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It was another dull day in the Black for Troy. Most people dreamed of getting out here in the sky, 

exploring the ‘Verse – hell he once dreamed about it too. If only back then he knew how mind-

numbingly dull it all was out here; especially as an enlisted man on one of the Alliance’s ships. 

 Not that he minded the work, it was simple enough: check all of his assigned guns, fix any 

problems found. On an Alliance gunboat, with guns larger than him, that took up all of his shift. He just 

wanted something different to happen at least once. To see a planet he hadn’t before. A day of leave on 

the Rim perhaps. A skirmish with some reavers could be exciting. Not today, though. Just another 

boring shift. 

 Troy was on his third unit when he saw his breath a second before he realized it how cold it had 

gotten. He stood up, looking around to see if any other techs were displaying discomfort but there was 

no one in sight. When the ship wasn’t in combat, these halls were only lit with minimum lighting. He 

leaned out from between the big guns. The other weapons of the ship’s port battery loomed in silence. 

Their gray coloring and uniform row suddenly reminded Troy of gravestones lined up in a cemetery. 

He took a deep breath to steady himself, noticing the cloud it produced. While this area was kept cooler 

than others considering how quickly the firing guns heated up, this was too gorram cold. Frost was 

going to form on his guns – frost that could damage them and make his job harder. 

 “Hey! Stop messing with the thermostat!” Troy shouted. 

 His voice echoing was the only reply. 

 “Juh Shi Suh Mo Go Dohng Shee?” he asked turning back to his work. 

 Hiroma stood there next to the large gun, glaring at him. 

 Troy yelped in surprise and stumbled back. “Hey, man. Hadn’t seen you around in a while. No 

hard feelings, right?” 

 The other man’s mouth opened as if to reply. And kept opening, further and further until his 

chin reached his stomach. 

 Troy started to scream but there was no sound. The vapor of his breath was streaming from him 

to Hiroma.  A howl echoed around him that made his hair stand on end. 

 Troy ran. 

 His vision was blurring and his heart threatened to burst from his ribs, but Troy scrambled down 

the gun hall as fast as he could, gasping for air as he struggled between trying to breathe and escaping 

from danger. Wasn’t there someone that could help him? 

 Troy thought he tripped a moment before he realized that he was being lifted as if by a giant, 

invisible hand. Then he slammed against the ship’s bulkhead, his head smacking the metal hard. 

Hiroma stood there, glaring at him with indescribable hatred. The technician tried to say something, but 

the words died in his throat as his breath was pulled out of him. 
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 “Captain, think I’ve found something.” 

 Captain Lori leaned back in her chair, looking over her shoulder across the bridge at her 
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communications and tech officer, Kris. “What we lookin’ at?” 

 “Alliance Longbow-class patrol cruiser with two disappearances and three unexplained deaths 

in the last two years.” 

 “How unexplained?” asked Lori. 

 “The vics were suffocated somethin’ awful but there ain’t no records of environment mishaps. A 

request floated through the Cortex for a foul play Fed.” 

 “Reckon it is?” 

 Kris tucked an errant lock of brown hair behind her ear and shrugged. 

 “We’ve pounced on less,” their pilot Jin pointed out. His seat was down the steps between the 

other two, close to the fore of the ship. 

 “Came up empty sometimes, too,” said Lori. “Anything else of interest?” 

 Kris nodded. 

 The captain sighed loudly as she stood up. “Jin, lay in a course and take us there.” 

 “A ‘longbow,’ ma’am?” asked Jin. “That’s a lot of guns pointing at us.” 

 “Let’s hope they’re hospitable today,” Lori said. “Kris, toss the case to Mikey while you get 

started on our papers. Have Scrap prepare a shopping list.” 

 “Got the coordinates, we’ll intercept them in about an hour,” said Jin. 

 “Let’s go to work!” 

 

Mikey ‘Patch’ Wesson climbed the spiral staircase that connected the two decks of the ship at the 

starboard side of the cargo bay. Their young, teenaged engineer was walking by as Patch stepped onto 

the upper level. 

 “Hey, Patch! I’m your retarded assistant,” said Scrap as he went on his way to the engine room 

at the aft of the ship. 

 “And what’s your role on the job?” the doctor shouted back with a smirk. 

 “You should be a-goin’ mite easier on him,” said Kris when Patch joined her, Lori and Jin in the 

hall leading to the bridge. 

 “He’s an annoyin’ twerp,” Mikey said. 

 “Everyone is at sixteen.” 

 “Michael, this cover story’s ridin’ plumb on your efforts,” Lori said. “You don’t wanna, be 

tellin’ me now.” 

 “I’ll sell it,” Patch said.  

 Kris wrinkled her nose as she handed him their sheet of smart-paper. “Sure? You’re already 

smellin’ ripe.” 

 “It was only before the job,” Mikey said as he took the sheet. He adjusted his circle glasses to 

read it. “This it?” 

 “What more you wantin’?” asked Kris. 

 Patch uttered a string of Chinese under his breath. “The victims’ names? Their time of death or 

guai even a date more precise than ‘a few weeks ago?’” 

 “All that’s on the ship’s contained, internal system. The Cortex can’t reach,” Kris replied. 

“Details ain’t gonna be broadcasted ‘cross the ‘Verse if foul play’s afoot. You’ll have to be a-readin’ all 

that there.” 

 “We askin’ them to toss us papers in the detention cells?” Patch asked. 

 “I could sell the investigator cover,” Jin said. “Whoever called the investigation will cross-

check us personally givin’ me a chance to delay. Could buy us an hour or two.” 

 “If you fail, cover’s blown in minutes and we’re humped beyond words,” said Lori. “No, we’ll 

let this be Mikey’s show. Any ideas what we’re up against, Doc?” Lori asked. 

 Patch shook his head. “Not without nothin’ on the vics. With the cover, we’ll be runnin’ thin 
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anyway. Best hope we can scrounge off the Alliance.” 

 “How’s our medical supplies?” 

 “Same ‘s always: understocked and outadate. Don’t none of ya’ll be gittin’ shot, bit or stabbed.” 

 “So this job, we all have sticky fingers,” said the captain. “With the boat on auto, we’re shiny 

for an hour or so. Everyone get ready.” 

 “Weapons stashed over engine two,” Scrap said over the comm system. 

 Lori stepped over to the wall and pressed the intercom. “See if you can rig up some readin’s of 

engine two losin’ containment. Let’s discourage curiosity.” 

 “I could actually screw with containment.” 

 “Scrap, if you blow up my boat, you’d better be on it,” Lori said before turning back to the rest 

of her crew. “Jin, Kris, load up. I’ll be in my shuttle. Mikey?” 

 “Keep searchin’; keep readin’,” he said. 

 Lori nodded and headed back to the bridge where an access port lowered down into the shuttle 

underneath that she had repurposed into quarters. Kris led Jin to the port side room next to her quarters 

she had redesigned into a workshop. Patch sighed as he walked to the bridge and sat down in Kris’ 

chair. He pulled up the Cortex report on the ship they were heading for and began combing through 

everything he could find, desperately searching for some clue on what awaited them. ”Rung Tse Song 

Di Ching Dai Wuo Tzo,” he muttered to himself. 

 

 “Unknown ship! Power down your engines and prepare for inspection.” 

 Lori stared at the large Alliance ship that filled the bridge’s windows. “Here we go,” she 

muttered to herself before hitting the key to send her ship’s docking procedure to the other vessel. 

 She was the last one in the cargo bay, pulling on her leather jacket and missing the jingling she 

normally heard from the charms that covered it. Everyone else looked just as uneasy as her, dressed as 

they were in clothes not like their usual hunting gear. The ship groaned as the Alliance vessel joined 

with them, followed by clicking and hissing sounds of the airlocks docking together. “Showtime, ya’ll,” 

said Lori, facing the starboard airlock. 

 A few seconds later the procedure finished and the safety light over the door flashed green. Lori 

nodded to Patch and he hit the button on the control panel next to the door. The cargo bay door slowly 

rose, revealing a retinue of Alliance soldiers aiming their weapons at the crew. In the middle of the line, 

a stern looking young man of Asian ancestry stepped forward. He removed his uniform’s cap, revealing 

a shaved pate, and said, “State your business.” 

 Lori stepped forward and flashed her warmest, inviting smile to heighten her exotic beauty and 

put the Alliance at ease. Her long black hair was woven in a braid that trailed to the middle of her back 

with a string of charms woven into it. A simple burgundy shirt flattered her beneath the black leather 

jacket and contrasted her dark colored cargo pants. Wrapped around her left wrist and hand was a 

Catholic rosary and other bracelets circled her right. The straps of a necklace could be seen descending 

into her shirt. Lori waved at them and said, “Ni How. I am Captain Lori Walker and I’d like to welcome 

you to the Echo Trail. To my far left is Jin, our crazy pilot.” 

 Jin, though he was only one and three quarter meters tall, was a large, balding man with what 

hair remained a shade of gray that was nearly white. On top of his head he had a pair of flight goggles 

complete with the hinged dark lenses. He wore a wide brown leather belt complete with a belt buckle 

that was almost comically large which worked to constrain his girth and force it into a pair of work 

pants that ended at a pair of unlaced burgundy-colored leather boots. He wore a loose faded-from-too-

many-washings flannel long-sleeve shirt over an olive-colored Blue-Sun tee. In contrast to his skull, a 

long scraggly beard of dark hair streaked with gray covered most of his face and upper chest. Through 

said beard he grinned at the soldiers revealing a mouth full of crooked, yellowed teeth. 

 “Don’t worry. He ain’t as dangerous as he looks except behind the wheel.” Lori then gestured to 
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her immediate right and said, “Between him and I is our doctor, Michael Wesson, but we call him 

Patch.” 

 Standing at one point eight five meters and of African descent, Patch was the tallest and darkest, 

in the line. Like the Alliance officer, he kept his head shaved but wore a pair of round spectacles 

perched on the end of his nose. In his button up, light blue shirt, tan slacks and white labcoat, he looked 

every bit his role as a doctor. In his right hand he carried the stereotypical black doctor’s bag and in his 

left, was a shiny metal cylinder. 

 Lori pointed to the kid just behind Patch. “That’s his retarded assistant, Scrap Heap.” 

 Scrap was of Caucasian descent, only fifteen and just over one and half meters, probably still 

waiting for his growth spurt. His denim pants and wife beater were stained with engine grease and a 

few other unidentified colors that were probably engine related. Dirty-blond hair sprouted from his 

head in every direction and trailed down his neck, complimenting his disheveled look. He smiled at the 

soldiers and waved so enthusiastically it looked like his arm might detach from his shoulder. 

 “Looks like he’s been around the engines,” noted the lead officer. 

 “When we don’t be havin’ injured, he helps out our engineer, Kris,” Lori answered, patting the 

back of the girl on her left. “Though, she’s mute, so don’t be expectin’ much conversation from her.” 

 Of mixed ancestry, Kris was the second tallest member of the crew but more lithe than Mikey. 

She wore a long black skirt that trailed to the floor with slits on both sides that allowed the leggings and 

garters she wore to occasionally peak through. Sandals of some kind allowed her painted toes to shine 

outside the dress’ hem, but any more details were hidden by the fabric. A rustic colored corset gave her 

torso an alluring shape that kept drawing the eyes of some of the Alliance guards. A large pair of square 

glasses almost obscured her face, but added an accent to her green eyes. Finally she had pulled her long 

chestnut hair was pulled into a partial ponytail that framed her face perfectly. 

 The officer stared at them a moment. “Well… it’s been a ‘pleasure’ to meet all of you. Now 

stand aside so we can inspect this vessel. Your… classification is unregistered, ma’am.” 

 “She’s custom built,” Lori said with a bit of pride. 

 “And we wouldn’t find any regulation violations in this ‘custom’ boat, captain?” asked the 

officer. The other Alliance soldiers, except for one, lowered their weapons and moved into the ship, to 

begin surveying everything. 

 “‘scuse me, sir,” Patch said as he stepped forward. “I have me here some medical data to give to 

your staff,” he said, holding up the silver cylinder. 

 “Give it here, I’ll see they get it,” the officer said. 

 “Ain’t gonna happen,” Patch said, taking a step back. “I’m deliverin’ this personally to keep 

ya’ll ornery Sha Gwa from ruinin’ any of it.” 

 “Jin Joh Bu Chi Chi Fah Joh,” said the officer. 

 “But under article twelve, subsection three of the Unification Treaty Alliance vessels are 

required to exchange medical information with all non-aggressive, law-compliant rim-ships.” 

 The leader glared at Patch for several long seconds then turned to his subordinate who remained 

and asked, “Does it really say that?” 

 The subordinate turned away and began talking into his mic too low for any of the Echo Trail 

crew to hear. Finally he turned back to his commander and nodded. 

 “Fine. Put those two,” said the commander, pointing at Kris and Jin, “into one of the holding 

cells and escort Captain Lori to an interrogation room. They’ll wait there while the doctor and his 

‘nurse’ visit our infirmary – in person.” 

 “Kan Wo Men Zen Me Si Ba,” said Lori to herself as they walked onto the Alliance ship. 

 

*   *   * 
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 “I must admit, in all my years in the Black, I’ve never had anyone invoke the treaty,” said the 

chief medical officer as she sat down across from Patch and passed him a steaming cup of hot coffee. 

 “Is that real coffee?” asked Patch, taking a sip. “Dao-Gao-Yee-Chi Moh-Gao-Yee-Juhn yourself, 

ma’am. Now as to what you were sayin’, a lovely young gal like yourself can’t have been out here that 

long.” 

 She smiled and her olive skin seemed to darken as she tucked a stray strand of her black hair 

behind her ear. “I did my internship out here. The frontier has always fascinated me.” 

 “To be the CMO of a Longbow class so soon... There must be more than one infirmary here.” 

 “Four, actually.” She grew quiet and stared into her coffee. “And I was… promoted by death. A 

few months ago we were in a... horrible battle. By the time it was over, I was the highest ranking 

medical officer left.” 

 Patch took a sip. “Sorry. Out here in the Black... ‘tis usually the way. We’re only in charge 

‘cause someone else violently vacated.” 

 They sat there in silence for a minute, leading to Scrap squirming uncomfortably in the 

neighboring seat. Patch caught his eye and titled his head to the room behind. Silently, the kid got up 

and went there. 

 “Thanks for the coffee,” said Patch, after he had drained the cup and Scrap had left the room. 

He lifted the cylinder onto the table. “Shall we work?” With a press, a thin drawer popped out of the 

bottom, revealing several data storage devices. 

 She picked one and put it into a slot on her work pad. “These are good,” she said as her eyes 

scanned over the information flooding the screen. “You make some quality notes. But all this could 

have been relayed over the Cortex.” 

 Patch undid the latch on the cylinder’s front and lifted the lid to reveal the tops of eight vials 

that had been pushed down into a flexible packing foam. “This couldn’t.” 

 The other doctor lifted one of the vials and read its label. “You have live, active samples?” 

 “Makes the trip worthwhile, don’t it?” 

 

Jin whistled a tune lacking any semblance of rhythm or pitch as he slouched on the bunk in the holding 

cell with Kris. 

 “Quiet down in there!” shouted the guard, banging his truncheon on the Plexiglas containing 

them. 

 “I’ll trade you my silence for something to drink,” said Jin. 

 The guard glared at them. “It’s not time for your water ration.” 

 Jin got up and approached the glass. Leaning on it, he whispered, “You’re looking a little hung-

over. Fun night?” 

 “What business is it to you?” 

 Jin glanced around as if he could see beyond the cell. “I’ve been there, brotha, too many days. 

Looks like you’ve got no other prisoner besides us.” 

 “Your neighbor in ‘one’ is a crewmate,” the guard said, pointing down the hall. “Captain threw 

him in for smarting off one too many times.” 

 “How long he got?” 

 “What do you care?” 

 “Just curious. How about a deal: you give us a bit of water, we’ll let you rest,” said Jin. 

 The guard eyed him suspiciously. 

 “It’s all shiny brotha. We can’t escape any how without making racket and waking you, which 

will make you a mite cranky. So it’s in our best interest to behave and let you sleep.” 

 The guard glared a few more seconds but finally walked away. A minute later, he returned with 

a palm-sized metal cup of water. “Listen close,” said the guard. “This is all both of you are getting until 
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ration time. Wake me up and I’ll beat your ass. Not be in this cell when I check on you later, I’ll beat 

your ass then jettison you into space.” 

 “Understood.” 

 The guard opened the port on the Plexiglas, folding it down so it formed a little shelf upon 

which he sat the cup. Jin picked it up and then the guard closed it back. 

 Jin took a sip. “Sweet dreams,” he told the leaving guard. Then a minute later he shouted, “Hey! 

What’s your name? In case something happens!” 

 “Oliver!” the guard shouted back down the hall. 

 Jin listened until he couldn’t hear footsteps. The ship’s brig was a hall that stretched into a dead 

end against the outside hull. This particular model had eight cells, four on each side of the hall and Jin 

had noted they were placed in number three, next to the other occupied cell when they were marched in 

here. To their right, the hall ended in a guard station with monitoring equipment and weapons. If they 

tried escaping, the two of them either had to risk the vacuum of the Black, or charge at an enemy with a 

fortified position while he and Kris were confined to a hall with little cover. There had never even been 

rumors of anyone ever escaping from an Alliance ship. 

 Jin turned to face Kris and took a slow sip of water. With his eyes, he pointed to the upper 

corner of the cell which contained the surveillance camera. 

 Although one couldn’t hide from the camera completely, Kris scooted over on the bench to 

directly beneath it where her actions would be a little obscured. Putting her left foot onto her right knee, 

she pried the heel from her boot, revealing a circular metal device that took up all of the hidden 

compartment. She reached up, sticking it to the wall in the corner, as high as she could reach from her 

seat. She nodded at Jin, then pressed the center of circle. A small yellow light came on it for a few 

seconds, then switched to red. 

 Jin walked over and handed the cup to Kris. She took a drink while he walked back and sat 

down on his bunk. The two of them mouthed counting to five at each other, then Kris got up and 

walked over to hand the cup to Jin and returned to her bunk. They counted to five again, then she 

pressed the device’s button, shutting the light off. A quick flick of a switch on it later, she hit the button 

again and this time the light turned came on green. 

 Jin pulled a medallion out from behind his shirt and tapped on it a few times. “Sound dampener 

on.” 

 Kris opened her mouth and produced a clear plastic tube which she pulled apart to remove the 

ear bud and small mic with flexible antenna. Jin pulled out his own pair of communication tech from 

behind his beard. Kris set the bud in her ear and tapped the tiny ‘on’ button. “Anyone on?” she asked 

into the mic as she clipped it to the bracelet she was wearing. 

 “Just me, darling,” said Jin with a wink as he put on his own gear. 

 Kris waited a few more seconds to see if any more of the crew were connected. “You’re certain 

the cameras are time-delayed?” 

 Jin nodded. “The lengths of deployments of these ships demand it. Your toy should have a good 

loop there.” 

 “Still, I don’t want it to run any longer than we need. Let’s get online. I can’t stand sitting here 

blind.” 

 Jin nodded and handed her the cup of water. 

 “You sure?” she asked. 

 “You need it more,” said Jin. 

 Kris drained the last of the water and they got to work. From behind his large belt buckle, Jin 

pulled out a circuit board folded in half; then, on the back side of his belt, withdrew a small, square 

container made of hard, black plastic. Kris reached up to her hair and removed four clips that were 

holding it in place as well as the band holding her partial ponytail. However, her hair didn’t spring out 
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until she withdrew five flexible wires concealed within it. Jin pulled the laces from both of his boots 

that were identical flexi-wires though a bit thicker with insulation. Kris ran her hand along her skirt’s 

hem line until she felt the straps connecting her leggings and garter belt. From them she withdrew three 

pairs of blank, black typing keys from her left leg, then her right. Jin removed his left shoe and sock 

then rolled up his pants leg. Taped to his very hairy leg were three wide, flat data cables. He ripped 

them off with barely a wince and tossed them to Kris.  

 “Thanks. Now can you give me a moment?” 

 Jin looked disappointed but got up and stared out at the empty cell across from them. Once his 

back was turned, Kris loosened the straps on her corset. Just under where it joined were two small 

metal frames. After removing them, she gave them a flick, causing a pair of crossbars to pop up from 

both, giving them an ‘F’ shape. She partially retied the corset then took off her glasses and popped both 

lenses out of it. 

 “Catch.” 

 Jin turned around and caught her frames which he tucked into a vest pocket. Kris withdrew 

another small, square case of hard black plastic from the heel of her right boot. Opening both hers and 

Jin’s containers, she took the computer chips they held and slotted them into the small circuit board. 

Once they were all placed and the data cables connected, she slid the frame onto it then slid each pair 

of keys upright into the frame. After all twelve were above their contact points, she snapped together 

the other half of the frame. She tossed the now empty cup to Jin. “I need a plate and power.” 

 Jin caught the cup and, with one quick motion, smashed it flat. He handed it back to her then 

took off his goggles. Lifting up the dark lenses jointed to the googles, he shook out a tiny, circular 

battery into her hand. 

 Kris placed the flattened metal cup between the two arms sticking up from her contraption and 

secured her former glasses to it with the four clips she had pulled from her hair, an electrical cable 

running to each one. Then she plugged the battery onto the back of the circuit board and her jury-rigged 

computer flickered on. 

 It was two seconds before the device finished booting up, but finally a line of green text 

flickered on the tiny screen she had constructed. She hit some of the keys and more text filled the 

screen which she could scroll through by touching. 

 “Does it work?” asked Jin. 

 “Of course it works,” said Kris in a scandalized tone without looking up from the device as she 

continued to type on it. “I’m the best.” 

 “Especially now that Mr. Universe is dead.” 

 “Please, half of his toys were stolen from me.” 

 “Would that include his love bot?” 

 Kris didn’t respond, but focused more on the readout. 

 Jin grew nervous. “That bad?” 

 “Worse.” 

 

The only comfort Lori could find in the basic metal chair she was sitting in was that it was identical to 

the one the questioner would also enjoy; so at least her ass wouldn’t suffer alone. She squirmed to try 

and find some sitting position that wasn’t numbing but such was beyond the possible in the ‘Verse. She 

really wanted to stand up and stretch out her legs but she didn’t dare risk the ire of the guard at the door 

who didn’t seem to be the understanding type. Then again, with the face-obscuring helmet he wore, he 

could be asleep for all she knew. Though the side arm he carried was the non-lethal sonic model, it 

would hurt like hell and she was in no mood for it today, so she stayed in the chair. They could have at 

least left a book or magazine in here. With nothing but the guard, two chairs, and a basic metal table, 

the room itself was oppressing her with boredom. 
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 After eternity had passed, twice, the door opened and the young officer that had greeted them 

entered carrying a file. With a nod of his head he dismissed the guard to join its partner covering the 

other side of the door. 

 “All alone... no restraints... you either think I ain’t no threat or you plumb like me,” said Lori as 

the officer took a seat at the opposite end of the table. 

 “On the other side of that wall,” he said, pointing to his left without looking up from the file, “is 

space. Should anything interrupt the Alliance transceivers we each have connected to our lifesigns, or 

none of us are in this room, it will open in two seconds and leave you to embrace the Black.” 

 “Oh,” she said, looking at the wall on her right that now had an extra layer of menace to it. 

“That’s... clever.” 

 “Captain Lori Walker. Your file makes for interesting reading.” 

 “Really? I always thought it dreadful borin’.” 

 “So it should be. Quite a crew you’ve assembled for such a dull passenger liner.” 

 “There’s always someone lookin’ for work.” 

 “Your ship doesn’t match any known class and is heavily modified.” 

 “Made it myself and it suits my needs.” 

 The officer held up a sheet of smart-paper displaying a CL-54 Mogushchestvenniy (a.k.a. 

‘mighty’) Cargo Lifter with a distinct floral pattern painted on its hull. “This the ship you used to have, 

is it? Back when you were... a runner? During the war?” 

 Lori swallowed. The sight of her father’s old boat reignited old pain. “Yes.” 

 “And that vessel?” 

 “Another casualty of the war. What’s left is in Echo Trail.” 

 He arched one of his eyebrows. “Odd. According to your record, you made it through without 

honor or disgrace. Which adds to your mystery, Miss Walker, because nobody came through that war 

clean.” 

 “You’re right,” she said, a slight smile twitching on her lips. “I ran goods for both sides.” 

 He stared at her a moment, dumbfounded by her honesty. “Hm. Well there was suspicion about 

that in your file. Tell me, who did you favor? Alliance or Browncoats?” 

 Lori shrugged. “Neither. Best for business to keep everyone fightin’.” 

 “So why shouldn’t I bind the lot of you by law and impound your ship?” 

 “The war was a long time ago and we’ve done nothing wrong. Improper papers only net us a 

fine.” 

 “And the ongoing inspection of your ship won’t turn up any regulation violations?” 

 Lori stared at him. “What’s your name, boy?” 

 “I am the one conducting this inter—” 

 “Ain’t even thirty I’d wager, but you gots some lieutenant bars on your vest. So you’re good at 

your job and showin’ lots of promise. Yet why are you here? If I’m too important for a sergeant to 

interview, it should be a colonel or higher occupyin’ that chair. Why are you here, lieutenant?” 

 “A wayward ship in the Black—” 

 Lori leaned forward, resting her arms on the table. “I’ll tell you why you’re here: All the rules, 

regulations and whatnot? Those are just a framework to help you grasp a wild, incomprehensibly cruel 

‘Verse. You don’t realize that yet. Command has noticed your potential, but you have to learn that 

sometimes the right decision is the worst choice.” 

 The officer stared at her. “Was that speech supposed to let you go?” 

 

Scrap Heap left the table while Patch and the lady doc talked a lot of terms that meant nothing to him. 

They seemed to have taken a shine to each other (and she did have some nice tits) so he doubted they 

would miss him. The office they were flirting in was next to what must have been the main recovery 
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ward. Ten beds lined the room, five on each side with recessed displays and equipment hanging above 

and next to each one. Dedicated power cables bulged out of the walls, both painted the same color of 

soothing blue. He figured this entire section were probably supplied with more electrical output than 

the rest. Redundant air vents and atmosphere regulators told him this place was designed to die last 

after every other part of the ship. 

 “Scrap!” 

 He turned around to see Patch and the lady approaching.  

 “Doctor Lien Alkema here has somethin’ she wants me to look at it. While we’re gone, I want 

you stay here, and do not touch anythin’,” Patch said with a wink. 

 “Stay here. No touch,” said Scrap, pretending to have problems pronouncing the words as he sat 

down on the floor. “Stay here. No touch. Stay here. No touch,” he repeated over and over. 

 “We shouldn’t take too long,” said Patch as the other doctor put her arm in his. “I keep the 

commands simple with him. Though what I just told him means he’ll stay there ‘till he pisses himself.” 

 Scrap waited until he couldn’t hear either doctor once the doors had closed behind them. He got 

up and grabbed Patch’s black doctor’s bag which had been left behind. Hidden in the natty chaos of his 

hair, Scrap pulled out his communicator and tapped on, asking for anyone to respond. While static 

answered him, he selected his favorite number and clambered upon the bed with ‘4’ etched in the wall 

above it. With a quick yank of the release and a bit of effort, he pulled the patient monitor from the 

wall, the large screen moving gracefully on a multi-jointed, extending hinge. Opening the bag, Scrap 

dug around for the screwdriver and began unscrewing the plastic back of the monitor. Once all six 

screws were removed, he exposed the monitor’s internal circuitry, taking care as the back cover was 

nearly as wide as his arm span. Leaning it against the bed, he reached into the med kit and pulled out a 

rectangular box the size of his hand. Pulling on one end, he exposed a set of tiny pins in the box and 

then located a port of the right size in the monitor. With a grunt of effort, he replaced the chip that was 

occupying said port with his new part. Tracing power feeds that ran inside the monitor, he found three 

that could be spared. He slid open a side panel on the black box to expose the power inputs, the 

rerouted his chosen feeds to the new install. 

 Satisfied everything was done, Scrap tried to push the monitor back into place; only to find that 

the addition was too bulky. Pulling the monitor back out, he felt around the crevice. 

 “A seam,” he muttered to himself, grinning as he found it. “There’s always a seam.” Scrap 

picked up a heavier screwdriver and started prying a section of the wall out. “You Alliance are so 

plumb predictable I don’t even know why they need me on these things.” The wall section finally 

popped open and Scrap was surprised to see a substantial access space behind it. He dumped the panel 

and plastic backing into the gap and pushed the monitor back into place without any trouble. 

 “Alright, Kris. Your backdoor is wide open,” he said, before snickering to himself. 

 

 “Worse? How can it be worse?” Jin crossed the cell to sit beside her. 

 “First, we’re out of range of each other. All of us,” Kris answered as she worked on her 

computer. “I thought you said the Alliance kept their infirmaries next to the brig.” 

 “They do!” he replied. “Well... one of them.” 

 “It’s not the one Patch and Scrap are at. No reading from the captain either. Who knows where 

they’re interrogatin’ her. We should have brought equipment with greater signal strength.” 

 “Much larger and the comm equipment will be uncomfortable.” 

 Kris rubbed her ear. “They’re already very—” 

 “To smuggle in.” 

 Her expression grew squeamish as she considered the prospect. “We are so humped.” 

 “We just need to be patient and watch for an opportunity.” 

 “No.” 
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 “Why?” 

 Kris held up her screen. “They’re already sending feelers out onto the Cortex to see if anything 

about us pops up. They’re just holdin’ us until we can be bound by law.” 

 “So? You’ve kept our records scrubbed.” 

 Kris’s gaze grew more intent on her screen. 

 “Kris?” 

 “Alright! I try to but with everythin’ we’ve been up to... some tidbits might be floating around 

out there. Interpol especially is hard to clean.” 

 “We are so humped,” Jin sighed, slumping against the wall. 

 “Ai Yah Tien Ah,” sighed Kris as she did the same. 

 They sat there in silence. 

 “Unless we could get a bigger antenna,” Kris half mumbled to herself. 

 “What do you mean?” 

 She gained that far away gaze she did when her mind went into overdrive. “Riggs here can see 

the Alliance’s system, but there’s no way I can get in without triggerin’ the alarm. I need to reach the 

trojan Scrap Heap should’ve installed.” 

 “But you said we’re out of range.” 

 “We are. However, if I can get a signal burst to reach it, even a second, I should be able to route 

us access through the ship’s own systems. Set up a low level yet secure channel and our signals could 

carry through their own network.” 

 “You just need a big enough antenna?” 

 Kris nodded. “We might be able to rig somethin’ from inside here but it ain’t gonna be quiet, 

quick, or pretty.” 

 “No need,” Jin said with a sigh as he rolled up his left sleeve. Kris’s eyes grew wide. Just below 

his elbow, a blue plastic-looking tube jutted from his skin. On the inside of his arm, closer to the wrist 

his skin was pulled back around a metal plate. On the outside of his arm, a dozen wires seemed to rise 

up and plunge back into his body. 

 “Jin, you’re... a tin-man?” 

 He shrugged. “Mostly. Still looking for that heart. And yes, the medallion was just for show. 

The sound dampener is within me.” 

 “How long you—” 

 “Too long,” he said, interrupting. “Now stick it to me and let’s get on with the job.” 

 Kris might have chuckled if the sight wasn’t a bit grotesque. She pulled the mic out of her 

sleeve and with her nails, pulled out some wires from it, stripping their insulation. Then she did the 

same on one of the wires poking out of Jin. With a practiced hand, she connected them then attached 

the wires to her makeshift computer. When he nodded, she tapped the screen to command the power 

burst and watched Jin’s entire body tense up from the voltage flowing into him. 

 

 Lori laughed. “Let me go? Right now I’d settle for the speech makin’ you a less insufferable 

human being.” 

 The officer leaned forward. “You think I’m insufferable, Captain Walker?” 

 “Mightily. Where I come from, it’s plumb rude to not tell someone your name.” 

 He actually smiled. “Misra. Lieutenant Kai Misra.” 

 Lori returned the smile. “Pleasure to finally meet ya, Mr. Misra.” 

 “You’re not thinking knowing my name is going to save you, does it?” 

 “-ould be working. Hello? Hello? Please someone say they can hear me.” Jin’s voice crackled 

over the listening bud in Lori’s ear. 

 “‘bout time,” groaned Scrap Heap. “I earned a med-’gree waitin’ on ya’ll.” 
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 “No,” said Lori. But it might save you, she thought to herself. 

 

 “Your ‘nurse’ won’t wreck my hospital, will he?” 

 Patch chuckled and patted the slender, lovely hand that was resting on his arm. “Course not! 

Besides, we’re just a-going to your morgue. How long could we be?” 

 He pretended not to notice her expression of faux innocence as he pulled out the ear bud 

smuggled in his sleeve and slipped it into his left ear. 

 A minute later she opened a pair of opaque gray doors and they entered the ship’s morgue. She 

slipped from his grasp and went to a console standing in the middle of the room, facing the wall with 

fifteen square doors arranged in a five by three grid. 

 “Seven, eight and nine contain our latest popsicles,” said Dr. Alkema. She typed something out 

and Patch heard audible clicks from the three drawers unlocking. 

 Patch slid open the first container. “This be a remarkably preserved body,” he said, looking over 

the corpse. 

 “Part of the advantage of keeping your morgue partially exposed to the vacuum of the Black. 

Each one of those doors is a miniature airlock.” 

 “Clever. So this fella...” Patch said, inspecting the body, “lungs collapsed from asphyxiation. 

Hmmmm... Are these bruises on his back?” 

 “Fairly standard for someone falling to the deck after death.” 

 “But asphyxiation takes time. Most people lower themselves to their knees before fallin’.” Patch 

picked up the smart-paper affixed just above the corpse’s head. “Troy here had a lot of lactic acid in his 

legs.” 

 “I saw that but wasn’t sure it was relevant to the COD?” 

 “Boy was runnin’,” said Patch. 

 “So the guy was on a job, hit a section of the ship where the air malfunctioned and keeled over,” 

said Lien. 

 “Any reports of maintenance problems on this boat?” 

 Lien pondered the question a moment then shook her head. 

 “Then I’d say this fella was runnin’ for his life. Scared judgin’ from these adrenal levels.” 

 “You think this was foul play?” 

 “After what I’ve seen out here? Always,” Patch said. He opened the second slab and checked 

the report attached to the corpse in there. “Here again. Less muscle use but his body’s downright 

flooded with adrenaline.” He opened the third slab and pulled out its report. “And three makes bingo.” 

 “But there’s neither bruises around their necks nor a crushed windpipe between them. We’ve yet 

to find any DNA residue on them from fighting an attacker. You may have seen a lot, but I’d bet most 

people when being choked would fight back.” 

 “-ould be working. Hello? Hello? Please someone say they can hear me,” crackled Jin’s voice 

over the listening bud. 

 “You make a fine point, Mrs. Alkema.” 

 “Oh it’s ‘miss’ Alkema. I mean – doctor Alkema. One doesn’t have a lot of time for things 

besides the job out here on the Rim.” 

 “‘bout time,” groaned Scrap Heap’s voice. “I earned a med-’gree waitin’ on you.” 

 Patch walked over to the console and leaned against it, looking Lien straight in the eye. “Don’t I 

know it. Out here, we make the connections we can, savorin’ them before they flee away.” 

 Lien stared into his eyes, leaning in closer. “So what’s your prescription, doctor?” 

 Patch leaned closer as well, his lips drawing near to hers. 

 “We’re on a tight clock here people,” said Jin. 

 Patch pulled back. “We should...” he paused, trying to cover his sudden lack of breath. “We 
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should be findin’ how three men died without a clue from the killer – whether it’s man or ship.” 

 “I’m out of ideas,” Lien said, suddenly focusing very intently on the console. 

 “There was... a poison, I’ve seen on the Rim. Very rare, ya’ll probably didn’t test for it neither. 

Think I’ve got what I need to test for it in my bag.” 

 Dr. Alkema looked around. “Where is it?” 

 Patch looked around too then slapped his forehead. “I must’ve left it back at the infirmary. You 

mind waitin’ on me while I go get it?” 

 “Is Kris online?” asked Scrap. 

 She tapped a few keys on the console and the three drawers slid back into their slots followed 

by a muffled hiss of vacuum reasserting itself. “Tell you what. I’ll head back to my quarters. This deck, 

room twenty-two,” she said, approaching him and placing a hand on his shoulder. “Once you’ve found 

it, bring it by, and we’ll play doctor.” 

 Patch put on the dorkiest smile he could until she left. 

 “She had to break her mic to get us up and running,” Jin answered. “Has anyone heard from 

doc?” 

 “He went off with some hottie,” said Scrap Heap. “It’s probably best we can’t hear nothin’ from 

him right now.” 

 Patch fished his mic out of his pocket and fixed it to the cuff of his lab coat. “We’re in the 

morgue, Chwen Joo.” 

 “Oh. She’s a bit kinky, eh?” said Jin with barely suppressed laughter. 

 “This a hunt, or comedy hour? Focus, ya’ll,” said Patch. 

 “What are we up against besides the Alliance’s soul-crushing bureaucracy?” Jin asked. 

 “Hang on.” Patch withdrew a black rectangular device from his lab coat that looked like a 

standard medical data interpreter. Unlike the interpreters, it had a thin metal antenna he pulled out and 

the screen was a series of red bars when activated the device. One by one, he waved the device over all 

three doors containing the corpses. When the antenna pointed at each door, most of the red bars 

pulsated. “We got us a ghost. Victims were a-runnin’ scared, and the killer left no evidence except for 

bodies are lousy with EMF.” 

 “So the oldest corpse must be the ghost,” Scrap noted. “Doc I’m comin’ your way. We can salt 

and light the Huen Dahn and be outta here.” 

 “Language, boy,” said Jin. 

 “It ain’t him,” Patch said as he left the morgue and headed back to the infirmary. “Was dead like 

the others and just as soaked with EMF. We got a crew manifest?” 

 “One moment, she’s checking,” Jin answered. “Ok, over a year ago this vessel was in a pitched 

battle where a significant portion of the crew were lost. Since then, after repairs and restaffing... this 

boat’s five crew short.” 

 Patch entered the infirmary and went to the doctor’s computer terminal. Scrap joined him from 

the recovery room. “Kris, can you send the profiles of the five odds?” 

 “She just needs your terminal ID, Patch,” said Jin. 

 “Where’s that?” 

 Scrap sighed as he crawled under the desk. Once he found the proper label, he read it over the 

comm. Shortly afterwards, the screen lit up and five names were displayed along with other details like 

date of birth and rank number. 

 “I... I need this sorted. Kris, put the three dead at the top.” 

 The list was rearranged. 

 Patch pulled out the reports he had stolen from the morgue and arranged them by estimated time 

of deaths. “Ok, those are the three stiffs. Now how’s anyone know those other two names are missin’?” 

 “ID cards and thumb prints are used to access many areas,” answered Jin. “If neither of those 
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nor any computer access codes of a person pass through the security mainframe for more than forty-

eight hours, a missing flag is assigned to that person.” 

 “Show me the last time either of these two showed up in the system,” Patch said. 

 “Kris says she can but it’s tricky. Hold on,” Jin said. 

 Scrap climbed up onto the table in the room and sat there, swinging his feet back and forth in 

boredom. 

 “She says it should be on there now.” 

 “That’s him,” Patch said, pointing to a name. “Hiroma Donaldson is our ghost.” 

 “Last log-in was before the first death,” said Jin. “You think he was murdered...” 

 “...and his body stashed on this Joo Fuen Chse,” Patch finished. 

 “Should be easy enough. How easy can it be to hide a body on a spaceship?” asked Jin. 

 “Scrap! Picture a body around Kris’ height and weight. What’s the max that could be hid on this 

ship without anyone findin’?” asked Patch. 

 The teen shut his eyes and pressed his fists against his forehead. “Rough estimate... without full 

ship schematic... Guessin’ base on outside design... two hundred and twelve thousand possible hidin’ 

spots. Give or take dependin’ on how intact you want to leave the body.” 

 “That’s gonna take awhile to search,” Patch said into his mic. 

 There was silence over the radio. 

 “How many cabinets were in the morgue?” Scrap asked. 

 “Fifteen.” 

 “Ok. Minus three bodies, that’s two-hundred and twelve thousand, twelve hidin’ places,” said 

Scrap. 

 “Guys, Kris’s yelling at me,” said Jin. “We’ve been meaning to tell everyone, we don’t have the 

time. They’re doing Cortex a search on us and we’re humped if Interpol make the connection to us.” 

 “How long till they do?” Patch asked. 

 “Uh... any minute.” 

 “We could see if where they found the bodies overlap on a map of the ship,” Scrap said. 

 There was silence over the radio again as they let Kris work. 

 “Kris’s figuring on an average ghost range of fifty meters. Using each body discovery point as 

the center of a sphere... nearly every part of the ship is covered but the engines or bridge,” Jin 

answered. 

 “Gorramit,” said Patch. “Where do we start?” 

 “You and Scrap go over that victim list in detail, look for commonalities,” Jin said. “Kris and I 

have an idea.” 

 

 Kris looked at Jin in confusion. “What idea?” 

 “Talking to our neighbor.” 

 “With what? Morse code?” 

 “Only as a last resort,” Jin said as he stood up and started pacing the cell. “Let’s see… Alliance 

cells have insulation around them to reduce pecking communication, making all sound funnel to the 

hall or the microphones implanted in the cameras.” 

 “I reckon we could shout to the other guy, but it’d stir up our guard buddy,” said Kris. 

 Jin stared at the ceiling. “But there are speakers in each cell. For announcements.” 

 “You want to use the prison system to talk,” Kris said in a tone that was half question, half 

statement. 

 “A He Li Ji Qun like yourself can do it.” 

 “Those systems have the strongest security obviously. We can’t just… repurpose it without 

alarmin’ the whole boat.” 
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 “So don’t hijack it. Echo Trail should still be connected for inspection. Use it or something to 

go around.” 

 “Maybe.” Kris bent over her ad-hoc machine and started working. “Hmmm… can’t hack the 

comm system but the volume’s a low level system.” 

 “What’s that mean?” 

 “I can turn down every other speaker except our friend’s then disguise our signal as a 

communiqué to broadcast through here.” She looked up at his blank expression. “You can probably talk 

to him in a minute.” 

 While she worked Jin said over the comm, “We’re just about to pump someone for info. Please 

stay off the line until I give you the all clear.” 

 It took two minutes, but eventually Kris nodded at Jin saying, “Make sure to speak into the 

mic.” 

 “Hey. You there?” 

 Silence was the only reply. 

 “Hang on, I’ve turned it down, less the guard overhear.” 

 They had to try two more times before a voice came over the comm. 

 “Who?” 

 “Hey man, it’s your neighbor; one cell over.” 

 “What you in for?” the other guy asked. 

 “I don’t know,” Jin said, trying to sound nonchalant. “We’re just here to deliver something and 

they toss us here for… reasons.” 

 “I hear you, brotha,” said the other prisoner. “Every officer on board could use some high 

quality companions if you catch my meaning.” 

 “I’ve heard the end of every officer training involves getting a stick shoved up your ass.” 

 “That’s why I’ll always be enlisted.” 

 Jin laughed audibly. “You’re alright, brotha. Don’t suppose you know what games go on around 

here?” 

 “Come again?” 

 Jin shifted in seat and glanced at Kris who nodded that everything was still good. “Every one of 

these boats I’ve ever been on has games the grunts run under the officers’ noses; assuming the officers 

aren’t participating. When I get out of here, I’d like to make this trip worth the hassle. So what’s here? 

Cards? Dice?” 

 “Me and my buddies... we just bet on sports. Although... On deck four they host a Chinese 

Checkers tournament every month, the captain even participates in that.” 

 “I ain’t any good at checkers. Anything else?” 

 There was an uncomfortably long pause on the comm. 

 “We’ve got a barnacle that I hear runs poker games every week. They say you’re not a member 

of this crew until you’ve gone down there and he’s won your paycheck.” 

 “Sounds like you’re not a member of the crew.” 

 “I am. Got inducted in the ring first night out. Blood or money, a brotha’s gotta give up one of 

them to be on this ship.” 

 “Now you didn’t mention a fighting ring. What styles?” asked Jin. 

 “Thought you wanted higher winnings. Any style you like is fine so long as nobody dies and the 

doc doesn’t get pissed,” answered the other guy. 

 “Your med-head approves of this?” 

 Laughter floated through the comm. “The old one did before he kicked it. If this new girl found 

out, she’d probably cram us all in these cells.” 

 “Where do I sign up?” 
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 “They clear out the middle of the lower mess hall.” 

 “I just go in there and punch someone?” asked Jin. 

 The other guy laughed again. “Only if you want your ass kicked. Nah, ask for Sun McGlory. 

He’s the one running it.” 

 “You’re kidding. That’s his name?” 

 “Honest to God. And don’t you dare question it to his face or he’ll break you in half. Man’s so 

big, people ask whether he boarded the ship or if they just built it around him.” 

 “Sounds pleasant. Maybe I’m more for cards today. Where do I go to pick up the money?” 

 “Cocky huh? I forgot where he plays but his name was... Um… Started with a ‘b’… Bernard! 

That was it, Bernard Chow. No, that’s wrong. His last name was… something else... Zhao! That’s it. 

Bernard Zhao is who you want.” 

 “Delightful. May we both be out of here in time for me to unload your paycheck.” 

 The other man chuckled. “Careful, he’s an ornery old guy who’s unloaded many an 

unsuspecting mark.” 

 “Funny, so am I,” Jin said as he drew his hand across his neck, signaling Kris to cut the feed. 

“Alright everyone. We’ve got two possible leads.” 

 “Didn’t he say one of those was a barnacle?” asked Scrap. 

 “It’s slang, boy,” Jin replied. “It’s a crewman who’s been in service long enough to be captain, 

but is lower ranked than he should be. He’s ‘stuck on the bottom of the ship and not going anywhere’.” 

 “You thinkin’ it too, Jin?” asked Patch. “Hazin’ goes wrong, newbie ends up dead, and now 

we’ve got a pissed off spirit?” 

 “He went to fight; did poorly,” said Scrap. 

 “No,” said Patch. “He played poker.” 

 “What makes you say that?” asked Jin. 

 “Mr. ‘Bernard Zhao’ is lying in the morgue, having died first,” Patch answered over the comm. 

“And I’ll bet the rest of these corpses were players in that poker game.” 

 

Lori, listening in on the clues her crew uncovered, watched as her breath came out in a fog. She looked 

up and saw Lt. Misra’s breath as well. Raising her rosary, she mumbled a quick prayer then held it 

close as she hit the PTT button and asked, “Officer Kai Misra, do you enjoy cards?” 

 He looked up from the file. “A waste of time and hard-earned credits if you ask me.” He took a 

breath but it sounded raspy in his throat. “We would be—” His voice faltered as he gasped for air. 

“What – you doing?” 

 “It’s not me,” said Lori as she stood and pulled off her necklace. A young man, very pale and 

partially transparent had faded into sight behind Lt. Misra. Lori hurled her pendant and solid iron 

jewelry hit the ghost, making it vanish in a puff of smoke. 

 Lori stood up and started towards the other side of the room. “We can’t stay—” 

 The door to the interrogation room opened and both guards charged in. Lori muttered a Chinese 

curses under her breath and threw herself to the floor. A pair of sonic blasts thundered against the wall. 

She realized that her heavy pendant hitting the bulkhead must have alerted them and just now it had 

looked like she was rushing her interrogator.  

 From her spot on the floor, she watched a pair of legs with no feet materialize between Misra 

and the guards. They fired at it, but the blasts passed through, hitting Misra instead and knocking him 

out of his chair. Lori crawled to him as the ghost’s jaw opened, his chin falling to his sternum, and a 

howl echoed in the room that made her hair stand on end. 

 “We have to go, now,” said Lori, grabbing Misra’s shoulder with one hand and her thrown 

pendant in the other. 

 The guards were on their knees, clutching their throats and chests as they struggled for the air 
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being taken from them. Dragging her interrogator, Lori swung the necklace, shattering the ghost’s form 

on her way out of the room. In the hall, she hit a button and the room’s door slammed closed. 

 “My men are in there!” Misra coughed as he regained his speech. 

 The ghost flickered in front of them. 

 “That’s the safest place to be right now,” Lori said as she swung again, disrupting the ghost. 

 “Is that Hiroma?” he asked as she shoved him forward. 

 In the interrogation wing, every room was at the edge of the hull and at the end of a short ramp 

that ran alternating up or down from the main connecting corridor. This way, they had a pair of rooms 

stacked on top of another and just enough space for the ramps to run up and down beside each other to 

off-center doors. To her right, the path towards the ship’s aft terminated at the last room. So they ran 

left down the corridor to the fore of the ship, ending up in the circular landing room. To their right, was 

the elevator. 

 Misra pressed the call button. While they waited, Lori took her pendant, a solid iron Star-of-

David and wrapped the necklace around her fingers, securing the loop to her thumb so that the star 

centered on her fist. 

 “Iron knuckles,” she said, chuckling at her own joke. 

 With a ding, the elevator arrived and its doors opened. 

 “But... you have a rosary,” Misra said as they boarded. 

 “In this line of work, I appeal to every higher-power out there that will listen,” Lori said, 

pressing the button for deck one. 

 “What... line of work is this?” 

 “That’s the good news and the bad news.” 

 “What?” 

 “The bad news is that, as you’ve suspected, I am here to investigate this ship. Right now we’re 

lookin’ into why an angry ghost is killin’ you,” 

 “The good news?” asked Misra. It was getting noticeably cold in the lift and they were 

breathing more rapidly, as if the air was thinning. 

 Lori, her head starting to spin, yanked open the elevator’s service panel. “The good news,” she 

said, pulling out one of the leads in the elevator’s control board. “Is that I’m not with the Alliance.” 

Lori pulled out an electric run and shoved that into a port, causing the elevator to register a catastrophic 

failure. The emergency protocols shut the local gravity field off, and the elevator door opened, letting 

air rush into the car. Lori and Misra, floating, pulled themselves onto the floor the elevator had stopped 

just short of. Nausea washing over them as they readjusted to gravity. “So if you live through this, you 

might still have a career,” she said, struggling upright with the aid of the wall. 

 The ghost flickered into view and reached towards Misra. Lori swung at the ghost’s face and 

disintegrated into a puff of smoke. 

 “This guy is getting clever,” she said into her rosary while Misra stood. “Put him to rest 

already!” 

 

 “We have the targets, now how does this all connect to this officer, Kai Misra?” asked Patch. 

“Ideas, people!” 

 Kris worked as fast as she could on what she lovingly referred to as “Riggs” . Although the tiny 

makeshift computer didn’t have the best processing power and the interface was not conducive to quick 

input. Right now, she sorely missed the multiscreen set up she had on Echo Trail’s bridge; it was a lot 

easier to sort and examine data for patterns on that. Worse, with an Alliance ship such as this, engaged 

on long deployments, who wasn’t connected to everyone else? How could they narrow down which 

was the “right” connection? 

 “Anyone?” asked Patch. 
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 The comm went silent but Kris could still hear in her mind Patch’s frustration. None of them 

wanted to lose Lori. 

 “Rank,” said Jin. 

 “What?” the three of them asked simultaneously. 

 “When investigating military, ranks and assignments are always the first connections you 

check,” Jin said. 

 “Kris, we’re at terminal... four dot two dot seventeen dot six dot one-twenty four,” said Scrap. 

“Show us what you got.” 

 She found the interface he was talking about and filtered the data to it. 

 It didn’t take them long to see it. 

 “Hang on, captain,” said Scrap.  

 “We’re on our way!” said Patch. 

 “What did they find?” asked Jin. 

 “Bernard Zhao was the rankin’ quartermaster of this ship,” Kris answered. “Hiroma Donaldson 

was a new recruit assigned to him, and Kai Misra was the rankin’ officer over both.” 

 Jin put all the pieces together. “So the body’s in the cargo bay.” 

 Kris smiled and gave him a thumbs up. 

 

 “We need...” said Lori as she ran, “salt.” 

 Misra pointed at a door coming up on their right. “Break room.” 

 They reached the door and Misra pushed it open with his shoulder. Inside was a small square 

table and a few chairs. A crewman had his feet propped up on said table while eating a Fruity Oaty bar 

that he probably got from the vending unit built into the wall to their left. On their right, a video screen 

took up the upper half of the wall, an episode of Upton Cloister playing on it. Against the opposite wall 

was a bench for more to have a seat and some recessed shelves for soldier’s to place their things. 

 The relaxing soldier didn’t react initially until he recognized one of the intruders as an officer 

and scrambled to his feet. 

 “At ease,” said Misra. He reached over the soldier’s sonic rifle resting on the table and picked 

up a squat, plastic cylinder. “Salt,” he explained, holding it out to Lori. 

 She stared at him in disbelief. “What do you expect me to do with that?” 

 “I don’t know! You said you needed ‘salt’. You didn’t say how much or what you were using it 

for!” 

 Something slammed into Lori’s back and she hit the table, toppling over it before her 

momentum crashed her into the bench. It was a few seconds before her sight stopped spinning. 

Sprawled on the floor was the soldier and Misra was pinned to the ground by an invisible force as the 

ghost sucked away his air. She looked around. The salt shaker had landed against the wall beneath her. 

Just out of arms’ reach to her left lay the rifle. Grabbing the salt, Lori rolled to the floor in a kneeling 

position then grabbed the gun’s stock with her left. She tossed the salt underhanded and brought the 

weapon up, ready for the container to pass the sights on its downward arc. Lori squeezed the trigger. A 

blast of air produced by concentrated sound waves hit the shaker, exploding it then focused the salt’s 

path onto the ghost, dissipating it. 

 “Was that ruttin’ Donaldson?” the soldier yelled. 

 “Get some rest, soldier and cut down on the fruity oats. They mess with your mind,” said Lori 

as she left the room. 

 In the hall, the ghost was starting to form again, though most of his body was spilling out in the 

form of dark smoke. Misra, who was on her heels, saw it and turned back to the break room, but Lori 

grabbed his shirt and spun him around. 

 “Where’s the mess hall?” she asked. 
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 “Closest one is two decks down, that way,” he answered, pointing in the ghost’s direction. 

 Lori strode forward with purpose, dragging Misra along behind her. She punched the ghost 

square in the face, missing the satisfying impact anything else made upon being slugged. “Let’s stay 

out of the elevator this time.” 

 Understanding, Misra took the lead. Just a few strides past the elevator, he showed her a metal 

ladder recessed into the ship’s wall and stretching up and down the ship’s full height. Lori pushed him 

to go first then followed. They descended two decks then stepped off. On their left was one of the 

ship’s mess halls, a wide room with several large bay windows showing numerous long tables with a 

dozen or so soldiers scattered among them. 

 “What are you planning?” Misra asked. 

 “You saw what salt does to ghosts,” Lori answered. “We’ll lay down a barrier and hole up until 

my people finish the job. Those soldiers there will cause unendin’ complications.” 

 This time a force grabbed both of them and pinned them against the wall as if the ship’s gravity 

had just shifted. Hiroma appeared before them, looking even angrier than he had before. Lori struggled 

to move but couldn’t raise her arm even a millimeter. Again his jaw opened until his chin reached his 

chest and Misra’s breathing grew shallow. Lori tried to unwrap her necklace from her hand but it 

wouldn’t seem to cooperate. She tried to shake it loose from her hand, but the pendent slipped free and 

hit the deck with a loud thud. 

 She was about to shout, to try taunting the ghost into focusing on her, when she noticed that it 

was glowing as if several embers were stuck in his chest. Their fire grew rapidly, eating away at its 

form until there was nothing but fading ashes of Hiroma Donaldson. 

 Both of them hit the floor. “Good job all,” Lori said while Misra struggled to breathe. 

 “As soon as this burns out, I’m takin’ these bones to Lien,” said Patch over the radio. 

 “Good. Any ideas why Donaldson was after Lieutenant Misra, here?” she asked. 

 “Yes,” Jin said before relaying the answer to her. 

 Lori knelt beside Misra and rubbed his back in support while she checked that no one was in the 

halls. Then she pressed her thumb to right behind his ear, just enough to be uncomfortable. She hit the 

PTT button and said, “Listen closely. We know. My crew stopped that ghost because they found 

Donaldson’s remains. Right now my doctor is takin’ those remains to yours. Good news? You get a 

redemption shot. Finally do the right thing, and you might stay out of jail. Choose not to, choose not to 

be at the morgue in the next two minutes, and we’ll bring the weight of the whole gorram Alliance on 

you.” She released him and took a step back. “Pick.” 

 

Patch stood in the ship’s morgue, waiting. The cargo bay had been huge, and it took quick thinking by 

Scrap, Jin, and Kris to locate a crate on the cargo manifest that should have been opened well over a 

year ago. Inside, wedged between a lot of expired foodstuffs, was a desiccated corpse. Shoved in there 

with almost no room to move, the kid had suffocated, then returned to take the breath from everyone 

who had robbed his. Pulling out an extra black doctor’s bag he kept folded up inside the other, he 

loaded the bag with the now salty, charred remains. While he waited on two Alliance personnel, Scrap 

was retrieving their equipment. 

 The door to the morgue opened and Dr. Alkema walked in. “What’s going on? Why did you 

drag me back here?” 

 “I... haven’t been forthrightly honest with you,” said Patch. 

 The door to the morgue opened and Misra walked in. 

 “Perfect timin’,” Patch said with a smile. “I was just about to tell Alkema everythin’.” 

 Misra looked back and forth at them. Patch could see it in his eyes; he was considering another 

lie. With Alkema’s attention focused on Misra, Patch glared and slightly shook his head. 

 “These people are... investigators.” 
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 Alkema looked at Patch. “What are you investigating?” 

 “Do you remember Hiroma Donaldson?” asked Patch. 

 Alkema shook her head. 

 “He was a new recruit,” said the Lieutenant. “You probably met him only when he first checked 

in.” Misra swallowed as his mouth suddenly felt very dry. “Several months ago, he was... pressured 

into one of Zhao’s infamous poker games. He contacted me in protest but I... let it slide.” 

 “When Mr. Donaldson failed to be seen again for awhile, Officer Misra asked us to come 

uncover the truth.” Patch lifted his bag to the top of the counter where both of them could see it. “It 

appears that after excessive drinkin’, a punishment to the kid spiraled out of control.” 

 Alkema looked into the bag and wrinkled her nose. “Is something burnt?” 

 “The victim may have been incinerated to try hidin’ the evidence.” 

 “So who killed Zhao and the others?” asked Alkema. 

 Misra started to speak, but found himself at a loss for words. 

 “That is... complicated. Misra, I believe my captain is waitin’ to talk with you on that.” 

 Kai muttered something and quickly extradited himself from the room. 

 Alkema turned to Patch with a raised eyebrow. “So everything you’ve said is a lie?” 

 “No, I was just unable to be honest while talkin’. The samples I brought are legitimate and 

should be shared with other ships navigatin’ the Rim.” Patch took her hand and lightly kissed it. “Still, 

I’m ready to make up any indiscretion to you with worse indiscretions.” 

 

*   *   * 

 

Lori paused on the gangway of Echo Trail and smiled as she watched Scrap and Kris work together to 

bring a larger supply crate on board while Jin carried one by himself. Lt. Misra joined her, using a 

clipboard to write on a handful of papers.  

 “I see you’re not in the hole,” Lori said, not looking at him. 

 “I’ve been busted down a rank, had a permanent mark put on my record, and I’ll be covering 

the main cargo bay until both positions are filled. The captain said that could take a long, long time. 

 She faced him. “But they’re givin’ you another chance.” 

 Misra nodded. “Captain said it’s not the first time an Alliance officer allowed their naiveté to 

get the better of them.” He looked around the Echo Trail’s bay. “But they don’t know...” 

 “Tell me the full truth, officer. In your words.” 

 He took a deep breath. “I was down there, facing Zhao and his gang while they were trying to 

stuff a crying Donaldson into the crate. They... told me to turn around and leave them alone. So I did. I 

should have...” he tried to continue but found his words lost. 

 “There’s a lot of things you should’ve done,” said Lori, placing a hand on his shoulder. “Learn 

from them. Like never makin’ a mistake of cowardice again.” 

 Misra nodded. He finished the paperwork and signed it, handing it to Lori. “Your papers are up-

to-date and in order. I took the liberty of smoothing a few irregularities in them.” 

 “Thanks too for these supplies,” she said, nodding at the half dozen crates now resting in their 

bay. 

 “Most of these are out of date or should have moved off ship already,” he said, shrugging. “I’ve 

listed them as traded to a vessel in exchange for valuable medical data they delivered to us.” 

 “Although a few soldiers may be sufferin’ from Black-madness brought on by the acute loss of 

their crewmate,” said Patch as he walked on board between them. 

 “I was beginning to wonder if we would have to come and get you,” Lori said in a playful tone. 

“Did she give you anything?” 

 Patch held up a bottle of bourbon and winked at her before turning right and heading to his 
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quarters. 

 “Crew’s aboard and cargo’s loaded. Makes this our cue to leave.” Lori took out a small card and 

slid it into the pocket of Misra’s uniform jacket, saying, “If you come across anyone else having... 

unusual problems like yours, give them our info.” 

 For the first time, she saw a bit of a smile tug at the corners of Misra’s mouth. “Captain Walker, 

I hope to never see or think about you and your crew again.” 

 “So do we,” replied Lori. 

 He gave a salute then turned and returned to the Alliance ship. 

 Lori went back home and hit the red button on the control panel to seal up her ship. 

 Next to the port side stairs to the upper deck, Jin, Kris and Scrap watched her. 

 “Where to now, Captain?” asked Jin. 

 “I’m feeling... claustrophobic after all that. Jin, Scrap, take us somewhere with open skies, I 

want to stretch my legs in the dirt.” 

 “Aye aye,” said Jin as he and the engineer raced upstairs to the main bridge and engine room. 

 Alone with Kris, Lori walked over to the crate she was beside and leaned against it. 

 “Not bad, for a ghost hunt,” Kris said. 

 Lori sighed and rubbed her forehead. “That was horrible. If the ghost didn’t get us, I thought for 

sure the Alliance would. Please tell me that’s all it was, a bad day.” 

 Kris glanced around to double check that they were alone. “Sorry, ma’am.” 

 “Gorramit,” said Lori, her voice thick with exhaustion. “So it’s legit?” 

 Kris nodded. “The Miranda Message... was not a hoax.” 

 

 

Next Episode: Ten Little Passengers 


