’d be a damn shame not to appreciate you at every chance.”

“We’re going to have to ‘nap’ for the return trip.”

“I’m lookin’ forward to having plenty of naps with ya. Now, go ahead and confirm the obvious for me. Check those ships out and tell me who they are.”

“Aye, Captain!” Mari hurried into her chair and strapped in. “All five of them are registered with System Security.”

“Figured. What are they doing?”

“They look… like they’re executing a search pattern in the asteroid cluster.”

“Then our friends should still be safe. Mari, strap in extra tight.” I fastened my own straps, too. “If they’re smart, they won’t leave those rocks, and shooting missiles into that field will be a waste. We’ll have to engage at close range and dance between the rocks. Actually… let’s play it safe and go put on our suits. It’ll only take one bullet on the right trajectory to depressurize us.”

Mari looked nervous after hearing that, but she still nodded and came to grab a suit with me.

Once we were suited up and strapped back in, I told Mari, “Give me an open wide.”

“Channel open!” Mari replied.

I cleared my throat and said, “Hey there, ladies. How’re you doin’ today?”

There was no response at first. They probably wanted to figure out who we were and where we were. After a minute, though, a reply did come in. “Argos, this is the Bloody Talon, lead ship of the 7th Patrol and Pirate Suppression Task Force. Shut down your engine and prepare to be boarded and taken into custody.”

“That’s a pretty nice name, Bloody Talon. I dig it. Not diggin’ your request, though.”

“The previous transmission was not a request. Shut down your engine and prepare to be boarded or else we will use lethal force.”

“C’mon now, we just met. Why should we comply?”

“You have one minute to shut your engine down. Failure to comply will warrant lethal force.”

“You know, I’d rather not have to kill ya. And since I’m sure you’re familiar with our bounty, you should also be familiar with our capabilities. This ain’t a fight you’ll win. How about you head back to—”

“We are locked,” Argos warned.

I cut the comms channel and sighed. “I’m looking forward to meeting folk who aren’t assholes desperate to die. Argos, let’s go on a walk.”

“Automating defenses.”

I went ahead and deployed the rest of our hardpoints. Even though I didn’t plan on actually using our missiles, I still locked onto the hostiles just to make them sweat and stay hiding in the rocks. The more worried they were about our missiles, the less likely they were going to pop out to shoot missiles our way.

Though, they still fired some at us.

It was going to take two minutes for them to come within range of our PDCs. Instead of sitting around waiting, I increased our thrust to take us into the closest group of asteroids. We were going to have to close the distance with the group by flying through the rocks which wasn’t preferable, but would keep us safer from their missiles.

The missiles reached us right before we made it to the asteroids. Argos dealt with them with flawless precision.

“Mari, I need you to run some sims for me,” I said. “Argos has a mineral scanner, go ahead and scans the rocks near our new friends and run a sim for striking them with our toys.”

“A-aye, Captain!” Mari replied.

Now, I wasn’t the mining type, but I did like having a mineral scanner just to make some pocket change while waiting in the asteroid fields for pirates back in the game. The real miners paid nice change for that data.

“Is there anything I’m looking for with these sims?” Mari asked.

“Of course,” I answered. “Find which rock makes the best bomb to pump their ships full of shrapnel.”

“Isn’t—isn’t detonating rocks like that illegal?”

“We’re wanted pirates now, babe. Doing illegal things is all we can do now.”

“Right!”

Argos’s voice called out, “Rail—”

And that was all I needed to hear to push down on the pedal to use our vertical thrusters to send us downward just in time to avoid the shot of a railgun going over us.

Being half a second slower would have gotten us all killed just then.

“Beautiful call, girl,” I said. “These boys have some serious guns. Any solution yet, Mari?”

“Not—not yet!” Mari answered, sounding pretty stressed.

“Relax, Mari. If you feel yourself getting panicked, stop and take a deep breath. It’s better to stop and relax than it is to make a mistake while panicked.”

I heard Mari take a deep breath. “Okay. Scanning random asteroids near the center to try and get all of them will take too long. What if… th-there! The asteroid next to the second target!”

The simulation she ran popped up on my chair’s tablet, showing me the results. The asteroid’s composition was “soft” enough to create some pretty nice shrapnel that would be on a trajectory to punch through the second target.

“Wouldn’t it be better to shoot directly at the ship?” Mari asked.

“Nope,” I answered. “PDCs tend to ignore whatever isn’t coming at them. You don’t want to waste ammo on misses in space. Now, if they’ve got someone competent handling the guns, they might manually prioritize our missile… so we’ll see just how competent they are.”

I locked onto the asteroid and fired a single missile at it.

A couple of minutes later and it detonated against the asteroid, fracturing it into a dozen smaller chunks with enough force to slam into the ship next to them. The next thing we saw was a pretty bright explosion consuming where the ship once was. The engine must have been struck.

That was the best possible result seeing as how the ship exploding sent even more shrapnel flying in every direction.

I used our directional thrusters to hide between a rock that was between us and the incoming shrapnel.

“Targets three and five struck by debris from the second ship!” Mari shouted.

“Beautiful work, Mari. How damaged at they?” I asked.

“Target five’s engine has shut down! Target three’s damage might just be superficial.”

“That’s better than we could have hoped for. Problem is that trick won’t work twice. Alright, get ready for a bumpy ride. Once the debris field passes, we’re charging in guns blazing. Argos, I’m taking control of the PDCs. You can have them back if they launch any missiles.”

Argos flashed the flight deck’s light green to confirm.

About a minute later and the debris field we created passed us, so it was time to get to work before that fifth ship could get their engine back online.

Now, we had plenty of spare ammo for our PDCs, and Fool’s Home was also covering our ammo costs. Since we were pretty close to the station and since it was doubtful that any more threats were out here, that meant we could get a bit wild with our ammo.

I took all of our PDCs and fired them at the first, third, and fourth ships. That forced them into hiding behind rocks, but they were also careful enough now not to stay next to any one rock in particular. They didn’t want to suffer the same fate of the second ship.

It looked like we had a pretty clear path going straight between the first and third ships, so I set us on that course and rotated us to be in the perfect angle to take them both down at once. The topside’s autocannon would take down the first ship while the underside’s autocannon would take down the third ship.

We passed through the opening. I lined up the shots and pulled the trigger.

The first ship’s engine was taken out with a secondary explosion that broke the ship in two. The third ship was in an awkward spot which meant we didn’t get a fatal shot on it, but I had the PDCs pump it full of holes that left it drifting dead.

Only the fourth ship was left, and it seemed intent on keeping an asteroid between us for protection.

“Incoming comms!” Mari shouted.

“Let me hear them,” I said.

Mari nodded and opened up the channel.

“This—this is the Grey Star!” shouted a panicked man on the verge of tears. “We surrender! Please, don’t kill us!”

“Shut your engine off and I promise I won’t,” I replied. “But if you don’t, I’ll treat you the same way you were happy to treat us when we didn’t.”

Mari then spoke up and said, “The Grey Star’s engine has shut down!”

“Alright. Pull up that fifth ship. Their engine back on yet?”

“Negative, Captain!”

“Hail them. Let’s see if they have any survivors.”

Mari tried connecting us to them before saying, “They aren’t receiving.”

“Alright. Give me an open wide then.”

“It’s up!”

I cleared my throat again. “This is the Argos to all ships in the area. If you’re with SysSec, if we detect your engines coming online, we’ll make sure it’s the last thing you do. If you’re A and his friends, a man with a pretty face sent us to get you.” I figured it was for the best not to mention any specific names. Well, names other than ours. “Alright. Grey Star, you can power back up. Retract your hardpoints and check your friends for survivors. If we see your hardpoints deployed, the first shot will be through your flight deck.”

Grey Star followed orders and got to work checking for survivors, starting with the fifth ship.

“Two more ships on radar! Incoming tight!” Mari said.

“Well, aren’t we popular today?” I asked. “Let me hear.”

A new voice spoke up over the comms. “This is Alex of the Salty Rocket. Did Pretty Boy send you?”

“That he did. Nice to hear you’re alive. How’re you two holding up?”

“We took some damage during the ambush, but we’re fine… our ships are, at least. Can’t say the same about our blood pressure after the last few hours.”

“Hah, I’m sure. Anyways, I’m letting a surrendered SysSec ship check for survivors, then we’re going to do a bit of salvaging. Once we’re done, we’ll escort you two back.”

“As thankful as I am for the help… why would you bother letting them live? They’d be better off—”

“Killin’ folk who surrender ain’t my style. At least, not unless I’ve got good reason to think they deserve it.”

“Even if you let them live today, one of us will have to kill the other in the future.”

“Probably. That’s the future’s problem, though. Not mine.”

“Well, I’m not about to lecture the man who saved us. We have a few salvage drones that can help once you’re ready to start salvaging.”

“I appreciate it. I’ll let you know when we’re ready.”

The comms closed after that.

“Captain?” Mari asked.

I had a feeling I knew what she wanted to talk about. “Yeah?”

“I… have to admit that I don’t really get it, either. If we let them go… aren’t we probably going to have to fight them when we attack the station?”

“Maybe. Probably.”

“Then…”

“I don’t like killing, Mari. Even if it doesn’t bother me… I don’t like that it doesn’t bother me. Killin’ ain’t something that’s supposed to be easy. And with every kill, the next one becomes a bit easier.”

“I understand that… but won’t it put us and the others at risk later?”

“It might. I’m not going to tell you that I’m making the smartest choice right now, and I won’t even claim it’s the most moral choice or anything like that. I just don’t want to kill more people. Simple as that.”

“I’m sorry for questioning you, Captain.”

“Hey now, don’t be. You should question me. You’re not my slave.”

“I—I could be if you want me to be…”

“This isn’t one of your stories, Mari.”

“It’s hot, okay?!”

I chuckled and told her, “I’ll make sure to get a metal collar for you if I ever seen one.”

Mari gulped and reached up to touch her neck as if imagining the collar there. “I—I wouldn’t say no to that…”

“You keep on fantasizing about that, but do it after connecting me to Grey Star again.”

“Aye!”

Once the channel was connected, I asked, “How’s the rescue operation going?”

“We’ve found a couple survivors,” the same man as before on Grey Star replied.

“You have enough space and supplies for them?”

“We—we do.”

“Good. Where you heading after this?”

“We’ll go to Threze then head back to the subspace station.” He sounded too scared to lie or refuse a question.

“Nah. You see, during the battle, you suffered an internal failure with your engine that sent you toward Proxima b. By the time you managed to fix your engine, you were already close enough that you figured you might as well dock there for supplies.”

“But—ah. How… would we explain the survivors from the other ships?”

“That’s up to you to figure out. Once you’re done checking the others, burn as hard as your crew can handle toward Proxima b. Don’t turn around until you reach it.”

“U-understood. Thank you… for giving us this chance.”

I closed the channel.

“You could have said that was your plan,” Mari said.

I shrugged. “I only just came up with that after our talk.”

“I guess that makes sense for your style.”

“Hah. You know it.”

In total, Grey Star rescued five survivors from the other ships. Only a small fraction of their total crew counts.

But they were five more people who would get to live.

Once Grey Star set course for Proxima b, the salvaging operation began with Salty Rocket and Mother of Love assisting. There was nothing at all to salvage from the ship that detonated at the start of the battle, but the rest of the ships were all in pretty good condition for salvaging.

The best part was that the fifth ship—the one taken out by debris from the ship that blew up, was the one with the railgun and in the best overall shape. A little inspecting revealed that the crew was taken out from life support failing. They were apparently too confident in their ability to suit up for the battle. So, once the life support failed, they were screwed.

But here’s the thing.

Some simple repairs were all that were needed. That meant we could bring the ship back to Fool’s Home, and then they’d have a ship with a built-in railgun to use.

And railguns were not cheap. They were one of the most advanced weapons out there.

Unlike most weapons that were installed on hardpoints, railguns—well, let’s put it this way. They built ships around railguns instead of building railguns into ships. Sure, the real big battleship types could use railguns like they were normal hardpoints, but anything smaller than that was more like a railgun that came with a ship built around it.

They were expensive to build, a nightmare to maintain, and needed state-of-the-art engines just to have enough juice to fire them, but there was no armor in the galaxy that could resist a hit from a railgun. Railguns punched through anything they hit. Well, maybe not anything, but there was nothing manmade that could defend against them. Their insane speed was nice, too. They were fast enough that they made space feel smaller.

Railguns weren’t my style, personally, but I was sure the crews at Fool’s Home would love to fight each other over who got to use it.

Aside from that, we loaded up our cargo hold with all the supplies, medicine, and ammo that we could fit in there. Anything that didn’t fit, as well as technical components that would be useful for repairing things at Fool’s Home, went onto the other ships.

Then we had Salty Rocket dock with the railgun ship to drag her back to Fool’s Home.

Once we were under way, burning at a slower speed for the sake of the other crews, it was time for me and Mari to nap again while I got to play around with lower gravity.


Chapter Eighteen

Liliya looked at us with her hands on her hips and an unamused expression on her face, meeting us right outside Argos’s airlock after making it back to Fool’s Home.

“Yo,” I said.

Liliya’s eyes went to Mari’s neck and then checked out mine. “Yo.”

“I could always give you a matching neck if ya feel left out.”

“Uh-huh.”

Mari, meanwhile, kept her face covered up with her hands.

I bullied her by not letting her wear anything that would cover her neck up. What could I say? I liked showing off. The masculine urge in me to show off my girl and all the marks I left on her was too strong to resist.

And I proudly showed off my own neck, too.

Liliya sighed and said, “I heard about what you went out to do. If you’re back here… I guess you managed to take down those SysSec ships on your own.”

I gave Argos a couple of pats and said, “That’s what happens when you’ve got the best lady in the galaxy at your side.”

It was subtle, but Mari took a step to come closer to my side after hearing that. Was she jealous of Argos? If so, that was pretty cute.

“Anyways,” Liliya said, “good job… and welcome back.”

I smiled and said, “Glad to be back. How’re things going around here?”

Liliya turned to walk away, leading us down the tunnel at the docks. “Like my worst nightmare. That’s how. Every time you think that it can’t possibly get any worse, it somehow gets worse. Guess what I saw earlier?”

“The most handsome man with the nicest hair that you’ve ever seen, about a couple minutes ago?”

Liliya stopped, sighed, then started walking again. “I checked out their air filters. You ever see mold so dense that you can’t even see what it’s attached to anymore? I’m amazed any air was even making it through.”

Mari raised a hand over her mouth and asked, “Then—does that mean… we’re breathing—”

“Yep. Every breath you take is full of mold spores.”

“Huh,” I said. “No wonder I thought the air tasted bad as soon as we got here.”

“I had a feeling that was the case once we arrived, but I didn’t expect it to be that bad. Anyways, they have a decommissioned ship they’ve been picking from in the dock, so I took out its air filter and cut it to fit this station’s system. It still had some mold on it and wasn’t exactly nice quality, but it’s better than what they had before.”

“Y’know, we brought back a SysSec ship from that battle. A real nice one, too. Got a railgun and everything. I bet you it’s got a nice filter in there you could use.”

Liliya stopped and turned around. “Seriously?”

“Seriously.”

“I don’t want to believe that you actually managed to pirate a railgun… but this is you we’re talking about.”

“Glad to hear you’re learning how things work. They’ve probably got all sorts of nice things you could swap out for the station.”

“I’d have to ask Pretty Boy, but… he’d probably be happy to give all the newest equipment to the station as long as that ship can still run.”

“I don’t have a doubt he would be, but if he isn’t, just remind him that he owes me. Speakin’ of which, I’ll have to get some free repairs from him.”

“I’m sorry,” Mari whimpered.

“It’s all good. You’ve gotta learn one way or another.”

Liliya raised an eyebrow and asked, “What happened?”

“I let her get some more practice in on the way back. Gave Argos a pretty mean scratch from rubbin’ up against a rock.”

Mari hung her head low and apologized again. “I feel so bad for Argos…”

“She forgave you, don’t you worry.”

Mari whimpered some more but nodded.

Liliya then asked, “Was that the only damage you took in a fight against five SysSec ships? With a railgun?”

“Yup,” I answered. “The railgun almost took us out, but Argos warned me just in time.”

“You’re insane.”

“-ly sexy, I know.”

Liliya rolled her eyes but chuckled and went back to leading us. “Anyways, the air filter isn’t even the worst problem. That was just the nastiest one… well, nastiest so far. If the air filter looked like that… I’m not looking forward to what their water recycler looks like.”

“Anything you can’t handle?”

“Well… no. Not to pat myself on the back or anything, but there’s nothing here that I couldn’t fix. The only issue is parts and time.”

“They’ll hopefully have plenty of parts after their raid on the SysSec station.”

Liliya looked off to the side. “Yeah, hopefully.”

I could tell something was on her mind and I had a pretty good feeling about what it was.

Liliya ended up showing us around Fool’s Home some more. Even though she was newer to the place than us, she already had most of it mapped out, and she even got us a free meal at its only restaurant since she helped repair some of their appliances.

Maybe I shouldn’t have been so surprised, but Liliya already looked like she was at home on Fool’s Home, and everyone seemed happy to accept someone as helpful as her.

Pretty Boy also came and found us to deliver a hundred and one thanks while repeating that he’d help us however he could. I made sure he understood that I wanted Liliya to have free access to taking anything she could use from the railgun ship to repair the station with, and he was happy to oblige.

He also told us that since those two ships made it back sooner than planned, that once everyone was repaired and stocked, we’d be ready to go after that station. And the sooner, the better.

Repairs would only take about two days at most for Argos and the rest of the ships. That railgun ship wouldn’t be repaired in time, but it was never needed for the plan in the first place.

Excluding travel time, it wouldn’t be much longer before we were done with the system and on our way to the next.

After Liliya left us to go back to work and to start taking parts from the railgun ship, Mari and I returned to Argos where we chilled on the couch and watched some movies together.

The best part about that?

Now that we were a thing, I had no reason to hold back, and neither did she. That meant she got to cuddle up next to me and that I got to wrap an arm around her shoulders to keep one hand hanging down over her chest. It was impossible for me as a man to not grope her basically the entire time we watched anything, and she was more than happy to let me.

We didn’t sleep together like we did while under way, though. You see, Argos’s beds were only really meant for one person. There were straps to keep someone down while sleeping in zero gravity, too.

Those straps weren’t exactly comfortable when multiple people were sharing a bed. They were tight enough that there was basically no room for moving around, and we also had to stay at least partially overlapped with each other to fit on the bed, so that just wasn’t happening.

Maybe if I got a bigger bed installed, but Fool’s Home wasn’t the kind of station that offered ship interior decorating.

Then, a couple of days later, and everyone was ready.

Every crew participating in the attack—which was basically every single crew that called Fool’s Home their home—was gathered at the docks. Some family and friends of them came to watch as well.

Even though everyone already knew the plan, Pretty Boy went over it again for everyone.

Argos would be the spear that breaks the enemy’s defenses, and then everyone else was on cleanup duty. A couple of pirate ships with missiles were going to join us in the initial attack, but since they had nowhere near as many missiles as us, the opening shot was still mostly going to be us.

“Remember,” Pretty Boy said, “if anyone doesn’t want to participate, you can stay back. There’s no shame in that. Even in the best-case scenario, not all of us will get to come home. This lifestyle doesn’t work that way. You all know that.”

I would have said that the crowd he was talking to was tense, but that was the last word that could describe them. Instead, one of the men spoke up and said, “Come on! Like we’d let you have all the fun!”

Another one followed up with, “The more ships, the bigger the score we get to bring back!”

More and more voices shouted similar lines. Nobody there seemed to be even slightly afraid other than Mari, but even her fear left once she heard how hyped up everyone else was.

The positive energy was pretty contagious.

Well, it was contagious to everyone other than Liliya who stood with me and Mari, but I knew why.

“Alright!” Pretty Boy shouted. “I knew I wouldn’t be able to talk any of you fools out of it! You’ve got one hour to fuck and say your goodbyes. Then we’re off to get revenge on those SysSec bastards!”

Cheers filled the port.

Most of the crews were on the younger side of things. Hotshots who probably thought they were untouchable.

“Atlas,” Liliya said, tugging on my arm. “Can I talk to you?”

It sounded like it was time for her to get that subject off her mind. “Course you can.” I turned to look at Mari. “You want wait for me on the ship? Go ahead and get some last checks done for me. Make sure we’ve got everything.”

Mari nodded and said, “Aye, Captain!”

Once Mari left, Liliya pulled me over to the side away from where everyone else was, took a deep breath, and looked me in the eyes to say, “I’m staying.”

“I know,” I replied.

“You—you do?”

“It was pretty obvious. Who’s going to fix this place up with all the parts we bring back if not you?”

“I have to admit… it’s pretty annoying that you can see through me so easily. I’ve been stressed out over the last couple days thinking of how to tell you.”

“Not my fault you thought it was something worth stressing over.”

“I figured you were expecting me to come with you…”

“I was until I figured out how you feel. Don’t think Mari suspects it, though. She’s going to be sad.”

“I’ll talk to her before you leave. Anyways… you really screwed me up here. I had a whole thing I was going to say and everything.”

“You do like being long-winded when it comes to emotional moments, don’t ya?”

Liliya blushed and nudged me with her elbow. “Shut up.” Then she smiled and tucked some hair behind her ear. “You enough of a gentleman to let me ramble even though you already understand?”

“You know it. Sometimes, talking about the obvious makes everyone feel better.”

“Yeah. It does. Anyways… I think… I’ll be more useful here than with you, and I want to… I don’t know. I want to help people. Right now, these guys need more help than you do, and the kind of help they need is the kind of help I’m good at giving. Seriously, I don’t even think I’ve gotten it across how screwed this place is behind the scenes. But, at the same time, I feel guilty. I feel like I owe you and should stay with you. You saved me, and now you’re going into a battle against stupid odds, and I’m here… wanting to stay back where it’ll be safe.”

“You’re choosing your own path now. That’s what’s important. Don’t make your choice sound worse than it is, either. You’re not staying here to stay safe. You’re staying to help those in need.”

Liliya sighed and smiled. “You’re right, unfortunately. Anyways… who knows? Maybe after I’m done fixing this place up… if we ever meet again, and if you could use a mechanic, then maybe I’ll take up that spare cabin on Argos.”

“Sounds good to me. You can take as long as you need. I’m sure we’ll meet again some—”

Liliya grabbed onto my shirt and pulled me down enough for her to stand up on the tips of her toes. The next thing I felt were her lips against mine.

I wrapped an arm around her waist and kissed her back without missing a beat.

“Not bad,” I said once it was over. “Much better than getting slapped.”

Liliya rolled her eyes and smiled. “Don’t think too much of it. All I wanted was to make sure that my first kiss doesn’t get wasted on some asshole.”

“Yeah? I’m honored to hear that I meet your standards.”

“You’ve seen my taste in men. You know that’s not a hard thing to do.”

“Hah. Got me there.”

Liliya got serious. “Stay safe, alright?”

“The same goes for you. Fortunately, folk like us? With hair as epic of ours? We’re too pretty to die. Let’s meet up again in the future, alright?”

Liliya let out a relaxed sigh. “You’re ridiculous, but deal.”

“Sweet. Make sure you get this place nice and fixed up before I make it back. Argos could use a dedicated mechanic.”

“Trust me, the sooner I get this place repaired, the sooner I’ll be able to sleep without worrying about something going wrong. I won’t be wasting any time here.”

“That’s my girl.”

Liliya smiled some more after hearing that. “By the way, I never asked. How did you even find me back on Threze?”

“With the help of one of my favorite ladies. Luck.”

“Of course you of all people would rely on luck for something like that.”

“Lady Luck has been my girl for decades. She’s never let me down, not countin’ all the times I got unlucky.” I winked.

Liliya rolled her eyes before reaching under her jacket to pull out a bottle of what looked like alcohol that I had no faith in tasting good. “Here. I found this in one of the maintenance shafts. According to Pretty Boy, it used to belong to one of their old mechanics. He’d hide ‘the good stuff’ where nobody else went.”

I took the bottle from her and looked it over. Looked like… whiskey, maybe? Both the label and bottle looked pretty burned up. Maybe it was looted from a ship. In that case, it probably tasted better than whatever was made in Fool’s Home. “Not bad. We’ll celebrate with it once we make it through.”

“Maybe wait until you find a safe station to dock at before you get too drunk.”

“No promises.”

Liliya shook her head and sighed. “Alright. Well… I should say bye to Mari. Do you want to tell her to—”

I shook my head, walked by her, and gave her back a gentle push toward Argos. “Go tell her yourself. Besides, Argos will feel left out if you don’t say bye to her, too.”

“With what kind of AI it—she is, maybe you’re right. Well… alright. I won’t take long.”

“Take as much time as you need.”

With that, Liliya nodded and went off to board Argos.

About twenty minutes later and she was back. Her eyes looked pretty red, too. Like she was crying.

Well, that was none of my business.

“All good?” I asked her.

“Yeah,” Liliya answered, struggling to speak a bit. “Thanks.”

“Anytime.”

“And uh… again. Thanks for… you know. Everything. Can’t say that I expected to be saving a pirate station from breaking down, but… yeah. Thanks.” She sounded like she was about to cry again.

So, I did what most folk loved when they felt like crying.

I held my arms out for a hug.

“Really?” Liliya asked, looking me over.

“C’mon, bring it in,” I answered.

Liliya looked hesitant, but she came up to me and slowly opened her arms.

I did the rest of the work for her by wrapping my arms around her and picking her up.

“He-hey!” Liliya shouted. “What are you—!”

“Givin’ you a hug to remember!” I said. “What, you think I’d leave you here with some simple hug?”

“You’re so—!” Rather than finish what she wanted to say, she finally hugged me back.

I set her down after a few moments and saw that her cheeks were wet with tears, so I wiped my thumb across them. “You’re on your own now. Nobody else can tell you what to do anymore.”

Liliya reached up to hold onto my hand against her cheek as she nodded. With a breaking voice, she said, “Yeah.”

“I’m already proud of you, but let me tell ya, I’m excited for how proud I’ll get to be the next time I see you.”

“Mm…”

“I’ll seeya later, alright? Mari and Argos, too.”

“A-alright. I’ll… I’ll be here.”

“Welcome to having freedom, Liliya. I promise you’ll get addicted before long.”

Liliya took a deep breath, let go of my hand, and nodded. “I’m… looking forward to it. Now, don’t you—don’t you have a station to raid?”

“You know it. Guess you’ll learn in a few months whether we’re successful or not.”

“You mean how successful you are? It’s not like there’s a chance that you would fail.”

“Hah. You’re right about that.”

“I’m going to… force myself to step away now before I change my mind. Besides, this is… a first for me, and I don’t… really know what else I’m supposed to say or do, so…”

I held my hand toward her for a shake. “At a time like this, you shake hands and say you’ll see each other again.”

Liliya nodded, accepted my hand, and then we shook. “Seeya later, Mister Alien.”

“Seeya later, Liliya.”

Saying goodbye was never easy, but it was easier to say goodbye to the living than the dead.

And as soon as I made it back onto Argos, I saw Mari standing with even redder eyes than what Liliya had.

It was time for my special technique again.

I opened my arms up for a hug, and Mari immediately threw herself into my arms to hug me.

“We’ll see her again,” I said.

“Why—why doesn’t she want to come with us?” Mari asked, her voice muffled against my chest.

“She’s got freedom for the first time in her life, and she wants to feel like she’s doing something good with it.”

Mari sniffled and nodded against me.

“You two really got close quickly, didn’t ya?”

She nodded some more.

“Well, don’t you worry. She’s a tough lady. I bet she’ll get even more kickass now that she can stretch her wings however she wants.”

Mari was silent, but she stayed hugging me.

“And how’re you holding up, Argos?”

“Maintenance required in Crew Cabin C,” Argos answered.

“Guess you’ll miss her, too.” Keeping one arm around Mari, I gave Argos’s wall a couple of pats. “I’ve got a good feeling about her, so all we have to do is be patient. Now, let’s get serious. Mari, is everything ready?”

Mari sniffled a bit more before taking a step back and nodding. “Everything’s ready, Captain.”

“And how’re you feeling, Argos?”

“All systems operational,” Argos answered.

“Alright. We’re good to go then. All that’s left is to wait for the others, then it’s time to head out. I’m going to head up to the flight deck. Mari, take however much time you need.” Just like with Liliya, I wiped away Mari’s tears for her. “We’ll be thrusting for a while, so that means we’ll get to share a bed. I’m a pretty mean cuddler, you see, and I haven’t even shown you my true power yet.”

That got Mari to giggle and say, “I’m looking forward to experiencing it.” She might have still sounded sad, but at least I got her to smile.


Chapter Nineteen

Mari and I could handle burning at a full g. Most of the pirates, however, could only handle a sustained burn of a half g.

The good thing about that was that it was a lot more fuel efficient. The pirate fleet also brought a few spare tanks full of fuel as well as empty cargo containers that they essentially welded to their hulls so that they had more space to bring things back with.

Point is, we didn’t need to cruise for that long. We sustained a half-g burn for the first month, cruised for half a month, then flipped and started the deceleration burn for another month.

During that half-month cruise, we managed to refuel, moved into our final positions for the assault, and… ran out of good shows to watch.

Space is big, you see. It takes a lot of time to get anywhere, and there’s not much to do while underway unless you’re on a junker of a ship that needs constant work. But Argos? She was a perfect, beautiful lady and incredibly low maintenance. That meant me and Mari basically spent twenty-four-seven together hanging out, watching shows together, screwing, talking about random things, and basically anything else we could do to pass the time.

Let me tell you, the best way to find out if you’re long-term compatible with someone? Be stuck in a closed space with them for months.

It was pretty nice, honestly. In those few months, me and Mari got closer than I had ever been with any of my exes. We were compatible in pretty much every way, too. We only got in one fight that whole time and it was over which character in a show we thought belonged with the protagonist.

Mari also spent a decent amount of time writing with her chair’s tablet, and then I got to read everything once she was ready to share. Her loving to write was a massive benefit. It meant I basically always had a source of fresh, free entertainment.

It was pretty funny when I had a realization that, in just a few months, we probably spent more time together than most couples spent over years. It was hard not to look at her like she was already my wife after realizing that.

But we never did exchange a certain three-word phrase. She didn’t seem to be in any rush to say it despite often mumbling about it in her dreams, and I didn’t feel a need to really say it, either.

Maybe it was because we already proved it with our actions every day.

Either way, what essentially felt like a three-month-long date just came to an end.

“I’ve almost forgotten what you look like wearing clothes,” I said to Mari as we took our seats on the flight deck. She got pretty comfortable lounging around in her underwear most of the time. Definitely not something I complained about.

“I could say the same to you, Captain,” Mari teased back. After all, it wasn’t very fair of me to let her walk around in only her underwear without doing the same.

Now, though, we were both wearing regular clothes and suited up for the worst-case scenario.

“Time until missile launch?” I asked.

“Seventeen minutes and twenty-three seconds,” Mari answered.

“The others start burning harder?”

“Aye, they’ve increased their deceleration.”

“Give me a wide to them.”

“Aye! Channel is open!”

I cleared my throat and said, “Alright, boys. Thanks for having me and giving the occasional banter over comms the last few months. We’ll make sure to soften them up for ya. And if you find any nice booze while you’re looting their supplies, take a bottle back to your new station mechanic for me. I’ll be looking forward to seeing you all back at Fool’s Home next time I stop by.”

Thanks to them increasing their rate of deceleration, they’d make sure that I got there first. We also decided that the other ships with missiles would stay back with the rest of the fleet, so we were officially all on our own.

“Atlas… are you nervous?” Mari asked, clearly sounding nervous herself.

“You know it,” I answered. “But we’ve got the element of surprise, and they’re not expecting a warship like Argos to unleash enough missiles at them to block out the sun.”

“To… block out the sun?”

“Ah, reference from my Earth.”

“Oh!”

“More importantly, you know anything about subspace travel?”

“Only… that it’s really dangerous.”

“Only if you’re unprepared, and we’re not. I’ve already ran the calculations, too. Spending all our missiles will get us to the perfect weight.”

“Right! I know that mass matters more in subspace!”

“Yup. Unlike in good ol’ regular space, subspace has got a proper up and down, and ‘buoyancy.’ If you don’t run your calculations ahead of time… it’s pretty easy to get permanently trapped in there.”

Mari gulped when she heard that.

“But I promise we’ll be fine. Now then, to give you something to do, give me an estimate for how long the missiles will take to reach their targets.”

Mari got to work tapping at her tablet before coming up with an answer. “If they burn halfway to the target, then cruise until they’re within tracking range before burning again… one hour and forty-seven minutes.”

“Sounds right.”

I pulled up the visual from the long-range cameras. Straight ahead of us was our target. The station was nowhere near as large as Threze or Fool’s Home since it was entirely artificial, but it was packed full of hardpoints for defense and had twelve ships docked to it. Another two ships patrolled around it.

And then, right next to it, was the subspace point.

It was hard to look at it and believe it was real; it looked like a tear in reality itself. Common understanding of reality would stop mattering once we made it through there.

“It… looks scary,” Mari said, looking at the subspace point.

“That it does,” I replied. “But it’s harmless as long as you know what you’re doing, and I know what I’m doing.”

Speaking of knowing what I was doing, I got to work with the missiles. I didn’t want them to set off their targets’ sensors until they were close enough to properly track, so I needed to assign manual trajectories to groups of missiles.

Upon launch, they would fire their thrusters until they spent half their fuel, cruise until I sent them the target information, and then engage their thrusters again to cause chaos.

All those docked ships weren’t going to contribute anything to the defense, so the first volleys were going for the station’s defenses. The remaining missiles would go after the docked and patrolling ships.

I originally wanted to give them a warning and a chance to let us through peacefully, but after my first encounter with SysSec, I figured that was pointless. But also… with Liliya staying back at Fool’s Home, I wanted to make sure as many of the pirates survived as possible to take back a successful haul.

Once I was done setting the missiles up, I spun my chair around to face Mari and said, “Mari, when I give you the signal, you need to brace for rapid deceleration. You’re supposed to enter subspace as slow as possible. We won’t be doing that.”

“U-understood!” Mari replied, sounding even more nervous now.

“I’ll give you a reminder once we’re close. Now, let’s get this show started. Launching the first volley.”

The more time that passed, the more nervous I felt.

Every single one of our missiles was fired. All we had left to fight with were our autocannons and PDCs. Was it the smartest idea? Maybe not. But it was the best shot we had.

The missiles were only a minute away from being ready to switch to target tracking, so I sent the signal to assign them targets. That same signal would be picked up by said targets, though.

That was the downside of missiles. It was basically impossible to track targets with them without letting them know they were being tracked.

Now, we were currently cruising. They would have no idea where we were unless they got lucky with looking in the right direction with their cameras. But as long as they didn’t do that, we would stay undetected until it was time to go hot.

And for the sake of not dying, we were going to have to go hot soon.

Before that, the station’s defenses came to life. Multiple missile launches were detected to intercept ours, but there were no near enough. Argos’s missile swarm could overwhelm any defenses. Only a proper fleet with multiple ships dedicated to point defense could counter our sheer volume of missiles.

Back in the game, Argos could have been considered to have a “meme build.” There wasn’t really anything worth actually having that many missiles for. I just really loved missiles, though, and that love for missiles was about to pay off.

The SysSec station had half of its defenses wiped out in the opening salvo. That was even better than I expected. Once the rest of the missiles arrived, the finished wiping out the station’s hardpoints and got to work on the docked ships. Unfortunately, one of the docked ships exploded a bit more violently than we were hoping for and ended up creating a nasty hole in the station itself. We were too far to actually see anything get sucked out of that hole, but was possible a decent number of usable supplies just got sucked out into space.

The missiles going after the ships only targeted their engines since I wanted to try and leave the rest of them intact for salvaging, but we must have struck a missile rack in the one that exploded so violently.

Then there were the two patrolling ships.

They were capable of actually dealing damage to us, so I didn’t take it easy on them. Each ship was overwhelmed before they ever even knew where we were.

“Did… we do it?” Mari asked. “All targets… are disabled or destroyed.”

“I’ve gotta be honest,” I said. “That went better than expected. Argos might be overkill for this universe. But… we’re not in the clear yet. Pull up the debris fields for me.”

Mari got to work and brought the overlapping debris fields up on the screen for me.

“Yeah, this’ll be a nightmare. If I knew they were going to get taken out this easily, I would have came in slower… but now, we’ve got to get through those fields without getting a single hull breach.”

Between the patrolling ships, docked ships, and destroyed station defenses, there were tens of thousands if not more pieces of debris rapidly expanding around the subspace point. Not all of them were leaving, either. Some would remain close around it, but those weren’t as much of a concern as the ones in the expanding field.

“Argos, use our PDCs on any debris with a higher than 1% chance of impacting us,” I ordered. It was overkill, but overkill was necessary if we wanted to enter subspace.

Argos deployed the PDCs and flashed the flight deck green.

“Mari, run a sim for the safest path through the debris.”

“On it!” Mari replied.

“Prepare for rapid deceleration.”

“Is—is this what you warned me about?”

“No, this is to make sure we survive the real deceleration.”

Mari froze for a second before remembering she had a simulation to run. Focusing on that got her mind off what was to come.

Meanwhile, I brought our thruster back online and decelerated at little over a full g. We needed to kill our momentum as much as possible before reaching the subspace point.

“Here!” Mari shouted, transferring the result of her simulation to the screen. “If—if you do these maneuvers… we should be safe.”

“That’s a lot of precise maneuvers,” I said. “I’m seeing about twenty there, most of them in rapid succession.”

“If you can make it through the fields around Fool’s Home… you can do this!”

“Those rocks might as well be stationary… but you’re right. I’ve got this. I’ll be depending on you to call out that series of five maneuvers in the middle of the path for me.”

“Aye!”

It took ten minutes for us to meet the debris field. Even though it had some time to spread out, it was still dense enough to make me sweat thanks to how fast we were going.

The first few maneuvers were easy. They didn’t require anything more than some adjustments with the directional thrusters. The hard part came after that.

I had to admit, I was probably more focused during those maneuvers than ever before in life.

Then the tricky part came up.

Mari, trying her best to focus as well, called out, “Three second portside burn, cut main thrust, point bow down thirty degrees for two seconds, starboard side burn for one second, activate main thruster!”

One mistake meant getting a potential hole punched into our hull. While it was unlikely that any such hole would be catastrophic, it would mean that entering subspace wasn’t possible anymore.

Mari then continued and said, “Argos, ignore the cluster he’s about to go through, but we’ll need your help after the main thruster is back on!”

Argos flashed green.

Hearing Mari give Argos an order helped me relax a bit. I even whistled and said, “Look at you, givin’ Argos orders. I think you deserve a promotion to navigator after this.”

Mari relaxed a bit as well when she heard that.

As for me, I put her planned maneuvers into action. It took all of my effort to pull them off flawlessly, but I did, and Argos’s PDCs went back to firing as soon as our main thruster came back on.

The next maneuver would line us back up with the subspace point, and then we were in the clear and—

“We are locked,” Argos warned.

“A-a ship has come out from behind the station!” Mari shouted.

Shit.

“Missiles launched! Forty seconds until impact!”

“Argos,” I said, “keep your PDCs on the debris and get ready to compensate with the directional thrusters for the autocannons pushback.”

“Captain?” Mari asked, sounding thoroughly nervous again.

“I’ve got this.”

I took a deep breath and stayed on the course that Mari charted. While still maneuvering around debris, without the help of PDCs to deal with the incoming missiles, I deployed the autocannons and aimed them at the incoming missiles.

There were five missiles in total on a straight course for us.

I pulled the trigger.

One missile down. Directional thrusters under Argos’s control compensated for the change in trajectory from firing.

I pulled it again. A miss. The second attempt got it.

Three missiles left that were twenty seconds out now.

Two left.

One missile left at seven seconds until impact.

I pulled the trigger one last time. The first autocannon missed, but the second one nailed the missile.

Fragments of debris from the destroyed missiles hit us, but nothing punctured the hull.

I let out a long sigh of relief.

“They’ve launched more missiles!” Mari shouted.

“It doesn’t matter,” I said. “They won’t reach us fast enough. Argos, fire everything we have, nonstop, toward the subspace point. Retract all hardpoints two seconds before entering subspace. Mari, get ready for the real rapid deceleration.”

We needed to kill our momentum as much as possible.

That rift in space itself was right ahead of us.

I turned up our main thruster’s power to the point where we were burning at eight gs. It would only be for a few seconds, but those seconds were painful.

My vision started going dark as the screen showed the rift rapidly approaching.

Then we slammed into it with enough force to almost tear me out of my seat despite being strapped in, and I lost consciousness right after.


Chapter Twenty

I opened my eyes which was a good enough sign for how things went. They never would have opened in the first place if we didn’t successfully make it into subspace without dying or getting crushed.

Killer headache, though.

“Mari… you alright?” I asked.

There was no response, and she looked limp in her chair, so I got out of mine to go and check on her.

Blood flowed from her nose down over her lips, dripping onto her suit.

Slowly, she opened her eyes and blinked. “At…las? Are… we okay?”

I pushed her hair off her forehead and pressed my lips against the cleared space. “We made it into subspace. How do you feel?”

“Horrible,” she said with a giggle. “My whole body hurts… and my head is killing me.”

“We basically just did the equivalent of driving off a cliff and crashing into the ocean. We’re gonna be sore for a while.”

Mari then looked around and raised her arms up. “Do we… have gravity? Are we thrusting?”

“Yes and no. Welcome to subspace, where nothing quite makes sense.”

I unstrapped her from her chair and helped her stand up. “Let’s go check out my cabin’s window. Bet you it’ll be a beautiful sight.”

Mari nodded but struggled to walk, so I lifted her up and carried her instead.

She was always happy to let me carry her around the ship. Especially since it usually led to some napping.

Not this time, though. This time, I gently set her down on my bed and looked out the window with her.

“Ain’t that something?” I asked.

“It’s… beautiful,” Mari replied, sounding even more struck with awe than me. “Also… terrifying.”

On the other side of the window was what could best be described as raw, visible energy. Or maybe something like the northern lights, but everywhere.

The lights were mostly shades of blue, green, and purple. Sometimes, you’d see red and orange lights. Some of these lights were so dense that they looked like massive clouds. Others were so chaotic that they twisted around one another like tornados.

These lights extended in every direction. Forever. Well, as far as we knew it was forever.

“Let’s get you healed up,” I told Mari. “Then it’s time for you to learn how to navigate in subspace.”

“Can I… look for a few more minutes?” Mari asked.

I patted the top of her head and said, “Sure.”

After heading to the medbay and getting both of us checked out and fixed up where needed, we returned to the flight deck, and I let Mari sit in the pilot’s chair.

“So, tell me what you know about subspace navigation,” I said.

“Umm… nothing,” Mari answered.

“Alright. We’ll start with the basics. So, in space, to put it simply, there’s no gravity. You can move in any direction.”

“Right.”

“There’s no true up or down, left or right. Everything is relative.”

“Right.”

“That ain’t true here. Traveling through subspace is like sailing a submarine through an ocean. The less mass a ship has, the higher up we ‘float.’ The more mass a ship has, the lower down we ‘sink.’ Even if you try thrusting in one of these directions, you’ll be pulled back to where you ‘should’ be for your mass.”

“Okay. I think I get it.”

“Now, subspace points are static. They never move. They’re also at varying altitudes. What’s the problem with this?”

“Umm… if they’re at varying altitudes… you need to make sure you have the right amount of mass to reach it?”

“Right. If ya want to reach a subspace point while inside that’s higher than you would normally be able to reach, you’ve got to eject supplies before you come in here. If ya  want to reach one that’s lower, ya need to pile on the weights to push your ship down. Now, what happens if you come into subspace with a pierced hull, or if you get pierced while in here?”

“I—I don’t know.”

I clapped my hands together, causing Mari to jump. “You get crushed. In space, it’s all about keeping the inside pressure from getting outside. In subspace, it’s all about keeping the outside’s pressure from getting inside. That’s why most ships can’t handle subspace. They’re not built to withstand that pressure, but my baby is. Ain’t that right, Argos?”

“Hull integrity at 100%,” Argos replied.

“Damn right it is. Alright. Pop quiz time, Mari. It can take months to travel from one end of a system to another, but in subspace, you can travel between systems in days. Does subspace travel count as faster-than-light travel?”

Mari thought about it for a moment before saying, “If we’re traveling faster than light would normally be able to… doesn’t this count as going faster than light?”

“Nope. Technically speaking, we’re not moving faster than light or taking a portal or anything. All we’re doing is takin’ a shortcut. Then again… huh. I ‘spose it depends on how you define faster than light. We’re not moving faster than light, but we’re getting there faster than light going the normal way would.” I shrugged. “Well, doesn’t matter. We’ll let the scientists argue about that technicality. Next question.”

“Th-there’s more?”

“You know it. This next question is even harder. You ready?”

Mari gulped and nodded. “I—I’m ready.”

“Alright. Do I want to kiss you?”

“Yes.” Her answer came out faster than anything I ever heard from her before.

“Ding, ding. That’s my girl.” I grabbed her by her chin and held her steady to bring my lips to hers.

“Ehehe… I like those kinds of questions.”

“So do I. Now, back to bein’ serious.”

“Aww…”

“Something else to know is that, unlike regular space, you don’t cruise forever after a bit of thrust. You need to actively keep the thruster on in here to go anywhere.”

“But if we do that… won’t we be using fuel and losing weight?”

“Yep, but don’t worry. I took all of that into consideration. Besides, subspace points are a lot bigger on the inside than on the outside. You get a little room for error.”

“What happens if you miscalculate?”

“Then you’re stranded and probably dead. Comms can travel through subspace, but not out of it, and not very far. So, you’d need to hope someone finds you, and you’d have to hope that said someone also has enough spare mass to be able to reach you, share with you, and then get back to where they want to go. But, most likely, you’re dead.”

Back in the game, there were players who loved to fly around systems saving stranded pilots who ran out of fuel.

Not a single one of them was willing to risk making a suicide trip to help players stranded in subspace.

“Now then,” I said. “Have Argos pull up our destination.”

Mari nodded and said, “Argos, lock onto the subspace point for Barnard’s Star.”

Argos replied, “Destination locked: Barnard’s Star Subspace Point. Estimated time until arrival: seventeen hours and twenty-three minutes.”

“There we go,” I said. “Set the course.”

“Aye, Captain!” Mari then did as ordered and set us on a course for the subspace point, burning at a full g.

“Seventeen hours gives us enough time for some sightseeing. And some napping. What’d’ya think? Face pressed up against the window, looking out into all that, while we nap?”

Mari went pure red but nodded. “Tha-that… sounds like a really… enjoyable nap to me.”

I lifted her out of the pilot’s chair and swung her over my shoulder, my hand resting on her ass to keep her secure. “Then let’s go have some fun.”

Mari really loved the sight of subspace. She spent almost the entire time watching out the windows and asking Argos to record video of any interesting sights she saw.

I couldn’t blame her. It really was a beautiful, mystical sight.

It felt like most science was more or less figured out already, or like humanity ran into a bunch of limitations that they couldn’t break through.

But subspace?

That was the great unknown that humanity knew nothing about. Even when I searched it up, there were some theories, but that was all they were. Not the kinds of theories that are basically fact, either. They were just ideas with nothing to really support them. So, in a way, the only theories about subspace were basically less credible than conspiracy theories.

And seventeen hours later, we were at the subspace point for Barnard’s Star.

Mari and I were in our usual chairs on the flight deck ready for anything. Hopefully, though, we didn’t need to be ready for anything. All I wanted was to be met by some border security wanting us to register with them or something.

“Ready to visit another system for the very first time?” I asked Mari.

“I’m ready!” Mari answered. “And… really excited. I wonder how different it’ll be from Centauri.”

“Hopefully very.”

Argos approached the subspace point near the bottom of it, so we had plenty of room for error. It helped that she was a naturally heavy girl despite her size.

Don’t tell her I called her heavy.

“Three,” I counted down, “two… one.”

We passed through the subspace point at a much more appropriate speed than the first time around.

“Entering the Barnard’s Star System,” Argos announced for us.

And as soon as we made it through…

“Incoming fire,” Argos warned.

I immediately sent us downward with the directional thrusters, barely in time to dodge a volley of kinetic rounds that would have nailed us if I hadn’t.

“The hell is going on?” I asked.

I pulled up the radar and saw… not a good sight.

“Are—are we in the middle of a war?” Mari asked.

There were two fleets, both registered with the Imperium, opening fire on each other. They were real fleets, too. The kinds of fleets that Argos could never handle on her own even with all her missiles. We’re talking battleships, cruisers, swarms of frigates—we just came into the middle of a serious battle that made every previous battle look like nothing more than a playground scrap.

And that was when we received an open broadcast from a battleship that looked like it was knocked out of commission with secondary explosions tearing through it.

A feminine voice full of fear cried out, “This is Second Daughter Clara Rommel aboard the Weeping Spear! Our escape pods were sabotaged and we have thirteen survivors in need of immediate rescue!”

I couldn’t help but smile when I heard that. “Y’hear that, Mari? A damsel’s in distress.”

“B-but… we’re in a war zone,” Mari said.

“And what better way to earn some favor and get a nice place to dock than by rescuing someone who sounds like a noble? Besides, she sounds pretty, and I can’t resist when a pretty lady asks for help.”

Mari sighed before smiling. “You wouldn’t be the captain I love if that wasn’t—a-ah… I—I said—…”

“Love ya too, Mari. Now, set me a course clear of debris for the Weeping Spear. It’s time to rescue a new damsel.”

With one of her brightest smiles yet, Mari nodded and said, “Aye, Captain!”


Afterword

Hello! This is Ace Arriande. You know, the author of this. If you didn't know, now you do. Anyways, for anyone reading one of my books for the first time, I always like to have these afterwords at the end where I just kind of ramble about things (usually related to the story).

Let’s just jump right into the rambling.

I don’t know for sure how long this series will end up being. I do have the entire first arc planned out which will span… according to my current plans, about five books. The end of that arc can serve as a potential stopping point for the series. But, if I get more ideas for how to continue the story beyond it, I definitely will. I am certainly not opposed to longer series considering I have two other series both over ten volumes long so far with no end in sight for one of them (I’m referencing Lazy Dragon Queen here). But if I feel the story should end at the resolution of the currently planned overarching arc, I’ll end it there.

I might also reach the end of that first arc earlier than planned. You never know. I’m a “pantser” when it comes to writing. I might have a general idea for how things go, but they’re basically just bullet points in a .txt document. Everything that happens between those bullet points gets made up on the spot and sometimes those bullet points are thrown out entirely. For this first volume, basically the only planning I did ahead of time was researching all star systems within ten lightyears of Earth and figuring out the specifics for Alpha Centauri.

Maybe that ruins the illusion a little for you. You’ve learned that the author basically has no idea what he’s doing and comes up with stuff on the spot instead of planning something grand out. So sad.

But. I will say that the mystery around Atlas and his supposedly isekai origin is one that is planned and will be revealed in time. That’s the other thing I had planned. It’s kind of important for this series. Hell, before coming up with anything else, I worked on how to justify the “isekai” element and how to make it more important to his character than just being a throwaway background fun fact.

I don’t do isekai or system stories anymore without first figuring out how to justify those elements in a way that satisfies me.

One thing I'm proud of myself for is making this as "hard" as possible in regard to scifi. For those unaware, there is typically soft scifi and hard scifi. Soft scifi is more or less fantasy in space. Things like Star Wars. You've got your aliens, shield and gravity generators, laser weapons, planet destroyers, unrealistic physics and ship designs, floating cities, sometimes magic, etc. Hard scifi tends to be more realistic and grounded, focusing on what's theoretically possible rather than fantasy. Now, I am by no means calling this a hard scifi series. There is still more than enough softness in here to disqualify it from that. All I did was try to make it as hard as I can as a challenge to myself while still telling the type of story that I want to tell.

The Expanse was a massive inspiration for this. I love soft scifi just as much as I love hard scifi, but I really loved what they did with The Expanse. It was the perfect blend of hard and soft. I really wanted to go for something similar in this. Like, I think having gravity in space based on either thrust or spin is really, really cool and allows for a lot more interesting situations than simply having a gravity generator or something. I also like how in space, even a tiny piece of debris can potentially be fatal to a ship when you don't have shield generators.

I do struggle with things like distances (especially since I'm forcing myself to be un-American by using the disgusting system known as the Metric System), and things like armor penetration, but I'm trying my best to keep things consistent and somewhat realistic.

If you haven't, please go check out The Expanse! Either the book or the TV show. It's an amazing scifi. Another recommendation from me, especially if you like the more anime-esque side of things and harems, is Reborn as a Space Mercenary: I Woke Up Piloting the Strongest Starship! It was another heavy inspiration for this to the point where I often felt like I was ripping it off, but I believe that I did a good job of keeping things unique and done in my own way. But if you like this, then that series has a manga and light novel series, and I highly recommend both of them! It’s even getting an anime adaptation that I’m super hyped for!

Anyways, before I abandon the topic of soft and hard scifi, I will say that I'm probably going to write another space opera at some point (maybe sooner rather than later) that focuses much more on soft scifi than hard scifi. I feel like now that I've written this and have challenged myself (while also learning) to write something "hard," now I have earned the right to go and write something far, far softer. I know that's not how it works and it's probably kind of an unhealthy way to view things, but it is what it is. Now that I've challenged myself by actually caring about realism, I've earned the right to go and completely throw realism out the airlock.

I especially want to write something focusing on a feudal system in space with a knight as the protagonist. Knights in space are really cool to me. “Knights of the Toxic God” in Stellaris is one of my favorite origins to play because of the knightly aesthetic going on. I also love classic space operas with lots of romance and drama and politics, and I think that it would be fun to focus more on those. A soft scifi space opera with a knight protagonist in a feudalistic space empire spanning the stars. There would also have to be sword fights, of course, and I don't mean laser swords. I mean just actual swords. They're way cooler than lightsabers in my opinion. But they can be made out of some scifi alloy or something so that they're still futuristic.

It’s even better when the knight has a love interest who is in a higher position than him. Golly gosh, I am a sucker for forbidden love in romance. A princess who loves a knight, but their positions in society make their love forbidden? Fuck yeah, that’s the good stuff. Besides, it’s me we’re talking about. I believe in happy endings. They’d eventually get together no matter how improper it might be.

Forbidden relationships are also why there may or may not be a trend of potentially problematic age gaps in this story. Look, in reality, I’m a man who typically dates five years younger than me and five years older than me. But in fiction? I eat those huge age gaps up.

And yes.

I play Blue Archive.

Anyways.

Overall, I’m really happy with how this first volume turned out, and so are my patrons. I’m looking forward to writing more of it in the future.

Thank you for taking the time to read my story (and this afterword if you made it this far)! If you would like to read more of what I have to offer, down below are links to my other series, Patreon, and more.

You can check out my other series, The Ascension Game, here!

And my other other series, The True Endgame, here!

Any my other other other series, Lord of Infinity, here!

And my other other other other series, Lazy Dragon Queen, here!

If you want to be among the first to hear about new book releases and special offers, consider subscribing to my mailing list! You can subscribe to the mailing list here: https://acearriande.ck.page

If you want to follow me on social media, you can check out my X at: https://x.com/ace_arriande

I have a Patreon, too, with early access to advanced chapters of all of my stories which you can find at: https://www.patreon.com/AceArriande

And if you ever want to email me for any reason, you can email me at: ace@arriande.com

I also have a YouTube that I mainly stream on you can check it out here: https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCGmETU0sr2AIjA0jwq-MsSQ

Thank you once again!
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