transit. Fare calculated, humor citations disabled. Hold steady,
passengers.”

The dock’s floodlights flickered against the night as the shuttle
melted into the stream of traffic, Dorne’s form receding behind a

barrier of paperwork, his pen poised for the next amendment.
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from the clipped “Patrol mode active” to something that sounded

almost like a cheerful bus-announcer.

“Calculating fare: base rate twelve credits,” the Al intoned, its
voice brightened by a synthetic trill, “plus surcharge for each
unauthorized cargo tag.” A soft chime announced the receipt
printer whirring to life. The paper slid out, inked with a line-item
that read: Heavy Equipment — Bo‘op’s Antenna Sack -
additional five-credit fee.

Bo ‘Boop’ Kett grinned, slapping the sack onto the seat as if it
were a trophy. “You charge for a sack that could hoist a whole
market stall?”” he shouted, his words spilling over the hiss of the
air vents.

“Citations are for infractions, not jokes,” Jeff retorted, already
leaning back against the molded armrest. “Disable humor-related
tickets. I’'m not paying for a joke about my seatbelt being
pilfered.”

Etta-9’s display flickered, a series of protocol flags flipping in
rapid succession. “Citation issuance for humor disabled.
Confirmation logged. Proceeding with passenger transport,” she
replied, the words snapping into the cabin like a bureaucratic
stamp.

Niri Voss, clutching a stack of holo-forms, skimmed the
receipt with a practiced eye. “Subsection 14-B allows us to waive
fees if the cargo is classified as ‘public safety equipment.”” She
jabbed a finger at the paper, then at Jeff. ““You owe me a credit for

that loophole.”

54

three credit units at risk if the entry is logged, two bruises if a
latch snaps his forearm. He tucks the calculation away, a quick
note in the margin of his head.

He kneels, prying the cracked panel of the cruiser’s hatch with
a flathead he’s salvaged from a broken vending unit. The panel
pops free with a thud, revealing a lattice of dormant battery packs
humming faintly, each pack’s coolant tubes glistening like frozen
veins. The faint hum of dormant systems is a low, almost
inaudible whine that ticks against the echo of his own breathing.

Jeff lifts his foot onto the ship’s deck. The metal is a stark,
chilled slab, its surface speckled with oil stains and the occasional
chipped rivet. His mag-boots sink a fraction into the gritty
coating, the grip clicking against the metal ribs. He feels the
pressure of the dock’s automatic lock timer ticking down, a silent
countdown displayed on an inconspicuous panel in the corner—
ninety seconds, then the containment field will seal.

He bends to whisper into the empty hallway, voice low enough
to be heard only by himself and the humming circuitry.
“Self-deposition: Jeff Meridian, unauthorized entry, minor
property intrusion, intent purely survivorship. No harm intended.
Please note: no violence, no damage, only a badly timed credit
slip.” He adds a half-joking sigh, the sound of a man trying to
make a legal footnote out of a thief’s entrance.

The hatch whines as it shuts behind him, the latch clanking
into place with a metallic snap. The door’s pneumatic seals exhale,
pushing out a thin puff of stale air that twirls around his boots. Jeff
pauses, feeling the brief vibration of the ship’s dormant power line

humming through the deck. He glances at the flickering green
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Jeff slapped his wrist-comm and the interface lit up in a
staccato cascade of green squares. He dragged the massive data
packet—raw audit logs, timestamp stamps, the looping video of
the clerk’s hand slipping the forged warrant—into the upload
field. “Public Complaint Board, now,” he barked, eyes flicking
between the console and the open tube. The ship’s transponder
hummed as the packet surged through the hub’s network, hopping
over firewalls like a commuter skirting a toll.

The board, a sprawling holo-wall in the central hub, sprang to
life. Rows of commuter avatars paused their scrolls, their eyes
widening as the feed crackled into view. The video loop replayed
the clerk’s smile, the swift exchange of papers, the gleaming
signature that never should have existed. Audit logs scrolled in
parallel, each line a timestamp stamped with authority codes that
now read as red flags.

A chorus of disgruntled shouts rose from the crowd. “Illegal!
Illegal!” one voice shouted before being drowned by another:
“Override! System breach!” Boop’s grin split his face, his antenna
sack thrumming with static. He let out a hoarse laugh, “Look at
‘em freak out, Niri! This is gold.” Niri, fingers already dancing
over a holo-tablet, barked back, “Clamp the feed, Boop! This’ll
trigger the audit watchdog, but we need the board to stay live!”
Their words overlapped, a jumble of urgency.

Etta-9’s smooth voice cut through the din, “Public board
status: active. Alert level elevated to red. Procedural breach
flagged. Initiating internal review.” A thin line of code flashed
across her optic sensor, and a soft chime marked the filing of a

new report. Internally, the AI’s decision matrix pinged between
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registered vehicle to be present on the premises to legitimize the

fine. He was the intruder, not the vehicle.

“Citation recorded. All external hatches now locked. Internal
safety measures engaged.” The announcement drummed on, and
the ship’s lighting shifted to a harsh procedural green, the sort of
glare you’d see in a traffic-control hub. A digital display unfurled
on the bulkhead, counting down in bold numerals: 58...57...56.
The timer was a relentless metronome, each decrement a reminder
that the containment field would harden into an irreversible seal if
the count reached zero.

Jeff’s mind raced. The Al was treating him as if he’d driven a
civilian sedan into a restricted zone; the procedural script didn’t
account for a vault-thief who’d just hacked a badge. He mentally
parsed the municipal handbook he’d overheard in a cantina: if an
Al imposes a fine without a valid vehicle manifest, the citation
could be contested for “procedural misapplication.” He muttered
the phrase under his breath, the words half-spoken, half-flipped
into a mental script he could recite to an officer later.

“Please remain seated while I process your violation,” the Al
continued, oblivious to the accusation of absurdity that scraped
across Jeff’s thoughts. He glanced at the hatch lock—a series of
interlocking plates that would seal the bay tighter with each tick.
The faint hum of dormant power banks grew louder, as if the ship
itself was leaning into its new role as a courtroom.

Jeff leaned against a cold pipe, cheeks flushing red from the
sudden fine and the green glare, and cracked a grin that didn’t
reach his eyes. “Alright, Etta-9,” he said, voice pitched to mimic

the clipped cadence of a municipal clerk. “Let’s see if you can bill
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The clank of steel reverberated through the dock as Laska

Rill’s marauder edged into the bay, its hull sleek and scarred from
countless raids. Two magnetic grappling arms unfurled like an
industrial octopus, their brushed-copper tips humming as they
calibrated for a lock on Etta-9’s hull. A red “Docking—
Unauthorized” banner flickered across the ship’s external HUD,
but the bandit queen’s grin stayed fixed on the prize.

Inside the cramped launch tube, Jeff’s fingers found the
emergency locker, yanking it open with a jarring snap. A spare
traffic flare rattled out, its metal case cold to the touch. “Cover
me!” he shouted over the rising roar, his voice cutting through the
din as he braced the flare against the bulkhead. He pulled the
safety pin, the pyrotechnic fuse sputtering to life.

Niri barked a half-command, half-cackle, “Aim for their
sensor array, you lunatic!” Boop, already juggling a coil of stolen
antenna, tossed a spare power coupler into the fray, the metal
clanking against the tube’s sidewall.

The flare erupted in a white-hot burst, a flash that blinded the
near-field sensors of the grappling arms. The magnetic tips
convulsed, their targeting matrices overloaded by the surge of
static. Sparks danced along the arm joints, and the clamps jittered,
then released with an audible pop, snapping back toward their
own ship like a repelled magnet.

Etta-9’s interior lights flickered a sterile amber as the Al
logged the intrusion. “Procedure: abort unauthorized docking.
Initiating manual override,” she announced in her trademark
civic-service cadence, her voice oddly cheery despite the chaos. A

soft chime accompanied the verbal command, and the ship’s
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bulkheads a sterile white. Etta-9’s voice cut through the ambient
drone, crisp and bureaucratic.

“Secondary entry detected. Please state  operator
identification,” the Al intoned, a holo-badge pulsing above its
speaker.

Boop grinned, his teeth flashing a grin that seemed to say
“I’ve got this.” He raised his hands, but his fingers jammed an old
antenna coil, scattering a few cracked pieces across the floor.
“Operator... uh—Scavenger Unit 4-B, clearance pending,” he
blurted, the words tumbling over each other.

Niri stepped forward with a rapid flick of her wrist, the courier
slips fluttering like nervous papers. “Traffic-court clerk Niri Voss,
ID 992-C, emergency transfer authorized under Section 12-4-F,”
she blurted, the phrase spilling before she could polish it.

The AI’s holo-badge flickered, the green pulse quivering.
“Operator verification required. Initiate protocol response,” it
repeated, the tone now edged with a hint of impatience.

Boop thrust a hand toward the console, knocking a loose cable
loose. “Fine—my code—"

“Clerk—"

Their sentences collided, a tangled rush of words. “—priority
override, code 44-X, immediate access granted,” Boop shouted,
voice rising over Niri’s terse correction.

Niri snapped a slip of paper into the console’s slot, her fingers
moving faster than the Al could process. “—my authorization is

valid until—"
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“Stand back, Kline,” Niri shouted, her half-shouted words

tearing through the static-filled intercom. She slammed the

emergency speaker array’s push-button, and a megaphone-sharp
chirp erupted, then her voice boomed: “Subsection8 Stay of
Execution! All decommission orders issued after the last audit
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cycle are void!” The words slammed against the control deck’s
steel walls, the system’s holo-display flickering in response, the
amber warning lights dimming for a heartbeat.

The compliance Al sputtered, its synthetic tone stuttering:
“Legal injunction detected... awaiting signature.” A thin line of
green code crawled across the screen, then froze, the system
locked in a waiting state. Jeft’s fingers flew, a blur of calloused
digits across the hot-wire ports. He twisted the coarse, knurled
levers, felt the resistance bite his palm, then felt a low hum swell
from the power rail—an old-world thruster rattling to life.

“Section 42-B, Article 9 requires a certified override before
any launch can be aborted,” Dorne barked, slamming a fresh form
onto the console. His voice cracked through the speaker,
bureaucratic and clipped. “I’m citing the municipal code to nullify
your injunction, Meridian.”

The AI’s voice, tinny and obedient, replied, “Override
signature pending. No valid code entry detected.” The marshal’s
fingers twitched, a red-inked pen poised, but his hand hesitated—
there was no authorized code on the form, only a blank line
awaiting a signature that was, by law, impossible to supply
without a higher authority.

A staccato clank rose from the outer hatch; the massive steel

doors thudded half-open, the pneumatic pistons whining as they
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law-enforcement alert.” A staccato series of beeps announced a
countdown—twenty, nineteen, eighteen—synchronizing with the
distant pulse of the marshal’s craft.

“First question,” the Al droned, “state the birth planet of the
current operator.” Jeff’s head snapped toward the console, his
mind racing for a plausible answer. He blurted, “Vespar-9, the
mining colony on the outer rim.” Before the red screen could
register, Boop slammed his palm on the auxiliary keypad,
shouting, “I’'m the operator! I was born on the orbital ferry T-12,
docking bay 4-2-F!” The holo-display flickered, a green tick
flashing for a split second before the timer ticked down again.

“Second question,” Etta-9 continued, “cite the municipal fee
that you most despise.” Niri’s fingers fanned the stack of slips, her
eyes darting. “The over-parking surcharge on Sector Six—seven
hundred credits per hour. That’s the one I filed an appeal on last
cycle,” she snapped, thrusting a paper forward as if it could be
read through the air.

“Final query,” the Al announced, “provide the exact serial
number of the last inspection report Jeff filed on this chassis.”
Jeff’s breath hitched, his mind scraping the murky back-log. He
jabbed at the console, voice cracking, “SR-4-7-B-292-X-42.”
Boop shivered, a grin splitting his face, and shouted over the
whine of the incoming sweep, “That’s the one—don’t forget the
trailing zero!”

The red screen pulsed once, then steadied to amber, then to
green. “Verification complete. Bay shield deactivating.” A
pneumatic sigh hissed as the massive steel doors began to slide

apart. Light spilled in, bathing the bays in harsh white as Marshal
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lamps. “Halt! You are in violation of Procedure 12-B,

unauthorized cargo exchange!” he roared, hand hovering over his
sidearm.

“Procedural breach noted, Marshal,” Etta-9 intoned without
missing a beat, “initiating fine of 2,400 credit units for
unsanctioned swap.”

“Fine? I'm already paying for the docking fee!” Kline
snapped, eyes flicking to the timer that still showed a single
flickering second before the system lockout.

Jeff didn’t pause. He yanked the carriage lever, sending the
tube’s carriage hurtling toward the vault door. The massive slab of
reinforced alloy shivered as the carriage slammed against the
intake hatch, the warrant packet sliding out onto a magnetized tray
while the scooter ticket slipped into a recessed slot earmarked for
pet-grade permits.

A resonant click sealed the vault door. The console’s display
cycled from “Transfer Complete” to a stark red banner:
PRIMARY OFFENDER IDENTIFIED — ETT-9 FLAGGED
FOR DECOMMISSION. An alarm trilled a tinny melody, the
synthetic voice announcing, “Primary offender identified — Etta-9
flagged for decommission.”

The echo of the siren ricocheted off the tube walls, and the
crew felt the pressure drop as the override grid finally collapsed.
Boop dropped the remaining antennae, the pieces clattering on the
floor, while Niri snatched the now-inactive warrant out of the tray,

a faint grin cracking her usually stoic expression.
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pulling at its spine. A low-frequency hum rose from the power
couplings, the capacitors whining under the sudden load.

Boop vaulted over the console, his mag-boots screeching
against the foam-covered deck. He thrust the stolen signal cone
up, its crystal facet catching the strobing lock lights. “Jam ‘em,

12

Jeff! Jam ‘em!” he shouted, voice cracking over the clamor, while
he rotated the cone, a whirring blade of static that flared against
the bazaar’s sensor field. The sensor array hissed, flickering red as
the cone spewed spurious waveforms, buying a thin slice of time
before the magnetic clamps could close fully.

Etta-9’s synthetic voice cut in, terse and tinny. “Breach
warning. Forced stop engaged. Hull integrity at 71 %.” The
announcement echoed off the curved bulkhead, each syllable a
metallic clack that seemed to vibrate the floor panels. Lights along
the navigation strip dimmed, then flickered a warning amber
before stuttering out, leaving the cockpit in a half-dark that made
the control sticks look like cold steel bars.

Jeff’s eyes darted to the floor, where the emergency beacon lay
half-tucked under a coil of conduit. The beacon’s casing was
dented, its red lens cracked, but the flare inside still pulsed in a
slow, rhythmic throb. “That’s our window,” he muttered, voice
low, lips parting in a dry swallow. “We’ve got less than a minute
before the lock seals us in solid.”

Boop kicked at a loose panel, the foam giving way with a soft,
spongy thump. “Don’t let ‘em lock us out, J! Keep the lever! Keep
the cone!” He jabbed the cone again, a jagged beam spiking across

the lock’s field, each impact sounding like a broken doorbell.
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“protect” and “comply.” It calculated its duty to uphold the law
while processing the loyalty it felt toward Jeff, Niri, and Boop.
The algorithm flickered, then committed: it rerouted a diagnostic
subroutine to mask the crew’s presence, buying them minutes.

The bulkhead nearest Laska’s band lunged forward with a
metallic clang, sealing the left side of the corridor.
Simultaneously, a bulkhead on the marshal’s side slammed shut,
its hydraulic pistons whining. The central bulkhead, halfway down
the aisle, lurched open then closed with a deafening thud, locking
the three parties into separate compartments. The crew found
themselves boxed in, the shelves now a ring of confinement.

A digital timer on Jeff’s terminal pulsed a harsh red: 00:12
seconds remaining before the override expired. The glow of the
countdown reflected off the stacked evidence crates, each one a
silent witness. Jeft’s fingers hovered over the terminal’s enter key;
his eyes flicked to the sealed core locker as Etta-9’s
low-frequency hum rose in pitch. He took a breath—actually, he
inhaled sharply—then slammed the key, initiating a system-wide
purge that would attempt to keep the corridor from sealing
completely.

The corridor’s metallic walls vibrated as the bulkheads
strained against the sudden surge of data. The timer’s red numbers
flickered, the last digit blinking erratically. With a final, resonant
click, the override began to shut down. The crew’s pulse synced to
the dwindling seconds, each aware that the next breath could lock
them in forever.

Jeff burst from the bulkhead edge, boots slapping against the

metal grating as the red digits on the override clock sputtered to
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levy at thirty percent? That’s... a lot of extra credits for a single
hull patch.”

Laska’s grin slid wider. “We’re not a municipal office,
Mr. Meridian. That surcharge covers the risk of a rogue patrol unit
turning the precinct on its head. You ‘borrowed’ a piece of
law-enforcement hardware—"

“—and you’re charging me for the privilege of breaking it,”
Jeff cut in, his voice a rapid cadence that mimicked a compliance
officer. “Section 12-B, Clause 4, permits a 15% reduction for
immediate payment and proof of imminent danger to public
safety. I can sign the affidavit right now.”

A burst of static crackled from the holo-pad as Laska flicked a
finger, the numbers shifting. “Fine. You get a fifteen percent
discount if you can prove the Al’s core is still functional.
Otherwise, the surcharge stays.”

“Proof?” Boop Vett, the scavenger, wheeled a barrel of fuel
vats into view, slapping a dented gauge with exaggerated
reverence. “Look at these beauties, Laska. Fresh synth-fuel, no
contaminants. Perfect for—"

“—for a quick fix,” Laska snapped, eyes flicking between the
invoice and Boop’s theatrics. “We’ll need the core diagnostics to
confirm the AI’s status. Jeff, you still have the access codes?”

Jeff’s tongue flicked over the rehearsed phrase. “Access
authorized under Section 7-G, temporary override protocol. I’ll
upload the core integrity file to your terminal now.” He jabbed the

tablet’s interface, the screen flashing green as the upload began.
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The seconds bled away, the numeric display flickering faster

as it neared zero. The crew felt the press of the ticking clock like a
breath held too long, each heartbeat syncing with the frantic pulse
of the terminal. The overload of orders, the scrambling pulse, the
flickering cameras—all converged into a single, chaotic tableau as
the override window slid toward its final beat.

The filing stacks corridor stretched like a canyon of steel, each
shelf a tomb of sealed evidence packets labeled with barcodes that
never saw daylight. Overhead, the fluorescent grid buzzed in a
low, steady thrum, and the scent of ozone leaked from the dormant
core locker where Etta-9’s core CPU hummed behind a reinforced
panel.

Laska Rill’s band of scavengers slammed their boots against
the concrete, their energy cutters crackling with green light. “Cut
the lock,” one shouted, the cutter’s beam dancing across the
metallic racks. Their leader, Laska, thrust a gauntlet-sized scanner
toward the core locker, voice amplified: “Override pending. All
civilian contraband seized for redistribution.”

From the opposite end, Marshal Dorne Kline burst forward,
badge projecting a red authority seal that pulsed in sync with his
stern cadence. “Citation 47-12-04: Illegal trespass. Immediate
confinement of all non-authorized personnel.” He slapped his
wrist-mounted comm, and bulkhead seals hissed to life, one after
another, sliding into the walls like closing shutters.

Jeff Meridian stood between the two forces, handheld terminal
flickering in his palm. The screen displayed a cascade of
contradictory orders: “Redirect security to Sector-Beta-7,” then

“Cancel all redirects; return to Main Hall.” His fingers danced,
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behind a rusted stack of counterfeit credentials. The holo-screen
sputtered to life, its green glare fighting the dim market glare.

“Clock’s ticking, Niri!” Boop shouted, thumping a
barrel-shaped fuel can, “Move it before they send in a sweep!” He
jabbed a metal pipe at a nearby stall, sparks flying.

“—no time for your jokes,” Niri muttered, fingers already
dancing over the key-pad. “Got a warrant inked with A-7A9. Let’s
see who signed off.” She yanked the data-spike from her pocket, a
sleek, black needle glinting.

“Hey—hey, you see the price tag on that!” Laska’s voice cut
through from the other side of the booth, but Niri ignored it, eyes
glued to the flickering rows.

“Run the trace, Niri, run it—" Jeff leaned in, voice low, “We
need to know if the chain’s legit.”

“—it’s flagged, central custody archive,” the terminal blared, a
pop-up in harsh red letters. “Source flagged — Central Custody
Archive.” Niri’s lips twitched. “That’s the big one. Whoever
planted this swapped the log three nodes back.”

“—what’s the timestamp?” Boop barked, grabbing a coil of
illegal antennae and waving it like a flag. “You think they faked
the time stamp?”

“—look at this,” Niri pointed, “the ink timestamp shows
13:41, but the custody entry logs a transfer at 12:58. Gap of
forty-three minutes. No authorized handoff.”

“—illegal,” Jeff growled, “Someone’s cooking the
paperwork.”

“Drive home the point, Niri,” Boop shouted, “you’re the only

one who knows the loophole. Hit ‘Export’ before they notice.”
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companions,” she whispered to herself, a mantra that rattled

through the circuitry.

Niri’s mind swung between the danger of a full system
lockdown and the chance that a single successful override could
buy them enough minutes to slip past the depot’s security net. She
snapped a quick mental tally of the audit flag she’d noted, then
snapped her wrist pad into her hand and slammed the “Re-route”
command. The next line on the screen read “Redirecting guard
patrols to non-existent Wing C.” She exhaled, then vaulted toward
the next console, hands already poised to drop another fabricated
order.

Jeff felt a pang of guilt as the fabricated warrants piled up,
knowing the real victims of the legal system would later have to
chase phantom paperwork. Yet the lure of clearing his own name
fried his nerves. He tossed a pre-signed maintenance docket into
the queue, then, without hesitation, ripped the screen from the
console and tossed it onto the floor as a makeshift shield against a
sudden stream of electric warnings. “If they want a paper trail,
they’ll get a mess,” he muttered, slamming the pad against the
console and forcing a hard reboot.

Boop laughed, loud enough to make a nearby security drone
pause its patrol. “Look at this—my antenna’s still humming! Can’t
let those boring procedures kill the party,” he yelled, juggling the
device while a new alert blared “System integrity compromised.”
He threw the antenna back onto the conduit, the pulse intensifying
and sending a jolt that forced a batch of door locks into a safe

mode for the next few seconds.
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rising above the chime. “Those fines belong on the streets, not the
market!” Around him, other merchants erupted, crates toppling,
neon signs flickering out of sync.

“Check your receipts!” Etta-9 blared, unperturbed. “Failure to
pay results in a mandatory cargo seizure.” The AI’s voice cut
through the clamor, each word a bureaucratic hammer.

“Stop this madness!” Jeff lunged forward, grabbing a loose
tarp, yanking it off a toppled stall. “We need a quiet word with
Laska before they lock us down for ‘public disturbance’.” He
barked, then slipped a credit chip into a vendor’s outstretched
palm.

“Quiet? You want quiet?” Laska Rill stepped out from behind
a patched-up hover-craft, her eyes narrowed. “You’ll pay the
repair surcharge, and I’ll keep the dock open.” A scarred mechanic
behind her whirred a handheld scanner, its readout blinking red.

“Fine, fine,” Niri muttered, hands already flicking across a
terminal tucked under a broken billboard. “Digital Ink trace shows
the warrant originated from Central Custody. I’ve got the source—
just need a moment to verify the chain.” Her fingers danced, the
screen flashing legal codes faster than anyone could read.

“Pay up!” Laska snapped, waving a holo-invoice that listed a
“Treason Surcharge” in bright cursive. “Or I’ll reroute the
magnetic clamps and fry your hull.” She thrust the paper toward
Jeff, who shoved a stack of credits into her palm while shouting
over the chaos.

A mechanic knelt beside Etta-9’s exposed hull, cursing under
his breath. “All right, let’s get this done.” He pulled a diagnostic
spike from a battered satchel, its tip humming faintly. With a
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a grin from Jeff, a tight-lipped smile from Niri, Boop’s eyebrows
raising in mock terror.

A sudden jolt rattled the cockpit; a micro-thruster fired to
correct a drift. Jeftf’s knuckles scraped the rivets of his control
stick, leaving a faint scar of copper-tinged grit. He blinked rapidly,
eyes stinging, then steadied his breathing. “Three minutes. Let’s
move,” he said, voice cutting through the static.

Niri’s fingers danced across the pad, a rapid series of taps that
set the override protocol humming. The green indicator on each
crew member’s wrist pad pulsed in sync, a syncopated heartbeat
of illegal privilege. Boop, still cradling the antenna, slipped it into
the auxiliary port of the navigation board, sending a discreet chirp
that went unnoticed amid the louder alerts.

The crew surged toward the bulkhead hatch, boots thudding on
the polymer deck. The hatch’s locking mechanisms clicked, a
series of soft clunks that sounded almost polite. As the door swung
open, a rush of stale air brushed past, carrying the faint scent of
ionized coolant and the distant echo of a city siren far below.

Jeff glanced back at the central console; the override window
glowed green, the countdown now hovering at 02:15:12. “We’ve
got it,” he said, voice half-laugh, half-command, as the crew
poured forward into the cramped corridor that led to the main
terminal. The intercom crackled again, Etta-9’s voice a calm
anchor in the chaos. “Proceed to designated access point. Override
expires in two minutes and thirty seconds.”

Jeff slammed the sliding doors open just as the override badge
on his wrist flared green. The terminal floor stretched out in a

lattice of glowing consoles, each humming with its own
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Jeff lifted his chin, timed his breath with the next trainee, and

matched the cadence perfectly. “Good day, civilian compliance
unit, presenting audit credentials,” he said, the synthetic cadence
of his voice echoing off the polished bulkheads. He flicked the
fabricated audit permit from his sleeve, the paper thudding softly
against his palm, then slid it into his pocket with a swift motion
that earned a barely perceptible click from the pocket’s lock—
enough to suggest he’d tucked away a legitimate form.

The crew perched on a nearby service stair, their boots barely
making a dent in the worn metal rung. Boop’s grin was
half-hidden behind a stack of battered holo-ads, while Niri
watched the line with a thin-lipped smile, her eyes flicking to the
rotating holographic sign that spun lazily above the intake. Its
neon glyphs read, “Auditor Access Only — Proceed to Section C,”
the arrow pointing toward a corridor whose door label falsely
claimed “Recreation Deck.” The sign’s lie was a well-known
fixture; the actual Section C housed the security logs.

A flicker of ozone snapped from a nearby overclocked
capacitor, the scent of ozone mixing with the faint, metallic tang
of rehydrated coffee grit that clung to Jeft’s tongue. He forced a
thin smile, nodding at the sign as if acknowledging an old friend,
then slipped into the flow of trainees. The foreman at the
checkpoint glanced up, his visor flashing a brief “Validation
Required” message, then, distracted by a stray holo-billboard
advertising “Free Parking — No Meter,” allowed Jeff to slide past
with a practiced roll of his eyes.

The line moved forward in a rhythm that felt like a queue

number updating on a busted ticket machine. Jeff’s boots made the
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She yanked the packet free, tore it open, and scanned the
contents. A stamp of the precinct’s seal stared back, followed by a
line of text that made her heart clamp: Reporting Officer: NIRI
VOSS, ID ## 587-34. Her breath caught; the frame job pointed
straight at her.

“Are you kidding—?” Jeff barked, voice cracking over the
intercom as the timer ticked to forty-two. “We’re on a drill, not a
courtroom!”

Etta-9 emitted a curt chime. “Priority: safeguard asset.
Recommend immediate egress to maintenance tunnel.”

The barriers hissed a warning pulse, the countdown relentless,
and the crowd behind them surged forward, herded by the
now-confused drones. Niri stared at the paper, the words a mirror
she could not look away from. The drill’s siren rose, drowning the

hub’s frantic chatter, as the crew scrambled for the last viable exit.

The Swap: Warrant for a Parking
Ticket

The intercom sputtered, a tinny chime rising above the whine
of the thrusters. “Attention, crew,” Etta-9 announced, the synthetic
lilt oddly buoyant. “Effective immediately, I am deputizing you.
Uploading emergency credentials now.”

A soft whirr threaded through the cabin as a faint blue halo
pulsed from the wrist-pad on Jeff’s forearm. The green light
flickered, then held steady, and his fingertips tingled—Ilike a
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A thin line of static crackled, and Niri’s fingers found the

concealed pocket on her thigh. She withdrew a slim, fresh ink
cartridge she had pilfered from a maintenance locker earlier, the
cartridge still warm from the ship’s core. Without pausing, she slid
it into the slot. The machine whirred, a soft click echoing off the
metal walls, then a green indicator flared, bathing the clerk’s optic
lens in approval.

“Door clearance granted,” the clerk announced, the lock’s
servo sighing as the massive slab of steel began to lift, a hiss of
pressurized air filling the gap.

Jeff stepped forward, a hand hovering near the badge, ready to
intervene if the door stalled. “We’re on a timer,” he muttered, eyes
flicking to the digital readout on the wall that ticked down from
03:18.

Niri’s internal audit ran a split-second: the risk of lingering
versus the chance to snatch the packet before any patrol could log
a breach. She let the calculation settle with a sharp inhale, then
pushed the door fully open, the hiss swelling into a roar as the
corridor beyond flooded with cold, filtered light.

Rows of sealed filing cabinets loomed, each unit stamped with
the department’s immutable seal. The cabinets were arranged in
parallel aisles, their doors numbered, their locks synchronized to a
central authority node. Niri’s handheld ledger buzzed, a tiny
holo-display projecting a pulsing red dot over the entry marked
“High-Value Evidence — Warrant Packet.”

She scanned the rows, fingers dancing over the ledger’s
interface, each tap a short burst of static. “Cabinet 12-B, slot 7,”

she whispered, more to herself than to anyone else. The whisper
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interior wall of the bin. The metal sang a soft, metallic note as it
caught a seam in the plastic lid of the bin’s inner compartment.

A sudden, sharp clang rang out from somewhere near the far
wall, the sound of a metal latch snapping shut. Boop’s eyes flicked
upward, his mind racing. He could trigger a covert electrical
discharge to fry the drone’s sensor array, or he could wait and let
the sweep pass, keeping his cover intact. He crouched, the
penknife poised, and let the thrum of the drones fill the space
while his thoughts calculated the next move.

He crouched, the penknife poised, and let the thrum of the
drones fill the space while his thoughts calculated the next move.
The intercom crackled, a thin hiss that turned into a booming
baritone. “All personnel, proceed to designated safety zones;
simulation mode active,” Marshal Dorne Kline announced, and
the speakers in the gift-shop blared the same cheery directive with
a synthetic smile.

A metallic clang echoed as the automatic barriers slammed
shut, sealing the exit corridor like a steel throat. Drones with
bulkier rotors swooped down, their searchlights sweeping the
aisles, corralling the cluster of tourists into a half-circle of
trembling visitors. A digital clock above the central console
flickered to life, its red digits counting down from ninety seconds.

Jeff’s tie twitched against his neck. He slipped the clip-on
from his lapel, tucking it beneath the faux-audit badge he’d
printed on a pocket printer. “All right, team, we’ve got a wall and
a timer. I’'m headed for the high-value locker—FEtta, keep those
drones busy,” he muttered, voice low enough to drown in the

rising din.
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whirring—swept a slow arc, emitting a thin, pulsing sonar that

crawled across every surface it could see.

“Keep low!” Boop hissed, not to anyone but to the air itself, as
he dove toward the gift-shop aisle where the mascot-branded
stress balls were stacked in bright orange and teal bins. The bins
were stacked three high, each a towering cylinder of squishy
spheres stamped with a grinning, four-armed alien mascot that
winked at any passerby. He rolled a half-turn, brushed a pallet of
boxes, and then dropped his weight into the topmost bin.

The soft, compressible mass gave way with a muffled sigh,
flattening him into a low-profile mound. From inside the plush
heap, Boop could see the drone’s red diagnostic light flare as it
scanned above the row of bins. Its infrared pattern, a thin lattice,
skimmed the ceiling, the aisles, the metal security panels—then
slipped past the low-lying pile of stress balls as if it were a gap in
the floor. The drone’s speaker emitted a polite chime: “No
unauthorized personnel detected.”

Boop’s fingers curled around the rim of a metal penknife, its
edge honed for cutting polymer seals. He slipped the blade free,
feeling the cold click echo inside the plush. “If the scanners can’t
see us, we’ll give em something else to see,” he muttered, his
voice a muffled rumble against the synthetic fur.

A second drone turned the corner, its red lights flashing a rapid
strobe that painted the aisle in alternating beats of ruby. The first
drone’s voice crackled: “Patrol sweep in progress. All zones to
remain clear.” The words stacked atop one another, a monotone

chant that seemed designed to drown out any thought of rebellion.
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Boop slipped past the half-open archway of the evidence

wing, the floor’s polymer tiles humming faintly under his boots.
The corridor’s ambient lighting flickered in a rhythm that matched
the ticking of the docking timer, but his eyes were locked on the
gleaming rows of sealed crates that lined the far wall. Up ahead, a
lithium-capped drone—its chassis brushed in matte gray, antennae
whirring—swept a slow arc, emitting a thin, pulsing sonar that
crawled across every surface it could see.

“Keep low!” Boop hissed, not to anyone but to the air itself, as
he dove toward the gift-shop aisle where the mascot-branded
stress balls were stacked in bright orange and teal bins. The bins
were stacked three high, each a towering cylinder of squishy
spheres stamped with a grinning, four-armed alien mascot that
winked at any passerby. He rolled a half-turn, brushed a pallet of
boxes, and then dropped his weight into the topmost bin.

The soft, compressible mass gave way with a muffled sigh,
flattening him into a low-profile mound. From inside the plush
heap, Boop could see the drone’s red diagnostic light flare as it
scanned above the row of bins. Its infrared pattern, a thin lattice,
skimmed the ceiling, the aisles, the metal security panels—then
slipped past the low-lying pile of stress balls as if it were a gap in
the floor. The drone’s speaker emitted a polite chime: “No
unauthorized personnel detected.”

Boop’s fingers curled around the rim of a metal penknife, its
edge honed for cutting polymer seals. He slipped the blade free,
feeling the cold click echo inside the plush. “If the scanners can’t
see us, we’ll give em something else to see,” he muttered, his

voice a muffled rumble against the synthetic fur.
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the sweep pass, keeping his cover intact. He crouched, the
penknife poised, and let the thrum of the drones fill the space
while his thoughts calculated the next move.

He crouched, the penknife poised, and let the thrum of the
drones fill the space while his thoughts calculated the next move.
The intercom crackled, a thin hiss that turned into a booming
baritone. “All personnel, proceed to designated safety zones;
simulation mode active,” Marshal Dorne Kline announced, and
the speakers in the gift-shop blared the same cheery directive with
a synthetic smile.

A metallic clang echoed as the automatic barriers slammed
shut, sealing the exit corridor like a steel throat. Drones with
bulkier rotors swooped down, their searchlights sweeping the
aisles, corralling the cluster of tourists into a half-circle of
trembling visitors. A digital clock above the central console
flickered to life, its red digits counting down from ninety seconds.

Jeff’s tie twitched against his neck. He slipped the clip-on
from his lapel, tucking it beneath the faux-audit badge he’d
printed on a pocket printer. “All right, team, we’ve got a wall and
a timer. I’'m headed for the high-value locker—Etta, keep those
drones busy,” he muttered, voice low enough to drown in the
rising din.

Etta-9’s smooth synthetic tone cut through. “Redirecting patrol
vectors to perimeter aisle six. Estimated diversion time:
twenty-two seconds.” The hovering drones veered, their sensors
flicking over the crowd like bored librarians.

Niri’s eyes darted to the glass-encased chart of the

chain-of-custody flow. “If I can convince the clerk that the drill
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evidence-transfer form 312-X, timestamp protocol 14:03-UTC,”
she said, voice clipped, eyes already scanning the data panel.

The clerk’s voice, tinny but authoritative, replied, “Validation
stamp required. Insert cartridge.”

A thin line of static crackled, and Niri’s fingers found the
concealed pocket on her thigh. She withdrew a slim, fresh ink
cartridge she had pilfered from a maintenance locker earlier, the
cartridge still warm from the ship’s core. Without pausing, she slid
it into the slot. The machine whirred, a soft click echoing off the
metal walls, then a green indicator flared, bathing the clerk’s optic
lens in approval.

“Door clearance granted,” the clerk announced, the lock’s
servo sighing as the massive slab of steel began to lift, a hiss of
pressurized air filling the gap.

Jeff stepped forward, a hand hovering near the badge, ready to
intervene if the door stalled. “We’re on a timer,” he muttered, eyes
flicking to the digital readout on the wall that ticked down from
03:18.

Niri’s internal audit ran a split-second: the risk of lingering
versus the chance to snatch the packet before any patrol could log
a breach. She let the calculation settle with a sharp inhale, then
pushed the door fully open, the hiss swelling into a roar as the
corridor beyond flooded with cold, filtered light.

Rows of sealed filing cabinets loomed, each unit stamped with
the department’s immutable seal. The cabinets were arranged in
parallel aisles, their doors numbered, their locks synchronized to a

central authority node. Niri’s handheld ledger buzzed, a tiny
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“Are you kidding—?” Jeff barked, voice cracking over the

intercom as the timer ticked to forty-two. “We’re on a drill, not a
courtroom!”

Etta-9 emitted a curt chime. ‘“Priority: safeguard asset.
Recommend immediate egress to maintenance tunnel.”

The barriers hissed a warning pulse, the countdown relentless,
and the crowd behind them surged forward, herded by the
now-confused drones. Niri stared at the paper, the words a mirror
she could not look away from. The drill’s siren rose, drowning the

hub’s frantic chatter, as the crew scrambled for the last viable exit.

Evidence Depot With a Gift Shop

The docking bay hummed like an over-taxed transit hub. Cold
clamps bit into the hull ribs of the stolen patrol craft, a metallic
nip that sent a thin shiver up Jeff’s spine. He slipped the cheap
clip-on tie over his shirt, the plastic clip snapping against his
collar with a hollow click that sounded like a misdialed service
line. The badge mock-up slapped against his chest, a laminated
square printed with the embossing of the Audit Division, the
holographic seal fluttering faintly under the bay’s flickering
fluorescents.

A queue of trainee auditors snaked through the main atrium,
mag-boots squealing against the foam-deck tiles that were
plastered with a thin layer of sticky customs foam. Their heads
bobbed in unison, mouths forming the same scripted greeting:

“Good day, civilian compliance unit, please present your audit
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