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One
 
“Joe?” Mgurn whispered. “Joe? Stop staring.”
“I’m not staring,” I said as I drank my beer and continued to stare at Hopsheer.
“You are,” Mgurn replied, his quad-jawed mandibles clicking with irritation. “You have been staring at her for the last hour. That’s your eighteenth pint of beer.”
“Is it?” I replied. “I wasn’t counting. You shouldn’t either. That’s just rude, Mgurn.”
He sighed. He’s Leforian, sighing was nothing new. I ignored the sigh.
So he sighed some more. And some more. And some more.
“Oh, for fo’s sake,” I snapped and turned to look at him. “Okay, I’m staring. So what? I can stare all I want. It’s not like she notices me or anything. No one notices me, Mgurn. I’m Salvage Merc One, the legend, the myth, the mysterious stranger that haunts the corridors of the Salvage Merc Corps headquarters. Now they see me, now they don’t. Forgotten before I’m five feet away.”
“Four,” Mgurn said.
“What?” I asked.
“Four feet away,” Mgurn replied. “I’ve counted. The other numbers forget you by the time you are four feet away. It’s annoying because if I’m talking to you then people ask who I’m talking to and I try to tell them but they forget so fast that sometimes I don’t even respond. That’s what’s really rude, Joe. Do you know how hard it is for a Leforian to be rude?”
“You didn’t seem to have a problem when counting my beers,” I responded and finished off the pint in my hand. I tilted the empty glass at Mgurn, indicating the full pitcher by one of his elbows. He has four. Elbows, not pitchers. Four elbows. There was only one pitcher left. “Fill ‘er up, buddy.”
He sighed yet again, but didn’t argue, and filled up my glass. I took a sip and started to go back to looking at Hopsheer Balai, the halfer woman that was the love of my life, who had no idea I existed unless I spoke to her directly. Unlike ninety-nine percent of the galaxy’s population, Hopsheer could actually retain a memory of me for longer than a few seconds. But only if we were conversing and in direct proximity to each other. It took longer than most, but once I walked away, she still lost memory of me within a minute or two.
It sucked nuft nuts.
That’s the thing about being Salvage Merc One. It sucked nuft nuts up and down. Yeah, sure, I had abilities that most in the galaxy didn’t, but so what? It was a life of loneliness. There was Mgurn, but come on, he didn’t exactly fill the hole in my soul that appeared when I ascended (descended?) to the role of Salvage Merc One and had to leave Hopsheer behind.
Once upon a time (regular time, not Sterli time), I was just Joe Laribeau, former Galactic Fleet Marine sergeant, guy with the replacement battle legs, a gift for turning stress into clarity, and a taste for as many drinks as I could pour down my throat. That last part didn’t change much. The rest did. 
Recruited into the Salvage Merc Corps by Hopsheer, I thought I’d hit the jackpot. A gorgeous halfer -part human, part Gwreq, all incredible- walked into my life and gave me the opportunity of, well, a lifetime. I got to be part of an elite organization that helped end the War. I got to go on jobs, which we call tickets, and find whatever the SMC was hired to find, make a whole bunch of chits, see the galaxy in a way I never got to see it when I was a spacehead Marine, and was loved in a way I didn’t think I’d ever be loved.
Except it was a foing sham. The SMC Bosses hired me not because I had mad Marine skills, but because I had the gift of clarity. When crud went bad, my mind cleared, and I actually saw things in more detail, almost like slo-mo, and I could react faster than others. That gift turned out to be a curse because it made me special enough that the SMC Bosses thought I was the One.
Yeah, One with a capital O. A Chosen One thing. Next in line to become Salvage Merc One. They wanted me to take the reins from the previous Salvage Merc One, who became Boss Seven once he died, so I could get possessed by some foing thing called the artifact. No capital A for it. It can suck my capital A.
That artifact was inside me. It allowed me to find anything in the universe. Anything. It’s not like I had galactic positioning or whatever. It just meant I could zero in on a pretty damn close location then search from there instead of starting from scratch and searching the whole damn galaxy from scratch. Lots of scratch when you’re a number, which is our nickname for being a Salvage Merc, since we all have numbers. I used to be One Eighty-Four. Not anymore, as I’ve said. 
Wait, there’s more!
The foing artifact also meant that no one could focus on me. Their memories would be wiped of my existence within seconds, or four feet according to Mgurn, of being out of my presence. Hell, most folks forgot me as they talked to me. I’d be asking a question, and they’d just space off, sometimes walk off, like I wasn’t even there.
Totally foed up. There are times I really hate SMC headquarters.
But, hey, free beer, right?
“Joe?” Mgurn asked. 
For some reason, Mgurn never forgot me. He was my assistant when I was a rookie number (all rookie numbers get assistants their first year) then stayed on as my assistant once I ascended (still not sure that’s how it turned out) to the One position. It was great to have someone, other than the Bosses, to talk to, but being Mgurn, he never left me alone even when I obviously wanted to get super drunk and stalk my ex without his constant jabbering in my damn ear.
“Joe?” Mgurn asked again.
I swiveled my attention over to him, which was a bit of an effort since the nineteenth pint was really the one that pushed me over the edge, and raised my eyebrows.
“Uh, Joe, you okay?” Mgurn asked. “You seem a bit, uh, well, glowy.”
“Glowy? What the fo does that mean? Is that even a word?” I asked. I set the pint down then saw my hand that held the glass. Mgurn was right, I was glowy. Or my hand was, at least. “Oh, that’s what you mean. I’m, like, actually glowing.”
“Yes, slightly,” Mgurn said. “I do not think this is normal.”
“Nothing about me is normal, buddy,” I said. “I’m Salvage Merc One.”
Not that Mgurn was exactly normal. I mean, he was normal for a Leforian, which are a race of two-meter-plus tall bug hounds. They look like a huge armored beetle and a Great Dane had babies. Good thing they are genetically predisposed to being uber-nice since Mgurn could easily rip me apart with his bare hands if he wanted to.
“I believe you should go see Scott,” Mgurn said. “He can do a medical workup and assess your situation.”
“Scott doesn’t remember who I am, Mgurn,” I replied. “He’s useless since he can’t look at my medical history and anything he enters into the SMC system just gets erased the second I leave his office. Plus, according to the Bosses, I’m sort of indestructible.”
“No, you are not,” Mgurn gasped. “Do not even think that, Joe. You are far from indestructible.”
“I wouldn’t say I’m far from,” I replied. “I heal super fast now.”
“Which is not the same as being indestructible,” Mgurn said.
We sat there in silence for a couple seconds, our eyes on my glowing hand.
“You really should see someone about that, though,” Mgurn insisted. “You’re getting brighter.”
He was right again. My hand was getting brighter, and it was starting to draw attention. That must have meant that the light wasn’t exactly coming from me. I mean, it was, but there had to be an outside of Joe source or the other numbers wouldn’t notice. 
That was my theory, at least.
“I’m good,” I said and tucked my hand under the table. 
The few numbers that had started to turn my way immediately turned back to their conversations, and drinks and food, as if nothing had happened. I pulled my hand out from under the table, and they began to notice again. I tucked it under, they turned away. Back up and they started looking. Under, they looked away. Back up and they—
“Stop that,” Mgurn hissed. He shook his head and gave me that disapproving look he does so well.
“What?” I asked. “I’m just playing. Having some fun. Fo, Mgurn, can you give me that, at least?”
“I am not giving you anything, Joe,” Mgurn said. “I am simply telling you to act like an adult and not mess with the other numbers. It is not professional behavior, and as Salvage Merc One, you should exemplify proper conduct.”
“Are you foing crudding me?” I snapped. “Do we need to go back to the whole people don’t remember me convo again? Sheezus, Mgurn. Any conduct I try to exemplify gets forgotten. Argh!”
“I am beginning to think the Galactic Fleet discharged you not because your cybernetic battle legs were too expensive to maintain, but because you are just a dick,” Mgurn said.
“Damn,” I replied. “I got you riled up, didn’t I? You totally called me a dick.”
I don’t know if Leforians can actually blush, but I am pretty sure I made him blush.
“I apologize for the insult,” Mgurn said.
“Why? I’d call me a dick too,” I said. “I kind of am.”
“Well, then perhaps you should work on that,” Mgurn said. 
“Maybe I will,” I responded. “Right after I finish…this…last pint…”
I trailed off as I saw my other hand start to glow.
“This is getting weird,” I said.
“Joe?” Mgurn asked.
“I’m right here, buddy, no need to say my name if you want to talk to me,” I said as I held both of my glowing hands in front of my face and wiggled my fingers. “This is just trippy, man.”
They were getting brighter and brighter. It was almost painful. Not in my hands, but in my eyes because the glowing was turning into some seriously heavy duty light. 
“Joe? Uh, I believe we may have a situation on our hands,” Mgurn said.
“Yeah, no crud, man,” I said. “But there’s no we here, buddy. The situation is firmly all on my hands. Ooo, and spreading down my arms. Why is my uniform glowing too? I’d think it would just be my skin.”
“I am not talking about your hands,” Mgurn said and tapped me on the shoulder. “The situation has gone beyond that.”
“Again, no crud, man,” I replied. “I can see it’s going beyond my hands. It’s all the way past my elbows now. This is crazy! What the fo is going on? If it was a threat, I’d think the headquarters AI would detect it and sound the alarm, but I don’t hear any klaxons going off, do you? Mgurn? Do you hear any klaxons? Maybe I have light in my ears and can’t hear them. Which doesn’t make any sense at all when you think—”
Mgurn shoved my hands onto the table with one hand and grabbed me by the chin with a second. His other two hands pointed at the rest of the mess hall.
And what was coming at us.
“Fo,” I whispered as I watched every number in the room walk slowly towards us, their eyes locked onto my glowing arms. “This ain’t good.”
“No, it is not,” Mgurn said. He cleared his throat and stood up, holding all of his hands out towards the numbers. “Hello, fellow Salvage Mercs—”
“You’re just an assistant,” I said. “You really can’t call yourself a Salvage Merc.”
His head whipped around, and I swear he glared at me. Not very well, since Leforians just aren’t the glaring type, but the effort was there.
“Sorry,” I said. “That was the dick part of me that said that.”
“Yes, I know,” Mgurn said and returned his attention to the numbers that were sleepwalking towards us.
And that was what they looked like they were doing. They were either sleepwalking or in some kind of trance. Slow, stuttering steps brought them closer and closer. It was taking forever. Sheezus, I would have preferred it if they’d rushed us. 
“If you will return to your seats, we will get this situation sorted out,” Mgurn continued. “This is a Salvage Merc One issue. I do thank you for your concern, but there is no need for everyone to get involved. Thank you.”
“You already thanked them,” I said.
He glared again. He was getting better at it.
“Good speech,” I said and smiled. “Didn’t do crud, though.”
“Yes, I am painfully aware of that,” Mgurn said. “Perhaps we should leave.”
“I like the way you think,” I said and stood up. Good thing I had battle legs because they were all that kept me from falling over onto my ass. “Yikes. I think I had one too many beers.”
“Ten too many beers,” Mgurn said. “We should really talk about your drinking at some point, Joe. I believe you may have a problem.”
“I have lots of problems, buddy,” I said and nodded at the numbers that were still sloooooowly coming at us. “Most of them are right there.”
“That is not what I mean, and you know it,” Mgurn said as he started inching around the table. 
There was one disadvantage with my favorite table. It was tucked into the far corner of the mess hall. Yes, it gave me a full view of the entire room, and I could watch the door to see who came and went, but it also meant our backs were up against a wall. Fine if you wanted to avoid getting shot in said backs, but cruddy if you wanted to turn and get the fo out of there in a hurry.
I instinctively slapped at my thigh, feeling for my KL09 heavy pistol, but it wasn’t there. No reason it should have been since I was supposed to be safely inside the SMC headquarters. Putting myself in the corner was instinct, carrying a KL09 around would have been paranoid.
Not so paranoid, as it turned out, since I had a quarter of the SMC numbers shuffling their sleepwalking asses at me.
“Suggestions?” I asked Mgurn.
“None that do not involve hurting our friends and colleagues,” Mgurn said. “I would like to avoid that, if we can.”
“Gonna agree with you there,” I said. “Especially since we’ll probably be the ones getting hurt if we try to go the punch and kick route.”
“Perhaps we can slip by them?” Mgurn suggested. “They are moving painfully slow. I believe if we go to the right and slide along the wall, we might be able to reach the doors without incident.”
“Good call,” I said and followed him as he moved to the wall. 
The second I was out from behind the table, the numbers picked up their pace. A lot.
“Oh,” Mgurn said. “More not good. Shall we run?”
“Yes, Mgurn, we shall,” I said. “Battle legs, don’t fail me now.”
He glanced over his shoulder at me to say something, but the words didn’t happen. His quad-jaw dropped, and his eyes went the widest I’d ever seen them go.
“I’m guessing by the look on your face that my whole body is glowing now?” I said.
“Yes,” Mgurn nodded. “Your whole body is glowing now.”
I looked down and even I hurt my eyes. I had to squint to make out details of my own body, the light was so bright. The numbers coming at us squinted as well then came to a stop. Arms were raised to shield their vision as my glowing turned into full on spotlight. Put a disco ball in front of me, and we could have had a dance party.
“Do you feel anything?” Mgurn asked, turning away to keep from going blind. “Does it hurt?”
“I don’t feel a damn thing,” I said. I waved my hands around. “If all this wasn’t happening, I’d have no idea anything was even going on. Seriously. It feels like nothing.”
“It is obviously not nothing,” Mgurn said.
“Ya think?” I snapped. “Maybe we should call for help.”
Mgurn’s features changed, and I realized he was ashamed he hadn’t thought of that. He tapped at his external com, since his Leforian body couldn’t handle an ear implant, and sighed.
“Emergency assistance needed in the mess hall,” Mgurn said. “There seems to be a situation with Salvage Merc One.”
His head tilted as he listened to a response. Normally, I would have been pissed he didn’t dial me in on the conversation, but I was too busy being blinded by my light. 
“Yes, I said Salvage Merc One,” Mgurn said. “That is not true. He is very real and not a legend at all.” He sighed louder. “Can you patch me through to one of the Bosses, please? They can help me.”
The numbers before us started backing off, all of them in obvious pain from my brilliance. But they didn’t go far, just back enough that the dazzling funk that was I didn’t hurt so much anymore.
“This could be a while,” Mgurn said to me. “I’m on hold.”
“Hold? Does our internal com system even have a hold?” I asked.
“Apparently, it does,” Mgurn said. He started to bob his head. “The music is quite pleasant actually.”
“Oh, is it?” I snapped as I sat back in my seat and started to pour another pint. Why the hell not? If I was going to go supernova, I sure as fo wanted to do it with a beer in my hand. 
“Yes, I am here,” Mgurn said. “Who am I speaking to? Oh, well, it is an honor Boss Two. I am a big fan of yours. I believe Joe, I mean Salvage Merc One, has spoken highly of you. What was that? Well, I can’t recall a specific story he’s told, but I know he speaks highly of all the Bosses. No, sir, I am not brown nosing you. Yes, sir, I will knock off the ass kissing and get to the point. Although, I must point out that I am Leforian and in no way was I trying to kiss your—”
Mgurn winced and put a hand to his ear.
“Yes, sir. Sorry, sir,” Mgurn said. “If you will check the vid feed of the mess hall, I believe you will see what I am talking about. No, sir, I am not telling you what to do. That would be unthinkable. Well, yes, sir, I did just think it, so I guess you are right and it is thinkable. What I meant was—”
He winced again and nearly yanked the com from his ear.
“I’ll shut up, sir,” Mgurn said quietly.
“Hey, Mgurn?” I said as I felt a tingling in the tips of my fingers. “Just patch me over and let me talk to him. I have a funky feeling going on right now, and I’m guessing we may want to hurry.”
Mgurn relayed what I said then requested that my com be patched into the conversation.
“Salvage Merc One,” Boss Two said in my ear. “I need you to stay very still. Do not move from your seat, are we understood?”
“Loud and clear,” I said and lifted the pint to my lips.
“NO! I said stay still!” Boss Two shouted. “Don’t move at all!
Then it all went to crud.
 



 
Two
 
Yeah, well, huh…
I wasn’t in the Kansas System anymore.
That’s a joke. There’s no Kansas System. It was swallowed up by a black hole a few centuries ago.
The place I found myself in sure wasn’t the SMC headquarters, though. 
I looked out at the broad landscape that lay before me and couldn’t make out anything. It was like all details were covered in a fog. The planet I was on was fuzzy. I didn’t know if it was a desert planet or jungle or a mutant wasteland like Earth. It could have been a holo projection, full sensory input, but it didn’t feel like it. It didn’t feel real either, but something in my gut told me it was.
I stood on a ledge made of pink rock. It looked like rose quartz, but there was a constant shimmer to it that told me it wasn’t even close to that type of rock. That and the fact there were people enclosed in the rock, frozen there with their mouths wide open in permanent screams. Their eyes were filled with fear or pain, probably both. Their hands were pressed up against the surface, right where my feet were.
Oh, yeah, I was naked. So there’s that.
I jumped back when I realized I was standing right on top of a woman’s face. I kept moving backwards, horrified by the scene beneath me. So many tortured souls stuck in pink rock. It was not cool.
My back bumped up against something cold and solid, and I spun around. A door. A massive, massive door that was made of iron with gold and silver inlays covering it. The gold and silver were tarnished and the iron was rusted and pocked by corrosion. It was a foing old door, no doubt about that. Did I mention massive? Yeah, like fly a ship through it massive. Huge. 
So, a huge iron door before me, a fuzzy world behind me, frozen scary folk beneath me, and I was naked as a Nemorian during Mardi Gras. I really only had one choice. I knocked.
The sound was small, swallowed up by the enormity of the door. I stared up and had to squint to make out the top of the door. It was set into the side of a mountain, but there was no way I could say what the mountain was made of. It was a really, really big mountain. Far, far above, there was the hint of clouds, but I couldn’t be sure. Maybe it was just more fogged over scenery like the fuzzy world behind me. 
The lack of discernible detail was starting to bug me. 
Then lightning flashed, and I nearly choked on a scream. Nearly choked. The scream may have escaped my lips and sounded like someone stepped on a gump. Above me, in the clouds, I saw a face. I couldn’t really say what it looked like except it had a huge beard made of ringlets and the eyes were pure fire. More lightning flashed, and it was gone, leaving only churning, black grey clouds that started spitting a misty rain.
I knocked again. The sound was louder, and that time, I got some results. The massive door began to swing open inwards, and a powerful wind came billowing out, pushing me back across the pink stone towards the edge. I tried to dig my heels in, but bare feet on smooth stone is a losing combination.
I had no idea what was below the ledge, and I didn’t want to find out, so I mustered all of my strength and fought the wind, taking slow, deliberate steps, one at a time, until I was close to the door again. I lunged at the door jamb and was able to hook my fingers into a gouge in the rock. Not a nook, not a cranny, but a gouge. It had obviously been made by something large and something sharp. I hoped that the large and sharp thing wasn’t on the other side of the door, but I wasn’t holding my breath on that one.
Every ounce of strength. That’s what it took to pull myself inside and through the doorway. Once over the threshold, the wind stopped abruptly, and I collapsed forward, almost breaking my nose as my momentum propelled me a few meters. My hands became a bloody mess as I threw them out to stop my fall, and they collided with the detritus of some long gone battle.
Everywhere around me were skeletons clad in ancient armor. Rusted weapons lay on the floor and stuck out from brittle rib cages. My hands plunged through one of those rib cages, and I cried out as shards of bone dug into my palms. Bone dust filled my nose, and I sneezed over and over as I thrashed free of the rib cage and shoved up onto my feet.
That’s when things got really weird.
I’d lost my real legs during the War when I fell into a B’clo’no mating trap. They ate my gams right off, those slimy bastards. But the thing was, as I stood there in the gigantic hallway that was on the other side of the gigantic door, my replacement legs were gone. What held me upright was flesh and blood. It’s not hard to know the difference.
I ran my hands over the exposed flesh of my legs and nearly cried. I’d forgotten what it felt like to have real limbs again. Yes, my battle legs made me faster and stronger, and they didn’t tire out like the legs I’d been born with, but they weren’t me. They were no different than the KL09 pistols I used or my H16 plasma carbine multi-weapon or even the ship I flew or, hell, the pint glasses I drank from. My replacement legs were tools, nothing more. 
It was at that point that maybe, just maybe, I started to freak out a little.
“Hey!” I yelled and my voice was swallowed up by the vastness of the inky black that lay beyond the entryway I was in, if you could call it that. 
I saw the remains of the ancient battle, but I couldn’t see anything else beyond a few meters. I wasn’t even sure how I could see that. There was no light source. Even I wasn’t glowing anymore. My skin was normal Joe skin, no more blindingly white light coming out of my pores.
“Hello? Is anyone alive around here?” I called out. “Hey! Can someone tell me what the fo is going on?”
“Yes and no,” a voice replied from the black. 
A woman’s voice. Soft, but steady and confident. She didn’t sound like a threat at all. Even still, my Joe junk may have shrunk a tad, which I didn’t blame it for doing.
“Okay, uh, can we start with the yes part of the what the fo is going on?” I asked.
“You, Salvage Merc One, are exactly where you are supposed to be,” the voice said. I thought I could make out a shape, but wasn’t sure. “You haven’t moved a centimeter, yet you are all the way across the galaxy.”
“Riddles. Awesome,” I sighed. “Listen, ma’am, you sound nice and all, but I’m standing in a freaky entryway with a bunch of skeletons around me and my bits and pieces are hanging out for all to see, so maybe you could get a little more specific.”
“It is not for me to explain the specifics to you, Salvage Merc One,” the woman replied. “It is for me to prepare you for your trial. You have a long and dangerous quest ahead of you, and my wisdom may be the only way you come out of it alive.”
“Does your wisdom include where I can find a pair of pants?” I asked. “Nothing fancy, just maybe some jeans or even pajama bottoms. I’ll take a pair of cutoffs, if you have them. But not the kind with the pockets hanging out. Those are just tacky.”
“You must bare all to make it through your trial, Salvage Merc One,” she said.
“Joe. Call me Joe,” I said. “And you are?”
“My name is infinite,” the woman said. More movement in the black, but still no idea what she looked like. “My name is all and everything, but nothing to you.”
“Can I call you Betty?” I asked. “I like the name Betty, and you sound like a Betty.”
There was a rustling, like scales on stone and a quiet hiss. Joe junk made every attempt possible to get all up inside me. Cowards.
“So…no Betty then,” I said as I squinted into the black, hoping to get some idea of what I was up against.
And I knew it was a “what” more than a she. 
“You stopped being Joe Laribeau when you took the sacrament of the artifact,” she said. “You are now Salvage Merc One, and that is who we seek.”
“Is that the royal we or are there more of you?” I asked.
“Stop with the questions, Salvage Merc One,” she snapped. More rustling of scales, more quiet hissing. “Listen.”
“I’m not much of a listener, really,” I said.
The hiss stopped being quiet and filled my ears, making me clap my hands against the sides of my head. She came out of the black then. Five meters tall, with the torso of a gorgeous woman, but the lower half of some giant constrictor. She wasn’t part of any alien race I knew. It was more like she was plucked from a nightmare. A nightmare with surprisingly perky breasts. Which is a cruddy thing for me to be thinking at that moment, but let’s see you try not thinking about it when you have half-meter-across boobies thrust towards you by some crazy snake lady horror.
“QUIET!” she roared.
I jumped back, slipped on a skull, and fell hard right on my ass. I landed on a pair of skeletal legs and was lucky I didn’t get a femur up my bum.
“Sorry!” I shouted. “Sheezus. Sorry.”
“The artifact has not been through the trials in nearly a hundred millennia,” she said as she slowly withdrew back into the darkness. By the time she finished her sentence, I couldn’t see even an outline of her, which was fine by me. “You have been given the honor of being the one to carry it through its destiny.”
I waited, but she didn’t say anything else. 
“You have nothing to say now?” she asked.
“Oh, sorry, I didn’t know that was it,” I replied. “I was being quiet, like you asked. So, uh, when do these trials start? Have they started already? Can I request pants again?”
“The trials have not started,” she said. “They will start when you arrive at the door.”
I glanced over my shoulder. “That door?”
“Yes,” she said.
“The door I already walked through?” I asked.
“You have not walked through it yet,” she answered.
“Huh, I may disagree with you there,” I said. “No offense, but it sorta looks like I already went through the door.”
“You are not here,” she said.
“Uh…” I responded.
“You have never been here,” she said.
“Uh…” I responded again.
“When you arrive, you will know it,” she said. “Until then, prepare yourself, Salvage Merc One! Prepare yourself for the trials that will define you and the universe!”
“The universe, eh?” I said. “Those are quite the trials. Is the universe aware that I’m the one handling this? Because the universe may want to pick someone else. I’m sorta new at this Salvage Merc One thing. I haven’t had a chance to even come close to exploring what all the artifact can do. Plus, I just came off a relationship, and I’m not really my normal self. Things are hard for me right now. I have to say I’ve been drinking a lot, and maybe we could do this trial thing in the Fall. Would that be cool? Gives me time to get my head right and then I could—”
“QUIET!” she roared again, but didn’t lunge at me. I went quiet. “Your emotional distress is what drew you to us. Only the wounded may attempt the trial. Only those that know the pain of the soul may walk the worlds and attune the artifact to its destiny.”
“What about the Bosses?” I asked. “They didn’t have soul pain when they were each Salvage Merc One?”
“No,” she said.
“Slackers,” I replied. “So, will I get a heads up about when the trials start? I’d hate to be on the crapper and poof, here I am!”
I laughed. She did not.
“Okay, never mind,” I said. “But, if I have never been here and am not here now, then how do I get back to here? You know, the here where I currently am? That here.”
“You will travel across the galaxy to find this door again,” she said. “You will endure horrors and dangers that no mortal can survive. You will be given a quest before you begin the trials. The trials are the quest. The quest is the trials.”
“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” I said and held up my hands. “Back up to the horrors and dangers no mortal can survive thing. That doesn’t sound good. I’m mortal.” I patted my body and the sound of palms slapping flesh echoed everywhere. “See? Good old fashioned human mortal. You’re looking right at me, and I am obviously not hiding anything here.”
“Have you been taught nothing about yourself?” she hissed. “Have the ones that came before you left you to struggle like a newly born calf that is abandoned by its mother in a field and left for the wolves to devour?”
“Yikes, uh, no, I wouldn’t describe it like that,” I said. “The Bosses have been giving me my space, you know, because of the whole relationship thing and my drinking and all that, not that I have a drinking problem. But, it’s kind of been nice of them. They’re letting me work through my stuff at my own pace.”
I heard her muttering to herself. It was in a language I didn’t understand, certainly not common, but I knew curse words when I heard them.
“I am permitted to allow you a glimpse of what is in store for you, Salvage Merc One,” she said. “The Gods have allowed it due to the negligence of your predecessors.”
“Gods? I heard the capital G there,” I said. “What Gods are we talking about exactly? Do you mean the Eight Million Gods? Those guys and gals?”
“There are only the one Gods,” she said.
“That doesn’t answer my question,” I said, waving a hand in the air. “Doesn’t matter. It’s not like it’s all going to make sense even if you said yes or no.”
“To you, no, it would not,” she said. “Are you ready for your glimpse?”
“Do I have a choice?” I asked.
“You always have a choice, Salvage Merc One,” she replied. “Destiny and free will are never mutually exclusive.”
“The nuns that taught me in kindergarten might disagree,” I said. 
“They were wrong,” she said.
“Good to know,” I replied. I took a deep breath and stood up. “Alrighty then, time to get my glimpse on.”
I looked down at a rusty sword that lay at my feet.
“Should I choose a weapon or something?” I asked. “Or is this a non-participation glimpse?”
She may have muttered some more curses.
“Sorry,” I said. “I’m ready.”
“Your readiness is irrelevant,” she said.
“But I thought that was what the glimpse was for, so I could get ready,” I said.
“Oh my Eight Million Gods!” she shouted. “What is wrong with you?”
I didn’t have time to answer. The world around me blinked out, and I found myself standing in a ring of fire. Everything was black beyond the ring. No Naked Snake Lady or skeletons or giant door. Just more black. 
“Hello?” I called out as the meter-high flames flickered about me. “Will there be any context to the glimpse because a ring of fire doesn’t tell me much?”
No one responded which was pretty much what I expected.
“Fine. Whatever,” I said. “I’ll just figure it out my—”
“—self,” I finished as the ring of fire blinked out, and I was suddenly standing on the shore of a boiling lake. 
A boiling lake of blood. Yeah. Blood. Boiling. Boiling lake of blood.
“Holy foing crud!” I yelped and jumped back from the blood that lapped at the shore. “Sheezus!”
Something writhed in the blood. A shape. A big shape. Very big shape. It never broke the surface, but it was easy to tell something was there. 
I continued to back away from the lake of boiling blood. 
“You will drown,” a guttural voice mumbled behind me.
I whirled around and came face to trunk with a dead tree. It was twisted and gnarled and had scorch marks all up and down its dry and crumbling bark. There was a slit right at eye level. 
“You will drown and there is nothing you can do to stop it,” the guttural voice said from the slit.
“Great,” I replied. “I appreciate the vote of confidence.”
“You will drown,” it said again.
“Yeah, I know, you mentioned that,” I responded. “Twice now.”
“You will drown,” it repeated.
I glanced up at the sky and saw nothing. Literally nothing. It was like I’d closed my eyes, but there wasn’t even a view of the insides of my eyelids.
“You stare into the void and drown,” the tree slit said.
“Of course I do,” I said and turned to walk away.
The lake of boiling blood was gone, and I stood in the middle of a desert nightscape. The air was warm and dry, and I could feel fine grains of sand between my toes. I spun in a complete circle, but there was nothing to see. From dark horizon to dark horizon was nothing but sand. No trees, not even talking dead ones, or cacti or hills or mesas or anything. Kilometers and kilometers of sand.
Then the sand started to crawl up my legs.
“Hey, stop that,” I said and shook one leg then the other to get the sand off. 
That’s when the biting kicked in.
“Ow!” I yelled and swatted at my calves with both hands. 
The sand stuck to my palm, and I brought it up close to my face. It wasn’t sand. It was ants. Thousands of tiny, tiny ants that bit and pinched my skin with their tiny, tiny mandibles. 
“Fo me!” I yelled and shook my hands. But the ants were dead set on staying put.
The pain grew worse on my legs, and I started dancing and bobbing, moving in ways I’d never moved before, to try to get rid of the little buggers. Nothing worked. They just hung on tighter which meant things got way more painful.
“Not liking this glimpse!” I yelled up at the sky which was the same void as the lake of boiling blood place. “If this is helping then I say no thank you!”
An ant got in my mouth, and I spat and spat and spat until my mouth was completely dry. Which made me thirsty as hell, and I wished I’d brought something to drink. That’s when I noticed the sound of the waterfall. 
I blinked a couple of times, and the desert was gone. The ants were gone. I was still naked, though.
Before me was a huge waterfall stretching up as far as I could see. Yes, there was the void at the top. That was a given. The waterfall was not made of blood, so good thing there. Just regular water. Cold, misty water. I shivered and wrapped my arms around myself. 
I started to call out, then thought there was no point to it. There was no way anything could hear me over the roar of the waterfall. 
The light around me felt like maybe it was twilight or dawn. It was that in-between illumination where everything is grays and blues. I could barely make out a narrow path ahead of me. It was made of small, smooth stones and led to the edge of the waterfall then disappeared behind it.
I followed the path. What else was I going to do?
The mist from the waterfall may have been cold, but it felt nice against my ant-bitten skin. I shivered with relief as the pain slowly subsided while I continued along the path. It was deceptively long. I had to have been walking for a good fifteen or twenty minutes before I came to where the path met the edge of the water. 
The force of the air from the waterfall pressed against me like a cold, wet hand trying to keep me back. I leaned forward, hoping to see some hint of what lay ahead for me, but I couldn’t see anything. It was all just wet.
Before I knew what was happening, part of the waterfall snapped out and wrapped itself around my neck. My airway was instantly cut off, and I gasped and choked as I was dragged forward. 
The waterfall hit me like a star cruiser at full thrusters. My body was pulverized. I felt my skin slough off and my bones disintegrate into dust. I tried to scream, but I had no air to scream with. All I could do was die.
“This is but a glimpse,” the Naked Snake Lady’s voice echoed in my head. “There will be more than this, Salvage Merc One, if you survive this far.”
The waterfall let me go, and I tumbled forever into the churning mass of water below. My body was already crushed and destroyed, so when I hit the surface, it really didn’t make much difference. Still hurt like fo, though.
I sank quickly and closed my eyes. That didn’t seem to work. Even with my eyes closed, I could see shapes swimming about me. They reached for me, they grabbed at me, they clutched at my still foing naked skin. My arms were pulled straight out, and my legs were splayed wide.
Then it came up at me. All teeth. So many teeth.
I screamed and swallowed half the water around me, but it didn’t matter. I was already dead. On some level, I knew that. It sort of just occurred to me and felt right. I was dead. So very dead.
But, dead or not, that was a fo ton of teeth coming up at me, so I kept on screaming. 
Mgurn slapped me and there I was, back at SMC headquarters.
“Dude,” I croaked as I lay on the mess hall floor. 
Then I started throwing up more water than a body should be able to hold.
 



 
Three
 
“I don’t need a checkup,” I said as Mgurn blocked my way out of the medical exam room. “Mgurn? Move. I’m fine. What I really need to do is go talk to the Bosses.”
“They told me to bring you here first,” Mgurn said. “They were very insistent that Scott take a look at you. It might have to do with the fact you were drowning without being in water. That worried them.”
“You know what? I’m not digging how buddy buddy you’re getting with the Bosses,” I said. “I’m Salvage Merc One. Me. Not you. Me.”
“Which there have been seven before you,” Mgurn said, crossing his arms across his carapace. “I am the only assistant, or any being for that matter, that has ever been able to remember a Salvage Merc One’s previous incarnation.”
“The Bosses know who I was,” I said.
“The Bosses are dead, Joe,” Mgurn said. “They don’t count.”
I stared at him and started to argue some more, but he was right. Not that I admitted that.
“I don’t how they are dead and still the Bosses,” I grumbled as I sat on the exam table. “Doesn’t make a lick of sense.”
“None of the Salvage Merc One process makes sense,” Mgurn said. “But it is what it is, Joe.”
“Joe?” Scott asked as he rolled into the exam room. He looked at Mgurn. “Mgurn, Joe Laribeau died. We’ve had this discussion.”
“Of course,” Mgurn said.
Scott had been a medic in the War. He saved guys like me when their limbs had been blown off and insides were dangling over their belts. Eventually, the odds caught up with him, and he’d been on the receiving end of some bad luck. The guy wasn’t eligible for battle legs like me, or even just normal legs, because he didn’t have enough left to attach anything to. Instead, he ended up plopped into a rollerball which doubled as not only his mode of transportation, but helped keep him alive by filtering all his bodily fluids and making sure he didn’t go toxic. It also had enough diagnostic equipment wired into it to make him a one-man rolling hospital.
Scott glanced at a chart, up at me, down at the chart, back up to me, then over to Mgurn.
“And who am I seeing today?” Scott said. 
“This is Salvage Merc One,” Mgurn said. “He needs a going over.”
“Right, yes, Salvage Merc One,” Scott said as he looked down at his chart and chuckled. He looked back at me, and the chuckle stopped. His face grew puzzled, and he shook his head a couple times. “Uh…”
“Just do a foing workup on me and get this over with,” I snapped. “Apparently, I have some trial to be at or quest or whatever. The Gods have decreed it.”
“He needs to meet with the Bosses as soon as possible, so it is time sensitive,” Mgurn said. “No need to worry about who he is, just how he is.”
“Okay, I can do that,” Scott said as he tucked the chart into a slot in his rollerball. A hand scanner extended from a different slot, and he took it then rolled over to me. “Anything I need to know before I start? Any specific issues with your health?”
“I just had some waking nightmare where a bunch of desert ants ate me then I drowned under a waterfall and died right before a big-toothed monster came to bite off my junk,” I said. “Other than that, not much to tell.”
“A general exam will suffice,” Mgurn said. “Thank you.”
“Alright,” Scott said, looking about as confused as any person should look after being slapped across the brain with the crud I just said. “A general exam it is.”
His hand scanner started to do its buzzing and beeping thing. It was highly annoying.
“Headaches?” Scott asked.
“Constantly,” I said.
“Really?” Mgurn asked.
“I’m looking at you, buddy,” I replied.
Mgurn frowned, and Scott furrowed his brow.
“Irritability?” Scott asked.
“I believe his behavior has answered that,” Mgurn said with a huff.
“You know what, buddy?” I snapped. “I am sick and tired of—”
I couldn’t finish. My head snapped back, and my mouth opened wide.
“THE TRIALS SHALL BEGIN,” a booming voice that was not mine said from my mouth. “PREPARE OR PERISH!”
My jaw closed with a crack, and my head whipped forward so hard I bruised my chest with my chin.
“Ow,” I said.
“I don’t know how to diagnose that,” Scott said as he rolled backwards quickly. He looked from me to Mgurn. “I’m sorry, Mgurn, but this gentleman—”
“Salvage Merc One,” Mgurn said.
“Whoever you say he is, this gentleman is beyond my help,” Scott said. “The Bosses will need to handle this themselves. I have regular numbers with regular medical issues to take care of.”
“Nice bedside manner,” I grumbled.
“Can you at least give him something for being an ass?” Mgurn asked. 
“Hey!” I snapped.
“That is beyond my area as well,” Scott said. “Perhaps he should seek counseling.”
“Perhaps he should,” Mgurn said “But I fear that his irritability and general bad moods are a symptom of the greater problem you witnessed.”
“What problem I witnessed?” Scott asked. He blinked a couple of times as he looked at me. “Huh…where’s your chart?”
“Never mind,” I said and hopped off the exam table. “We’re out of here.”
“But I haven’t started the exam yet,” Scott protested. “Salvage Merc…?”
“One!” I shouted as I leaned down and got right in his face. “I’m Salvage Merc One!”
“Come on, Joe,” Mgurn said as he grabbed me by the shoulders and pulled me towards the door. “Time to see the Bosses.”
We were out of the exam room and pushing past confused numbers as we made our way to the corridor. I heard Scott call out, “Next!” as the door shut behind us.
“What a prick,” I grumbled.
“Yes, Joe, you were quite the prick in there,” Mgurn said.
“Me? How was I the prick?” I said. “I was talking about Scott.”
“I know you were, but you were wrong,” Mgurn said. 
A few numbers walked by us. A couple of them nodded to Mgurn, but their eyes never even landed on me. Mgurn nodded back then gave me a long, tired sigh.
“Joe, there is something going on with you,” Mgurn said.
“Duh,” I replied.
“It worries me because while you had always been a tad testy at times in the past, you were never mean,” Mgurn said. “You are now mean, Joe. I do not appreciate it, but I also know that it is not the true you.”
“Nothing is the true me anymore, buddy,” I said. “I’m now Salvage Merc One.”
“Yes, yes, I am painfully aware of that since you say it constantly and never let five minutes go by without reminding me,” Mgurn growled.
“You keep acting like it’s no big deal,” I countered.
“That is not true in the slightest,” Mgurn responded. “I show great concern regarding your change. I also show great concern regarding your drinking. Not to mention your unhealthy obsession with Salvage Merc Eight.”
“Leave Hopsheer out of this,” I snarled.
“Yes, could you?” Boss Three asked.
I jumped, and Mgurn cried out as we found ourselves standing before the long table where the Bosses sat. The wall behind the Bosses was an open view of the spacescape outside SMC headquarters. Clusters of stars, the far-off nebulas of Golan and Gonal, ships coming and going. I ignored all of that and focused on Boss Three.
“Not cool,” I said, pointing my finger at him. “We were on our way. No need to pop us in here with a snap of your fingers.”
“You were taking too long,” Boss Three said.
“Much too long,” Boss Five added.
“I had finished my muffin and was bored,” Boss One said. “It was a bran muffin. I may need to excuse myself shortly. I’m quite regular.”
“No one needs to know that,” Boss Four said and gave me a small wave. “Hey, Joe.”
“Hello,” I said curtly.
“Rather brusk,” Boss Five said.
“Quite,” Boss Six said.
“That seems to be your default setting lately, Joe,” Boss Seven said.
“Does it? Huh, hadn’t noticed,” I replied.
“There is something wrong with Joe,” Mgurn said. “He is a jerk.”
“A Jirk? Oh, my, that’s not good,” Boss One said. “He’ll kill us and take our skins!”
“We’re dead,” Boss Two said. “We don’t really have skins.”
Boss One patted his arm. “Is that so? I must be hallucinating.”
“Not outside the realm of possibility,” Boss Four said.
“Cheeky,” Boss Five said.
“I did not mean he was a Jirk with an I, not a skintaker, but a jerk with an E,” Mgurn said. “A dick.”
“Oh,” Boss One said and squinted at me as he leaned forward in his seat. “No need to be that, now is there?”
“Why am I here?” I asked.
They all stared at me for several seconds.
The thing with the Bosses was that even though I was Salvage Merc One, and had my own set of extra senses, I still couldn’t quite make out their faces. I had no idea what any of them looked like. I could focus while I spoke to one of them, but the moment my attention was diverted, which was often since they never shut up or stopped talking over one another, the image of an individual face just faded away. Poof.
Which is what happens to everyone that runs into me, so I guess I know what they feel like. Except I don’t forget the Bosses themselves, just their faces.
“Did he just ask why he’s here?” Boss Three asked.
“I believe he did,” Boss Five said.
“I’m hungry for another muffin,” Boss One said and stood. “Can I get a muffin for anyone else? I believe there is blueberry as well as bran.”
“Sit down,” Boss Two said, patting Boss One’s arm. “We aren’t finished with Joe.”
“Joe?” Boss One asked then looked at me. “Hello, Joe! What a pleasant surprise. What are you doing here?”
“I was asking the same question,” I said.
“You were? Oh, dear, that’s strange,” Boss One said. He looked at his fellow Bosses. “Why is Joe here?”
“The artifact,” Boss Four responded. “It is acting up.”
“It wants to send Joe on a quest,” Boss Three said.
“With trials,” I said. “Or something like that. That’s what the Naked Snake Lady said.”
They all gasped, even Boss Seven, who was the newest Boss and my predecessor with the Salvage Merc One gig. 
“Naked Snake Lady?” Boss Four asked. “A few meters tall, quite a few meters long, talks in riddles and lives in the side of a mountain behind a huge iron door? Is that the one?”
“Yeah,” I said. “You’ve met her?”
“Sheezus, Joe, we’ve all been trying to avoid her for centuries,” Boss Seven said. “This ain’t good, brother.”
Mgurn made a cross between a whimper and a strangled yelp.
“I need to sit down,” Mgurn said and reached behind him. There hadn’t been a chair there when we came in, but one appeared instantly as he collapsed into it. “Thank you.”
“I’m not as freaked out as Mgurn, but the fact you guys are telling me that Naked Snake Lady is not a good thing does make my bladder slightly weak,” I said.
“Do you need an incontinence pad?” Boss One asked. “I have extras.”
“You do not urinate,” Boss Five said. “None of us do. Why would you wear one of those?”
“Comfort?” Boss One replied, looking confused. “I think?”
“Yeah, I’m good,” I said to Boss One. “Thanks.”
I waited. They didn’t volunteer any information. I sighed and rubbed my eyes with the heels of my hands.
“Naked Snake Lady?” I said.
“Right, yes, sorry,” Boss Two said. “It’s just a shock that this is the quest the artifact has chosen for you.”
“We expected something soon, but not this,” Boss Three said.
“I had to pick wildflowers on Planet C for three days and three nights without stopping to sleep or eat or do anything else for my quest,” Boss Five said. “I’d do that all over again in a heartbeat rather than have to deal with…her.”
“You picked wildflowers?” Boss Two asked. “I was buried alive in molten lava and given a pair of titanium chopsticks and a straw. I could only use one of those to get free.”
“Which did you use?” Boss Six asked.
“The straw,” Boss Two said. “I still burp lava occasionally.”
“Naked Snake Lady!” I barked. “Who is she? Why are you guys wigging out? What are these trials or quest or whatever supposed to be about?”
“Calm down, Joe,” Boss Seven said.
“I don’t want to calm down!” I shouted.
Boss Seven was in my face faster than I could blink.
“Would you rather have a size ten boot up your ass?” he barked. Boss spittle splattered my cheeks. “Would you, Joe? Because I can make that happen.”
“No, sorry,” I said and took some breaths.
Boss Seven was back in his seat before I finished my sentence.
“Your boots are only size ten?” Boss Six asked. “They look bigger.”
“Wide feet,” Boss Seven said. “Optical illusion.”
The scene behind the Bosses changed from the external view to a vid of a smiling woman. She was gorgeous, full of life and energy. Her smile was dazzling, and her tan face was framed by a wild, bushy head of curly black hair. 
“Alya Horne,” Boss Seven said. “She was to become Boss Four, but during her quest, she was cursed and turned into this.”
An image of the Naked Snake Lady came up.
“Yep, that’s her,” I said. “What kind of curse?”
“We don’t know,” Boss Seven said. “She never came back. The artifact left her and entered the current Boss Four when it was his turn to become Salvage Merc One.”
“I have a funny story about that,” Boss Four chuckled. “But now’s not the time.”
“The artifact left her?” I asked. “It can do that?” I looked down at Mgurn. “Did you know it could do that?”
“It was hinted at in the manual,” Mgurn said. He looked a lot better than just a minute before, but he was still obviously shaken up. “Joe? Did you not read the manual?”
The Bosses all leaned forward, eager for my answer.
“Yeah, sure, of course I did,” I said.
“Oh, he is lying,” Boss One said and stood up, his finger pointed at me. “Liar! Burn him!”
“I wish medication was an option for Bosses,” Boss Two said. “Could we maybe change seats? Switch it up a little?”
“No,” the rest of the Bosses replied.
Boss Two yanked Boss One back into his chair.
“If you haven’t noticed,” Boss Four said. “We are all men.”
“We were men when we were alive,” Boss Five said.
“I still have all my parts,” Boss Three said. “It’s safe to say I’m still a man.”
“None of us are exactly men because none of us are exactly alive,” Boss Seven said. “Do we have to keep harping on this all the time?”
“Just saying I’m fully intact,” Boss Three said.
“Good for you,” I said and clapped slowly. “Bravo for your twig and berries.”
“Berries? I believe there are blueberry muffins,” Boss One said. “Would anyone care for—?”
“No!” Boss Two shouted then took a breath. “No…”
“Alya was to be the first female Boss,” Boss Seven said. “She was the first female Salvage Merc One, and there was no reason for her not to ascend to this table.”
“Except for the curse,” I said. “Got it. What is the curse?”
“We don’t know,” Boss Four said. He tried to smile at me, but failed miserably. “That’s going to kind of be your job.”
“Excuse me?” I asked. “My job what?”
“To find out what the curse is and break it,” Boss Three said. “Isn’t that obvious?”
“Nothing is obvious anymore,” Mgurn said with such a defeated tone.
“Your quest is to free Alya from her curse, and let her soul move on to its next plane of existence,” Boss Two said.
“You all keep calling it a quest, but what kind?” I asked.
“Yes, about that…” Boss Four trailed off.
 “It will be trials,” Boss Seven said. “Ancient trials set up since almost the dawn of time.”
“Ooo, I love history,” Boss One said and clapped his hands together. “I especially love the story of the Sheezus riding dinosaurs to Camelot! The sixties were a magical time!”
“The quest is what it is,” Boss Seven continued. “But the trials are what you must endure to complete the quest. They are important.”
“Any hint on what the trials are?” I asked.
“Yes, well, they have already started,” Boss Four said.
“Already started? You mean when I was zapped to that crazy door and stood face to boobies with Naked Snake Lady?” I said. “That’s not cool.”
“No, they started before then,” Boss Four said. “Which explains your irritability of late.”
“They started before then? Great. Just great,” I said. “So, what are the trials? I get super grumpy and piss everyone off around me? I can handle that.”
“Well, no, not so much,” Boss Seven said. “You are undergoing what might be called a metamorphosis. You are changing. That is your first trial.”
“To complete the quest, you will need to navigate the dangers put before you before your metamorphosis is complete,” Boss Two said. “Sorry.”
“Sorry? Why? What the fo am I turning into?” I asked.
“This,” Mgurn said and stood up. He handed me a tablet. I stared at the image on it. “Sorry, Joe.”
“Is that a guy with a bull head?” I cried. “Seriously? I’m going to become this thing? What the fo, people!”
“Yes, Joe, you will become that,” Boss Seven said. “You will become the Minotaur.”
“Well, this foing blows!” I yelled and tossed the tablet back to Mgurn. “Just what I foing need!”
 



 
Four
 
“At least we know why you are so mean lately,” Mgurn said as we walked towards our quarters. 
Anyone that stepped into the corridor immediately looked for a new route. I must have been giving off some really bad mojo for people to avoid me when they couldn’t even comprehend me.
“Yay, great, we know why I’m being a dick,” I said. “Oh, and why is it? Because I’m turning into a bull man!”
“Better than becoming a Naked Snake Lady,” Mgurn said. When I didn’t respond, he said, “That’s a joke.”
“No, it’s not,” I replied. “A joke is funny.”
He mumbled something as we reached our quarters, and I keyed us in.
It was some nice digs.
Most numbers have small quarters which basically fit a bed and a desk. Some have en suite crappers, some have a little kitchenette. That’s usually as far as the luxury goes. For rookies, it’s worse. They have to bunk with their assistants for the first year. I had to with Mgurn.
But, once I became Salvage Merc One, I got the deluxe accommodations. Mgurn still stayed with me, but we each had our own rooms and bathrooms. There was a huge kitchen, massive lounge, and a pool table. I played the hell out of that table. I loved my quarters.
But that love couldn’t conquer the feeling of dread and the burning anger that was quickly consuming me.
“A minotaur,” I said.
“The Minotaur,” Mgurn corrected. He added the capital M. “The one of ancient myth.”
“Myth? What myth?” I asked. “That pic you showed me was the first I’d ever heard of this thing.”
“Did you not study ancient Earth myths in school, Joe?” Mgurn asked. “I am Leforian, and I studied them. They are the archetypes of the universe. Swap out the species and race, and you have the same stories across the galaxy.”
“I must have missed that day in boring class,” I said. “And why would I care? Earth is a disgusting wasteland planet, buddy. We’ve been there. It’s a crudhole.”
“It is now, but once it was full of vibrant civilizations,” Mgurn said.
“Yeah, not caring about that at the moment,” I said.
“You should,” Mgurn insisted. He walked into the kitchen and rummaged through the fridge. I knew what he was getting before he pulled it out.
“Do you have to eat that in front of me?” I asked.
He looked down at the sealed container of bright purple mold then over at me. “If I have to watch you drink your liver into oblivion then you have to watch me eat my dessert.”
“You realize that some mechanics use that to get rust off of old ship parts, right?” I said.
“It’s the rust that gives it flavor,” Mgurn replied. “I have a guy down in the repair bays that sets aside the overfed cultures.”
“Awesome,” I said and plopped into one of the overstuffed chairs that filled our lounge. He followed behind me, plopped into a different one and cracked the lid of the container. “Oh, sweet Mother of Eight Million Gods. That stinks, man.”
“It does not,” Mgurn said, his voice hurt.
He took a couple of bites then looked at me and blinked. 
“Would you like me to tell you the story of the Minotaur?”
“Can I stop you?” I responded.
“You can, but I believe you will need all the education you can get to complete the task that is before you,” he said.
“Probably,” I said. 
He ate for a minute then set his container aside. His prehensile tongue flicked out and licked the bits of mold that had stuck to his mandibles. Mgurn leaned forward on all four elbows and fixed me with what I could only assume was his attempt at looking scholarly.
“It was back before the Earth had discovered technology,” Mgurn began. “Well before your ancestors even thought of going to the stars. Maybe they thought about it, but they didn’t consider the stars to be a separate space. It was where the Gods lived. If they wanted to travel there, it was only so they could be in the presence of the Gods, not so they could explore the vast reaches of the galaxy.”
“Right,” I said and nodded. “Primitive hicks that wanted to get chummy with the Gods, not fly around in spaceships and blow stuff up.”
“Not everyone that flies a ship wants to blow stuff up, Joe,” Mgurn said.
“Yeah, the boring people,” I said.
“Anyway, there was one God named Dr. Zeus,” Mgurn continued. “He had a brother who was known as Poisson the Adventurer, God of the Sea.”
“Planet C?” I asked.
“No, sea, as in ocean,” Mgurn said. “Lots of water.”
“I know what an ocean is,” I replied. “Get on with it.”
“So, a king by the name of Minnow was given a white bull by Poisson to be sacrificed in honor of the god,” Mgurn said.
“Hold on, why would a water god want a bull, which is a land animal, to be sacrificed for him? Is it a him?” I asked. 
“It is a him,” Mgurn said.
“Okay, good. So, wouldn’t he want a sea cow or something instead? Those were a thing, right? Sea cows?”
“Yes, they were,” Mgurn said. “Maybe the bull is the male sea cow.”
“The picture you showed me was not of a sea creature,” I said. “It had the head of a land cow, I mean, land bull. It was not a male sea cow.”
“Do you want to hear this story or not?” Mgurn asked.
“Not really,” I said. “I don’t want anything to do with any of this. But it’s happening, so keep on yapping. Might as well hear it all.”
“Minnow didn’t sacrifice the bull like he was supposed to,” Mgurn continued. “He thought it was pretty and kept it. That made Poisson very angry.”
“I bet,” I said. “Gods like their sacrifices.”
“That they do,” Mgurn agreed. “So Poisson decided to get even and he made King Minnow’s wife fall in love with the bull and become obsessed with bearing its child.”
I stared at him for a second.
“Uh…what?” I asked. “Are we talking bull-on-queen action?”
“We are,” Mgurn said. “It was complicated and involved some type of cow suit and a lot of lube.”
“Nope,” I exclaimed and stood up. “Done with this story.”
“But I haven’t gotten to the Minotaur yet,” Mgurn protested. “That’s the entire point of this.”
“I can probably fill in the blanks,” I said. “Minotaur is the offspring of the white bull and the freaky-deaky queen.”
“Well, yes, that is true,” Mgurn replied. “But the part you need to hear is how the Minotaur was then imprisoned in a giant labyrinth by King Minnow. There was some war that happened, and one side lost. Not Minnow’s side, though. As payment for the war, King Minnow demanded that the other side sacrifice some of its best warriors. Or something like that.”
“Or something like that?” I snorted. “Something like that doesn’t help me much, buddy.”
“I am telling you what I know,” Mgurn said. “One of the warriors to be sacrificed was a young prince named Thesaurus.”
“Are you foing crudding me?” I asked. “King Minnow? Prince Thesaurus? These people had some messed up names.”
“It was a different time,” Mgurn said and shrugged. “Thesaurus went into the labyrinth and found the Minotaur. They fought and fought then Thesaurus defeated the Minotaur and saved all the other sacrifices. They left, but took a nap on the beach first.”
“Beach? What beach?” I asked.
“This was all on an island,” Mgurn said.
“Oh,” I replied. “That explains the beach.”
“They took a nap on the beach then Thesaurus was awoken by a goddess, and she said to leave right away,” Mgurn continued. “So he did and left everyone else there. When he got home, his dad, the king, a different king than Minnow, killed himself because of the color of his shirt.”
I had nothing. I just stared at Mgurn. He waited for my reply politely. And waited. And waited.
“Sheezus,” I finally said. “That is one insane story, Mgurn.”
“The ancient ones always are,” Mgurn said. “You never learned this in school?”
“A story about a Minnow king that had a wife who cheated on him with a bull then gave birth to a bull kid?” I responded. “Nope. Missed that one.”
“The education system amongst humans is sorely lacking,” Mgurn said. “I know all about it, plus the ancient legends from my culture.”
“Well, that’s why you’re better than me, Mgurn,” I said. “I’m just an ignorant guy from the planet of Bax. I can tell you all about swamps and crud like that, but no bull men and labyrinths or any ancient tales of guys named Dictionary.”
“Thesaurus,” Mgurn corrected.
“Him neither,” I said.
“So sad,” Mgurn said.
He actually looked bummed by my lack of ancient Earth knowledge. Not that I believed a word of it. No way any of that was real. But, if it was…
“Hold on a second,” I said and sat up straight as my mind made an important connection. “If I’m turning into the Minotaur then that means I’m the monster in this whole thing.”
“No, I believe you are Thesaurus,” Mgurn said. “But if you don’t complete your quest fast enough then you become the Minotaur.”
“And what? End up killing myself?” I asked.
“Hmmm,” Mgurn mused. “That is something to think about.”
“Yeah, it is,” I said and leaned back. “Not to mention there’s the whole labyrinth thing. Where does that come into play? Are there any systems that have ancient labyrinths where adventurers can go and fulfill quests? If there are, I haven’t heard of them.”
“You hadn’t heard of the Minotaur, so not surprising that you haven’t heard of a system with a labyrinth,” Mgurn said. “Perhaps we should ask the SMC AI for help with this?”
“Perhaps we should,” I replied and cleared my throat. “AI?”
“Yes, Salvage Merc One,” an androgynous voice responded from the speakers set into the ceiling. “How may I be of assistance?”
“Do you know the story of the Minotaur?” I asked.
“Of course,” the AI replied. “I know every ancient legend and myth from every planet, race, and species, in the entire galaxy. Would you like me to tell you the story?”
“No, Mgurn already did,” I said. “I’m up to date on Thesaurus and all that.”
“Thesaurus?” the AI replied. “I am afraid that is not the correct name of—”
“Whatever,” I said and waved my hand. “What I need to know is which system has a labyrinth that may have been used to hide a bull man or possibly a Naked Snake Lady. Can you do a search for me?”
There was a long pause.
“I’m sorry, but you want to search for what?” the AI replied. “A naked snake lady and bull man?”
“Not specifically, no,” I said. “I want to search for a labyrinth where they may be hanging out. More importantly, where the Naked Snake Lady is hanging out. I guess I am the Minotaur bull man guy in this, so I’m hanging out right here.”
Another long pause. I could have sworn I heard a sigh and a muttered curse. I get that a lot.
“I will need more data to go on,” the AI said. “Construction of labyrinths has been done by many races on many planets throughout the galaxy for eons. With just a cursory search, I have found no less than sixty-two million labyrinths in the Maze & Puzzle Guide’s directory.”
“Did you say Maze & Puzzle Guide?” I asked.
“Yes,” the AI said. “That is the official registry of labyrinths. I have checked them all, and if you are comparing to the labyrinth of ancient Greek myth, then none of them match. There has not been a sacrifice to a labyrinth, or one of their cursed denizens, since before humans attained space travel.”
“That’s a long time,” Mgurn said, nodding his head like his comment actually contributed anything to the conversation. 
He was getting on my nerves. I could have totally gored him with my horns. But I didn’t have horns. And that was a bad thought. I shook my head and took a deep breath. 
“What would you need to narrow it all down?” I asked.
“Some description of the labyrinth would be helpful,” the AI said. “Perhaps landmarks or structures. Any additional information you have would be of great benefit.”
“The Bosses seemed to know which one it is,” I said. “There’s this massive iron door set into a mountain. I guess the woman that was supposed to become Boss Five—”
“Boss Four,” Mgurn corrected.
“Boss I don’t give a fo,” I snapped. “Anyway, that chick was supposed to become a Boss and things went bad. She’s now cursed as the Naked Snake Lady and I have to go help her. Where is the giant iron door located?”
“That is classified,” the AI replied instantly.
“I’m Salvage Merc One,” I said. “Nothing is classified to me.”
“This is,” the AI said, sounding a little snotty about it. “The Bosses have locked down all information on your naked snake lady and the giant iron door. There is a holo vid attached to the notice. Would you like to view it?”
“I’d love nothing more,” I said.
“Is it a long holo vid?” Mgurn asked. “My mold is running through me, and I need to use the restroom.”
“It is short,” the AI said. 
“Okay,” Mgurn replied. 
“Play it,” I said.
The holo vid flickered to life in front of us, and it was an image of Boss Three standing there, wringing his hands over and over. He looked directly at me then off the vid at someone else.
“What?” he asked. “I know! That’s what I’m doing! Hey! Tell Boss One to keep his hands off my chips! I’m still eating those! What? It’s recording? Son of a gump.”
He cleared his throat and straightened up.
“Salvage Merc One,” he said. “Joe. We are sorry you have to go through this. We know you have many, many questions. Unfortunately, part of your quest is to find the answers yourself.  Without the struggle for knowledge, your transformation will happen. The journey is as important as the arrival.”
There was a voice from off holo and Boss Three shook his head. His face scrunched up, and he tried not to look angry, but failed at it miserably.
“That is not from a motivational poster!” he snapped at the off-holo voice. “Do you want to do this? Do you? No? Then shut the fo up, okay? Sheezus.”
“This isn’t helping,” I said.
“Be patient,” Mgurn responded.
“Tell me to be patient again, and I’ll patiently jam my foot up your vent,” I said. 
“The AI can help you with your search only in the most rudimentary way,” Boss Three continued. “Supply it with information, and it will analyze that information. That is all it will do. You will have to decide what the results of that analysis mean. Good luck.”
He stood there for a while then relaxed and scratched at his nose.
“You think he’ll buy it?” he asked as he walked away and the holo blinked out.
“Are you foing kidding me?” I shouted as I leapt from my spot and took a swipe at the fading holo. I spun about and glared at Mgurn. “Get my KL09. Now. It’s Boss killing time.”
Mgurn’s face was nothing but confusion and fear. “Uh, Joe, maybe take a breath or two. Count to ten.”
“I am sorry, Salvage Merc One, but I was required to report your threat of violence to the Bosses,” the AI announced. “It is part of my programming. There is a second holo vid I am supposed to play in the event you became enraged. I believe that has occurred.”
“You bet your artificial mind it has!” I yelled up at the ceiling.
A second holo vid came to life, and Boss Seven stood right in front of me.
“Joe. Chill, man,” Boss Seven said. “We all had to go through something like this. You’ll do just fine. But, in order for the artifact to truly accept you, you must complete this quest and the trials it involves. Like I said, we all had to do something similar.” 
He held up his hands before I could protest. Even though this was pre-recorded, I was certain that his telepathic abilities came into play. 
“Yes, this quest of yours is considerably more difficult and involved than what any of us had to do,” Boss Seven said. “But there has to be a reason for that. Trust in yourself, Joe. Trust your own abilities. They will get you through this. Be strong and try not to turn into the monster that you are already becoming. I know you, Joe. I’ve been inside your head. We shared a consciousness once. Everything you need, you already have. Just sort through it and you—”
He stopped and looked off-holo.
“Dammit! Now he’s eating my chips! Will someone get him another bag or—”
The holo cut off, and I was left standing there, my fists balled up, my brain about to explode.
“I have been told that you had visions of possible destinations,” the AI said. “Would you care to tell me what you saw? I can process that information and perhaps narrow down options.”
“That is a good idea,” Mgurn said. “Tell it, Joe.”
I wanted to argue against both of them, but they were right. It was a good idea. So I told the AI everything I saw when I went all glowy and met Naked Snake Lady who used to be Alya Horne.
It took the AI a long time to process everything, but in the end, it gave me this answer, “Nothing matches those descriptions in my database.”
“Surprise,” I muttered and plopped back into my chair.
“Is there anything else you can tell me?” the AI asked.
“Nope,” I said. “I’m all out of info. Looks like we’re at square zero.”
I closed my eyes and let my mind wander. You’d think that with all the gifts I had been given by the previous Salvage Merc Ones, some stronger than others, I’d at least be able to make some sense of what was going on. Not even my primary gift, total clarity, kicked in. I had been left to flounder.
Mgurn was humming a tune, but I ignored it. Or tried to. Flashes of rage popped up inside me and I had to remind myself that he was only there to help. Do not kill Mgurn became my internal mantra. I said it over and over and over again.
Then something occurred to me and I had to switch my mantra to do not kill Joe.
“I’m an idiot,” I said. 
“Would you like me to stay silent on that or comment?” Mgurn asked. “I am willing to do either.”
I stood up and began to pace back and forth.
“We’ve been going about this all wrong,” I said. “I’m Salvage Merc One. I need to act like it.”
“Yes, that is true,” Mgurn said. “And that means…what, exactly?”
“That I need to figure out what I’m salvaging!” I exclaimed. “It’s so simple, I feel like a total dipcrud for not figuring it out sooner. The quest, and the trials, are what I have to go through, but they are not the end result. They are not my ticket. I have to find my ticket.”
“You are supposed to break the curse that consumed Alya Horne,” Mgurn said. “Is that not your ticket?”
“No, that’s an end result also,” I said. “The curse will be broken when I salvage what I am supposed to salvage.”
“Which is?” Mgurn asked.
I stopped pacing, I looked at him, and shrugged. 
“Fo if I know, buddy,” I said. “But if I can figure it out then maybe we’ll get somewhere. At least to the starting point.”
“The opening of the labyrinth,” Mgurn said and nodded sagely.
“Exactly,” I said and snapped my fingers. “Once I know what I’m salvaging then the artifact should point me in the general direction just like it is supposed to.”
“I must apologize, Joe,” Mgurn said. “I should have realized this as well. I have failed you as an assistant.”
“Nah, it’s all good, buddy,” I said.
Once the realization that I needed to approach the problem just like I’d approach any Salvage Merc One problem hit me, a considerable amount of my building rage just seemed to dissipate. It didn’t leave completely, but it was no longer forcing its way to the surface of my mind.
“I’m sorry that I have been a huge dick,” I said. “I know I can be a pain in the ass, but all this anger and grrrr I have been feeling isn’t who I am. I may be Salvage Merc One, but I’m also Joe Laribeau. And Joe Laribeau is a go-with-the-flow kind of guy. He’s not a hate-his-best-friend kind of guy.”
“Best friend?” Mgurn asked. “Joe, that is such a nice thing to say.”
“Hey, it’s true, buddy,” I said. “I’d be a lost soul without you around…”
I froze. I didn’t move, twitch, think, do anything. The answer was right there, and I was terrified that I was going to scare it away.
“Joe?” Mgurn asked.
“Shhh,” I said and held up a hand. The revelation almost slipped away from me, but I forced myself to clarify and my mind snatched it back. “Lost soul.”
“What?” Mgurn asked.
“Lost soul,” I said. “That’s what I’m supposed to salvage. Alya Horne had the artifact in her. For whatever freaky reason, when she was supposed to transition into Boss Five—”
“Boss Four,” Mgurn corrected.
“Boss Four, right,” I said. “When she was supposed to transition into that, things went bad, and instead of becoming a Boss, she was turned into Naked Snake Lady. That is messed up in so many ways, but most of all, it meant her soul didn’t transition the way it was supposed to. The Bosses are dead, we know that, so what are we interacting with every time we meet with them?”
“The physical manifestations of their souls,” Mgurn replied.
“Bingo!” I cried out and snapped my fingers at him. He jumped a little. “Sorry. But, yeah, that is totally right. The physical manifestations of their souls. But Alya Horne’s soul never got to manifest that way. Her soul was lost. Forced to become some semi-erotic monster.”
“Semi-erotic?” Mgurn asked.
“You had to see her,” I said. “Yes, there was the snake part, but there was also the naked lady part. Boobies and all that.”
Mgurn sighed. “I will never understand why some of the races are so fixated on mammary glands. Leforians are not affected the same way humans are.”
“That can be good and bad,” I said and shrugged. 
“So you need to salvage her lost soul?” Mgurn asked.
“I need to salvage her lost soul,” I agreed. 
My body went rigid, and I gasped. My quarters disappeared, and the images of a hundred star systems rushed through me at light speed. It was as if I was navigating trans-space, but without being inside a ship. I was getting my Salvage Merc One on.
Everything slowed, and a system coalesced before me. I could see a multitude of planets orbiting a single, massive, bright red star. The planets were of various sizes and colors, but all were in perfect synch with the star. No strange elliptical orbits. They rotated around that big red ball of fire in an obvious order.
Then, bam!, I was back in my quarters.
“Joe? What did you see?” Mgurn asked.
“I know where to start,” I said. “AI?”
“Yes, Salvage Merc One?” the AI responded.
“I need to you to find a system for me,” I said and described exactly what I saw.
“A system with a giant red star and all of its planets in perfectly synchronic order is easy to narrow down,” the AI replied. “You are looking for the Daedalus System.”
 “The Daedalus System,” I said and grinned. “Mgurn? Time to pack.”
 



Five
 
There was one major stumbling block with getting where we needed to go. There weren’t any wormhole portals in the Daedalus System. Without a wormhole portal, there was no way to travel using trans-space and arrive directly in the system. We had to find an alternate route.
We planned and plotted through the night. By the time we’d figured out our route, and how we’d approach the Daedalus System, I was exhausted to my bones. I barely was able to stumble into my room and collapse onto my bed before sleep took me. I slept in my uniform and didn’t give a crud.
I assumed Mgurn slept also, but there was no way to know for sure. Either way, he was chipper as all hell when I finally dragged my butt out of my room and into the kitchen.
“Hello, Joe,” Mgurn beamed at me. “I took the liberty of preparing you breakfast. I have made you an omelette.”
“No Leforian ingredients, I hope,” I said as I sat down at the table and picked up my fork. The omelette smelled incredible, but I eyed it warily. “If I find something wriggling in here then we are going to have a problem.”
“Shitake mushrooms and gump cheese,” Mgurn stated.
“Oh, cool, that sounds great,” I said. I took a bite, and it was delicious. “Oh, man, why haven’t you made breakfast for me before?”
I chewed and swallowed, took another bite, then stopped mid-mastication.
“Mgurn?” I asked.
“Yes, Joe?” he replied.
“Do you have bad news for me?” I asked. “Is this a bad news omelette?”
“I would not call it bad news, precisely,” Mgurn responded. 
“What would you call it?” I asked and set my fork down. “Out with it.”
“After you went to bed, I did some research on the Daedalus System,” Mgurn said.
“We both did some research last night,” I said. “I thought we found all the info there was on that system.”
“Official information, yes,” Mgurn said. “But I had the AI search for anecdotal information. I wanted to know if perhaps there were any ships’ logs from others that had visited the system. That way we could get some first-hand information from beings that had been there.”
“I’m guessing the logs you found didn’t exactly paint it in a good light,” I said. “More than a couple bad reviews?”
“That’s just it, Joe, there are no reviews,” Mgurn said. “None at all.”
“Well, sometimes if you don’t have anything nice to say…” I trailed off. “That’s it, right?”
“No, that is not it,” Mgurn said. “There are hundreds and hundreds of ships’ logs going back millennia that mention intended trips into the Daedalus System. But there is not one log entry that describes coming back from it. All of the logs end with them entering the system. There are no further entries after that.”
I pushed the plate away. The smell of the omelette was turning my stomach. Pretty much everything was turning my stomach. 
“Hundreds and hundreds of ships went to the system?” I asked.
“Yes,” Mgurn answered.
“But none of them came back?” I pressed.
“None of them came back,” Mgurn stated.
“That’s not good,” I said.
“That is not good at all, Joe,” Mgurn said. “It is quite alarming.”
“And you thought an omelette would help make it better?” I asked.
“I did not think anything would make it better,” Mgurn admitted. “But a delicious omelette could not hurt.”
He was right on that one. I looked at the plate with longing. It had been a good omelette, at least the first few bites had been before my gut sank down to the floor.
“Did the logs at least notate the routes the ships took to get to the Daedalus System?” I asked. “Are our calculations in line with theirs?”
“They are exactly in line,” Mgurn said. “Which is really the bad news. I believe if we follow the route we have planned, we will suffer the same fate as the other ships.”
“Then how do we get there?” I asked. “We went over this all night. This route is the only one that won’t take forever. Without a wormhole portal, we’re already looking at three weeks of lightspeed travel just to reach the outer edge of the system.”
“That is true,” Mgurn said. “But I think I have found the answer.”
He stood up and waved two of his hands in the air. A holo of the Daedalus System came up, and I was once again staring at the orbiting planets that circled the huge red star.
“There is a pattern to how they orbit,” Mgurn said. “Watch this.”
He waved his hand again, and the rotation of the planets slowed to a crawl. After fifteen minutes of staring at the planets, I was about to get impatient. Then it happened.
“Stop,” I ordered. The holo stopped. “Go back.”
The holo reversed.
“Stop right there,” I said. I studied what I saw then got up and clapped Mgurn on the back of his carapace. “Good work, buddy.”
“Once during their orbit, all of the planets align in a perfect row,” Mgurn said. “It happens for exactly one second.”
I pointed at the holo. “Except for this planet here. It is off to the side, almost perfectly perpendicular to the line of planets. Why?”
“Because that is not a planet,” Mgurn said. “It is a wormhole portal that looks like a planet. There is a way into the system. Only one way into the system. If we’d gone our original route, we would have been lost forever. But if we figure out how to use this hidden portal then we can punch into the system safely and navigate the space between the planets before their orbits send them in different directions.”
“Now we have to figure out how to get to that portal,” I said. “It’s not on any of the charts, so it won’t be in our ships’ navigation protocols.”
“It won’t be in my ship’s, no,” Mgurn said. “But you have the former Salvage Merc One’s ship. Perhaps it is in there.”
“Not if he hadn’t gone to the Daedalus System,” I said.
“I have a theory,” Mgurn said. “It wouldn’t make sense for every Salvage Merc One to start from scratch each time the artifact jumps to a new host. That would be highly inefficient. I believe the answer to our problem is sitting in your ship’s navigation database, just waiting for us to ask.”
“Then let’s go foing ask it,” I said.
“Yes,” Mgurn nodded and smiled. “Let’s.”
Having kick-ass quarters wasn’t the only perk of being Salvage Merc One. I also had my own private hangar for my ship. Well, not just my ship. Mgurn had his ship docked in the hangar too. 
That isn’t a normal thing. Mgurn was the only assistant in the SMC that had his own ship. He got my old ship when I took on the Salvage Merc One ship. It actually made things a lot easier. We didn’t get on each other’s nerves when we traveled, and we had double the firepower if we got caught in the crud. It also meant that we could cover more ground, or space, when we were searching for whatever I needed to salvage. 
But it was my ship we concentrated on when we walked into the private hangar.
“All fueled up and ready to go, sir,” a tech said to Mgurn.
“Both ships?” Mgurn asked.
The tech frowned. He looked at me, looked away quickly, then glanced back over his shoulder.
“Oh, right, that one,” the tech said. “Yes, that one is fueled up and ready to go as well. I almost forgot about it, but you had said to put it on my agenda. Glad you did.”
“I am glad too,” Mgurn said. “Thank you.”
“Of course,” the tech said. He smiled at Mgurn, frowned at me, cleared his throat, then hurried off without another word.
“Why don’t we use bots for this?” I asked.
“Because even the SMC bots have a hard time keeping track of you,” Mgurn said.
“Right.” I smirked. “I forgot.”
It was my little joke I said every time I stepped foot in the hangar. Mgurn’s lack of enthusiasm was his little joke.
The rear ramp of my ship lowered as we approached. It was obvious why Salvage Merc Ones handed down the same ship to each other over and over. The ship remembered me without even a problem. 
“We will want to go to the bridge,” Mgurn said. “We could access the navigation system from a port in the hold, but I have a hunch we will find more information if you are seated in the pilot’s seat.”
“Why do you think that?” I asked as we made our way up out of the hold, along the corridors, and up the decks until we reached the bridge. “The ship knows my signature. It should give me the same info no matter where I log in.”
“A hunch,” Mgurn said and gestured to the pilot’s seat.
I shrugged and sat down. The console in front of me came to life, and I felt a vibration and heard a slight hum as the ship started warming up.
“Navigation?” I asked. “Show me a route to the Daedalus System.”
The view screen in front of me switched from the image of the hangar to an image of the Daedalus System. There were so many orbiting planets that it made me dizzy to watch. Before I could start feeling nauseous, the view pulled out and became a macro map of the galaxy. A bright red line connected the various wormhole portals we would have to go through to get to the system. It didn’t take me long to see that it was the exact same route that Mgurn and I had plotted the night before.
“No, not that route,” I said. The bright red line disappeared. “Show me a direct route through a wormhole portal.”
“There is no wormhole portal to the Daedalus System,” the navigation system’s AI responded. It had the exact same androgynous voice as the SMC headquarters AI. “Closest wormhole portal is—”
“I know where it is,” I interrupted. “I just don’t believe it. Show me any hidden, off-grid wormhole portals.”
“There are no off-grid, hidden wormhole portals in the Daedalus System,” the navigation system stated. I could have sworn there was some snark happening with that voice. But I could have been wrong.
“Ask it about the planet,” Mgurn said. “Ask it how to get to that specific planet, not the entire system.”
I zoomed back into a direct view of the system and isolated the planet. I froze the image so that all the orbiting and spinning stopped then I tapped on the specific planet.
“This one,” I said. “How do I get to this one using a wormhole portal?”
“You do not,” the navigation system stated.
“Then how do I get to this planet at all?” I asked.
“Please state the password for access,” the navigation system said.
“Well, that’s foing new,” I said.
“It has never asked for a password before,” Mgurn said.
“I know, buddy, that’s why I said it was new,” I responded.
I thought for a long while then said, “Minotaur.”
“Invalid password,” the system replied.
I thought longer, took another guess, was shot down, thought even longer, said another guess, got shot down there, then just started rattling off every single word that came into my head. Mgurn joined in after I had blurted out the fiftieth or sixtieth attempt.
Finally, I leaned back in my seat, my hands firmly planted in my lap so I didn’t punch something, which was a distinct possibility as I felt the angry bull part of me start to get snorty. 
“I could ask the Bosses,” I said.
“They will not answer,” Mgurn said. “They made that clear in the holo. This is for you to figure out.”
“How the hell am I supposed to figure out some random password?” I asked. “There are infinite possibilities. You’d think they’d make it easy. It’s not like this ship can be taken over or hacked by someone else. It’s dialed in to my biometrics only, same as with all the Salvage Merc Ones before me.”
I thought some more and almost gave up. Almost.
“No,” I whispered. “I swear, if this is right I’m going to punch a Boss the next time I see those asshats.”
I cleared my throat and in a clear, distinct voice, I said, “The Password.”
“Thank you,” the navigation system responded. “Full access granted.”
“Son of a gump!” I yelled with a mix of triumph and frustrated rage.
“What would you like to see?” the navigation system asked.
“A direct wormhole portal to the Daedalus System,” I said.
“There is no direct portal to the Daedalus System,” the navigation system responded. “But there is a quantum backdoor.”
“Yeah, I have no idea what that is,” I said. “Mgurn?”
“I am at a loss as well, Joe,” Mgurn said.
“Nav system, please educate me on what a quantum backdoor is,” I ordered. “Make it the least wordy explanation, please. I’m not in the mood for a bunch of technical babble.”
“A quantum backdoor uses the infinite possibility that if you want to get somewhere then perhaps you are already there,” the navigation system said. “This is close to impossible to achieve.”
“Then why suggest it?” I asked. Bull man was getting grumpy. I felt a heat rise in my chest. “Just tell me how the hell we get to that planet in the Daedalus System before I smash your cybernetics to pieces.”
“There is one planet in the galaxy that appears to be highly susceptible to quantum mechanics and its effects,” the navigation system said. “There is no logical reason as to why, but more occurrences of quantum backdoors have occurred on this planet than anywhere else. Ever.”
It put a special emphasis on the “ever.”
“And this planet would be called…?” My neck was stiff, and I cracked it left then right. The sounds were like cannon blasts in the bridge. Mgurn even jumped.
“Earth,” the navigation system said. “Earth is enveloped in a unique quantum field that allows this ship to travel anywhere in the universe almost instantaneously.”
“Well, that would have been good to know when I started this job,” I said.
“You mean anywhere in the galaxy, right?” Mgurn asked.
“Anywhere in the universe,” the navigation system said. “My words were clearly stated.”
Total snark there. No way to miss that.
“However, there is considerable risk,” the navigation system said. “Complete and total annihilation is just as likely as reaching your desired destination. It is what is known as a coin toss.”
“I call heads,” I said and looked back at Mgurn. “Always call heads.”
“Statistically, calling heads or tails has the same chance,” Mgurn said.
“Yet heads always wins,” I said.
“That is factually incorrect,” Mgurn said, “but not worth arguing over.”
“Earth,” I said. “Why does it have to be Earth? That place blows space chunks so bad.”
I leaned forward.
“Show me the point on Earth most likely to give me the best results,” I said.
“That is easy,” the navigation system said. An image appeared on the view screen. I gulped and shivered at the sight. “It is even large enough to fly this ship through.”
“Joe?” Mgurn asked, his voice a little shaky. “Is that the massive iron door you were talking about?”
“That’s the one,” I said. “Yay?”
“A course is plotted to Earth, if you would like to depart,” the navigation system said.
“I really wouldn’t like to depart, but I don’t have a choice,” I said. “Send the same course to Mgurn’s ship.”
“That cannot be done,” the navigation system responded.
“Uh, yeah, it can,” I countered. “Just foing do it.”
“That cannot be done,” the navigation system repeated. 
“Why the fo not?” I snapped.
“The course is only for this ship,” the navigation system said.
“Why?” I asked.
“The course is only for this ship,” it repeated.
I slammed a fist down on the console in front of me and several warnings beeped in response.
“Fo you,” I snarled. I took a couple of deep breaths and stood up to face Mgurn. “You can follow me. Earth isn’t off limits. It’s a crapass wasteland, but not officially off limits. Just stay tight when we get there, and I’ll lead you to the door.”
“The course is only for this ship,” the navigation system said.
“Shut up!” I barked. It did.
“Is that wise?” Mgurn asked. “For us to split up?”
“We’ve done it before,” I said. “What’s the problem?”
“It worries me, is all,” Mgurn said.
“You’re Leforian,” I replied. “You’re always worried.”
“This creates more worry,” Mgurn responded. 
“Well, stop it,” I said. “Your worry makes me worry, and I don’t want to worry right now. I want to get on with it and find Alya Horne’s soul. Our ships are ready to go, so go get in yours and follow me to earth.”
Mgurn started to protest, but I held up a finger to stop him. Normally, it would have been a symbolic gesture, since Mgurn never shuts up no matter how much I ask, but the gesture became far from symbolic. He shut up for a good five seconds. We both did.
“Joe? There is something wrong with your hand,” Mgurn said, finally.
“No crud,” I whispered.
My hand wasn’t glowing that time. Instead, it was fusing. I should have had five fingers, just like all normal humans. Sure, I wasn’t exactly normal anymore, but five fingers is what I expected to see. What was in front of my face was a hand with three normal fingers -pinky, ring finger, middle finger- and an index finger that had fused with my thumb. The nails of both were way bigger than they should have been and wrapped all the way around the tips.
“That’s my trigger finger,” I said as I stared at my hand. “Mgurn, my thumb and my trigger finger are getting it on!”
“I believe you are growing hooves,” Mgurn said. His eyes were on my other hand, the one held down to my side. “This is puzzling since all depictions of the Minotaur show it with normal hands, but hoofed feet. Hmmmm.”
“The depictions were foing wrong!” I shouted. “How the hell am I going to get anything done if my hands turn into hooves?”
“It appears you will need some assistance,” Mgurn said. 
“You’re loving this, aren’t you?” I growled.
“No, I am not loving it,” Mgurn said. “But I do appreciate the timing of it all.”
“Fo you, Mgurn,” I snapped and nodded at the bridge door. “Go get your gear. I’ll let you fly since I’m going all Minotaur now.”
 



Six
 
“Remember back when being a number was simple?” I said as our ship punched through the wormhole portal at the far end of the Sol System. “Back when we salvaged junk and scrap? I miss those days. That’s why I signed on with the SMC, to go find derelict space trash and get paid for it. No crazy galactic conspiracies or spooky artifacts being rammed up my butt.”
“The artifact was not rammed up your butt,” Mgurn said as we passed Neptune. He was focused on the view screen and the view of the massive gas planets before us. “And being a number was never simple. Not for you.”
“What does that mean?” I asked.
“Trouble,” Mgurn said. “Even the simple jobs there was always trouble.”
He glanced over at me, and I was not a fan of the look on his face.
“Trouble follows you, Joe,” he said. “Even before we met, you were trouble. I have seen your Galactic Fleet file. Your record as a Marine was inconsistent, at best.”
“Whoa, you saw my file?” I asked. I pointed at him with my right hoof. “Not cool, Mgurn. That crud is private.”
“The Bosses gave it to me,” Mgurn said. “When I became your assistant.”
I stared at my hand. Yeah, it was full hoof. No more fingers, no more hand at all. A bull’s hoof with one wicked-looking toe-nail or whatever the hell you call the end of a hoof. I don’t know, I’m not a space rancher. What do I know from hooves?
“You mean after I turned into Salvage Merc One?” I asked. “That’s when they gave you my file, right?”
“No, before that,” Mgurn said. “I was warned you might be a handful. So they gave me your file to read.”
“And why am I just now hearing about this?” I asked. My face felt hot, and I had to swallow down a surge of anger. “We’re supposed to trust each other completely, Mgurn. Keeping crud like that from me makes the trusting kinda hard.”
“Most of my life I have had bad luck,” Mgurn said. “Unfortunate events have followed me around since as long as I could remember. I never mentioned the file because I did not find it relevant. To be finally paired with a Salvage Merc was all I cared about.”
He turned and looked at me as we zipped by Saturn. 
“You were the thirteenth number I was paired with,” Mgurn said. “I was fired within the first week from the previous assignments. There may have been a couple of incidents that caused minor fires. Perhaps a weapon implosion or two. Then you came along, and I saw there was someone that may have worse luck than mine. It turned out to be true. So here we are.”
“I’m lucky thirteen, eh?” I laughed. “Great. Wonderful. Awesome. Thirteen? Wow. That had to sting.”
“You had eight assistants turn down the assignment with you before I arrived,” Mgurn said. Mars was a quick blip, and Mgurn slowed the ship as we came in for the final approach to Earth. “I would not be pointing fingers…er, a hoof, at me.”
“Terpigcrud,” I snapped. “You’re the only assistant I’ve had. There were not eight before you.”
“No, you are not understanding me,” Mgurn said. “The others turned you down before they could be officially assigned. There would be no reason for you to know that unless the Bosses told you. Which they obviously did not.”
“Eight assistants turned me down?” I mumbled. “That sucks. I didn’t even know assistants could do that.”
“Of course we can,” Mgurn replied. “We are not slaves. We are employees of the SMC just as anyone else. Forcing an assistant to take a position they do not want would be detrimental to not only the assistant, but to the number and the SMC as a whole. The relationship between a Salvage Merc and his or her assistant is crucial to the development of that Salvage Merc. Starting off on the wrong hoof would not be a good idea.”
“Oh, you’re hilarious,” I said and shook my hoof in his face. “Just foing funny as all hell.”
“I could not resist,” Mgurn said.
“Yeah, well try,” I said. “Or you and my hooves will become very intimate, very soon.”
“Will you attempt to trample me?” Mgurn asked, his mandibles widening into the most annoying smirk I have ever seen. “I should refrain from making sudden and loud noises in case you decide to stampede.”
“Not funny,” I growled.
“You know, there is a planet that has an event every year where fools can run with wild bulls,” Mgurn continued. “If being Salvage Merc One does not work out for you, maybe you can get hired on there. It would make an excellent fallback plan.”
“Keep it up, buddy. Just keep it up,” I said. 
The grey blech that was Earth loomed in the view screen. I pointed at it with my hoof then quickly lowered my arm as Mgurn’s smirk widened. I would have gotten more pissed at him, but that’s when I felt the change in my arm. I pushed up the sleeve of my uniform and looked at the new muscle structure.
“Damn,” I said. 
Mgurn glanced over as he brought our ship into a slow orbit around the useless pile of rock called Earth.
“Oh, my,” he said. “We may need to consider changing your diet.”
“Ha, foing ha,” I said. “To what? Hay and clover?”
“No, I am being serious, Joe,” Mgurn said. “Muscle mass increase and definition like that will deplete your amino acid stores quickly. Bulls may be herbivores, but you are not a true bull. You are a man that is becoming the Minotaur. We will need to increase your protein intake considerably to account for the new musculature.”
“Oh,” I said, taking a couple deep breaths to calm myself down. I was about ready to feed him a hoof sandwich. “That makes sense. Sorry.”
“We may also want to consider using pharmaceuticals to maintain a more even emotional state,” Mgurn said. “The mood swings could become an issue in the field.”
“Gorging myself on protein smoothies, I’m cool with,” I said. “But putting me on Mama’s little yellow pills, I am not. We’ll deal with the mood swings.”
“Yes, I suppose we will,” Mgurn said. The navigation system beeped, and Mgurn checked the coordinates on the console. “We are directly above our destination. I will start the descent shortly. We will need to enter at a shallow angle and circumnavigate the planet. There appears to be quite the planet-wide storm raging down there.”
“Great,” I said. “I blame you. It’s your bad luck that gave us bad weather.”
“The impossibility of that statement does not require an answer,” Mgurn said. I waited a half-second. “But, I feel you are being particularly nasty of late, I will respond with this.”
He lifted both of his right hands and flipped me off. That made me laugh.
“See,” I chuckled. “Keep doing stuff like that and there is no need for me to pill pop my way to happiness.”
“We shall see,” Mgurn said. “And it wouldn’t be pills, but an injector.”
“I’m sure it would be,” I said. “Except it’s not happening. Just take us down there, and let’s see what this magical backdoor entrance looks like.”
Mgurn nodded and began our descent into Earth’s upper atmosphere.
If you have ever been on that smog planet in the SoCal System then you know exactly what it’s like to drop through Earth’s atmosphere. It isn’t like parting clouds of water vapor. No, the upper atmosphere of Earth is a soot-filled, gunk-choked, rotten marshmallow mess. The view screen did its best to filter out the obstructions caused by the particulates, but even its processor had a hard time rendering a clear view.
It took us several minutes before we had angled down out of the upper atmosphere and were in the lower atmosphere where we found out that “planet-wide storm” was an understatement. The place was a mass of lightning, hail, and thunder so powerful that we could hear the storm rage around us even through the shields, hulls, and sound dampening the ship had.
Dirty hail balls the size of my head raced at us as Mgurn piloted us downward to the surface. The wind was so strong that even the lightning was shooting sideways. I mentioned this to Mgurn, and he just muttered something about my complete ignorance of meteorological physics. Whatever.
It took us over an hour to get below the storm. When we finally did, we found ourselves above a black sea. It was night where we were and that made the Earth seem even gloomier. If that was possible.
“Directly ahead is an island,” Mgurn said. “That is our destination.” He glanced at the navigation system and frowned. “Or should be.”
“Should be?” I asked. 
“Yes, should be,” Mgurn said. “But I am not picking it up on the scanners.”
He brought the ship lower, and a warning klaxon bleeped shrilly. Mgurn switched it off and kept us flying only a few meters above the surface of the polluted sea. We flew in silence until we could make out the faint edges of a coastline.
“We have passed the island’s location,” Mgurn said. He banked the ship in a wide turn. “I will bring us around for another look. The Earth has been known to confuse scanner readings due to the severe radiation and magnetic interference.”
“Yeah, we’ve been here before, buddy,” I said. “I know the drill.”
Last time we were on Earth, we infiltrated a data storage bunker. We had to fight a herd of mutant cows with scorpion tails that shot barbs at us. Earth is such a lovely place. No idea why the human race fled from it like rats leaving a sinking ship.
Mgurn muttered to himself as he looked from the scanners to the view screen. He’d switched views so that we had thermal imaging up, but it made no difference. All there was below us was nasty saltwater. 
“I’d help,” I said and held up my hooves. “But I can’t work the console anymore.”
“When we find our destination and are on our way through trans-space, I’ll reprogram the console so it adapts to your new physiology,” Mgurn said. “There are many races that do not have phalanges.”
“That sounds dirty,” I giggled. “Phalanges.”
“I am ignoring the immaturity if that statement,” Mgurn replied, “since it puts you in a good mood.”
There was a quick beep, and Mgurn slowed the ship. He brought it to a full stop then studied the navigation console for a long while. I knew Mgurn well enough to see that he didn’t need all of that time to figure out what the system was telling him. He was just trying to work out how to break the news to me. So I let him off the hook.
“The island is under the water, isn’t it?” I asked. “Totally submerged.”
“Yes, it is,” Mgurn answered.
“Under the water on Earth,” I stated. “This day just keeps getting better and better.”
Neither of us had ever spoken to someone that had been under the oceans of Earth. No one I knew ever had. There were plenty of secondhand accounts of what dwelled down in the deeps. Secondhand accounts. No firsthand accounts. 
“I have shields at full power,” Mgurn said. “I am initiating full stealth protocol. That should hide our presence long enough to reach our destination.”
“And if it doesn’t?” I asked.
“Then we may have some unfortunate interactions with the aquatic fauna of this planet,” Mgurn said. “I would prefer to avoid that.”
“You and me both, buddy,” I said. “I’d prefer to avoid going underwater in the first place, but doesn’t look like that is in the cards.”
We both shivered as Mgurn dipped the nose of our ship and began the plunge into the murky, yuck-choked sea. The view screen went completely black as we went under, but then the filters kicked in and we saw what awaited us.
Nothing.
“Mgurn?” I asked.
“Yes, I see it,” Mgurn replied. “Or do not see it, as the case may be.”
“Underwater island is not underwater,” I said.
“Again, Joe, I see that,” Mgurn responded.
“So, what are we going to do?” I asked. 
My chest felt tight, and I was having a hard time breathing. As the ship continued its dive, both feelings increased until I thought I would hyperventilate.
“Joe? What is the problem?” Mgurn asked. “Joe?”
It was obvious he was torn between piloting the ship and attending to me. I had to give him credit for keeping his hands on the ship’s controls.
“Underwater,” I gasped. “Not liking being underwater.”
Mgurn glanced over at me and nodded.
“Ah, yes, that would be the bull part of you,” Mgurn said and seemed to relax. Yay for him. I, on the other hoof (even I can’t help it), was not relaxing. “The Minotaur is a land creature. It was physically connected to the island where the labyrinth was built. You are feeling the intense fear of water that it would have felt if it tried to escape.”
“Less mythological analysis and more finding the foing giant iron door,” I snapped.
“That is what I am attempting to do, Joe,” Mgurn said. 
We continued to go deeper and deeper. My anxiety grew until I thought I’d punch right through the ship’s hull to get out. That wouldn’t have helped me since I’d just end up a few hundred feet under the surface of the gunky sea, but I wasn’t exactly thinking rationally.
“What is that?” Mgurn asked, squinting at the view screen. “Joe, I believe we may have reached our destination.”
I wanted to give him a thumbs up, but I had no thumbs, so I just nodded instead. I couldn’t answer him verbally because I was afraid if I opened my mouth, I’d start screaming and not be able to stop. 
Mgurn turned on all external lights, illuminating the seascape in stark contrast. In front of us was the occluded shape of something very large. We approached it at close to full speed until Mgurn cut the throttle and let our momentum take us the rest of the way. It was a mountain, no doubt about it. An undersea mountain, sure, but still a mountain. 
It was easy to tell it had once been above the surface. The ruins of ancient buildings dotted the sides of the mountain. Most were only stone foundations or slabs of old concrete, but some still had partial walls intact. We could see the outlines of roads that wound around the mountain. But that was all we saw.
Mgurn circled the mountain several times before he brought us to a full stop, turned in his seat, and shrugged his shoulders.
“I did not see an iron door,” Mgurn said. “Did you?”
“No,” I said. It was the only word I could manage without losing my cool. I said it again just test that I could. “No.”
“Navigation?” Mgurn called out. “Is this the correct destination?”
“You have arrived,” a voice announced. “But you are far from your destination.”
“Oh my,” Mgurn said. “That is not the navigation system AI.”
He was dead on about that. It was not the voice of the navigation system AI.
“Naked Snake Lady,” I muttered and clamped my mouth shut before I could screech. 
“Hello, Miss Horne,” Mgurn said. “My name is—”
“Irrelevant,” Naked Snake Lady said. 
“That was rude,” Mgurn responded quietly. “Polite introductions are never irrelevant.”
We waited, but she said nothing more.
“There must be a door here somewhere,” Mgurn said. “The logs clearly stated there was a door. We saw it.”
“Keep looking,” I struggled to say. I wanted to crawl right out of my skin. “Find it or get us out of here. Eeeeeeeeeeeeeee!”
“Joe, stop making that noise,” Mgurn said. “Please.”
“Eeeeeeeeeeeeeeee!” I continued. The lid was off and I couldn’t put it back on. “Eeeeeeeeeeeeeeee!”
Mgurn covered the sides of his head with two hands and worked the controls with the others. He got the ship moving again and brought it in closer to the mountain. It was close enough that we could see the silt start to billow up as we passed.
“There! Eeeeeeeeeee! Back!” I snapped. “Eeeeeeeeeee!”
Mgurn slowed and brought us back around. I pointed with both hooves at a spot on the mountain that had moved. I know it had. It wasn’t just silt shifting, but something bulky.
“Well, will you look at that?” Mgurn said as the bulky something began to unwind. “Our view was blocked. Such a simple answer.”
A memory flashed in my brain, and I gasped. I knew what we were about to see when the thing was done unfurling itself. 
“Nope! Eeeeeeeee!” I screeched. “Nope, nope, nope! Eeeeeeeeeee!”
Mgurn didn’t respond, just started working the controls to get us as far away from the shape as fast as possible. He probably would have anyway, but the appearance of a giant mouth filled with more sharp teeth than could be counted was probably the main selling point for getting the fo away from the mountain.
He aimed our nose for the surface and hit the thrusters. We didn’t budge.
The sound of heavy impacts echoed through the ship, followed by every klaxon hooked up to a speaker.
“It has attached itself to us,” Mgurn announced. 
His voice was surprisingly calm. Or maybe that was my interpretation since he just wasn’t screeching like a banshee. I was busy doing that. It’s all about perspective.
Mgurn started to increase power to the thrusters, but a horrible wrenching noise put an end to that.
“You have arrived,” the navigation system stated, no longer the voice of the Naked Snake Lady. “You are now at your destination.”
The ship was whipped back around to face the mountain. In front of us was the iron door, slowly being revealed as the huge shape swam its body off the mountainside. Before either of us could comment, not that I had much to say beyond Eeeeeeeeeee!, the ship was flung straight at the door. 
Mgurn shoved all hands against the console in front of him. I did the same with my hooves as the door raced at us. Or we raced at it. Whatever.
It opened wide, and we were both blinded by a red light that hurt to look at. Yet we couldn’t look away.
I was somewhat pleased to hear that Mgurn had joined me in my screeching as the ship crossed the door’s threshold, and we were plunged into inky blackness.
 



Seven
 
The blackness lasted for all of a millisecond. 
The ship exploded into the Daedalus System like a bat out of a watery, gripped by a sea monster, hell. Mgurn slammed a fist on the control console, and the view screen dimmed, keeping us from going blind by the harsh glare of the bright red star that sat directly in front of us.
“Logging location of quantum planet,” Mgurn stated. “I have the coordinates locked into the navigation system in case we need to return on autopilot.”
“That means we have to go back through that door,” I replied then shook my head. “Hey! No more screeching! Cool.”
“Yes, I am pleasantly aware of that fact, Joe,” Mgurn responded. “And, yes, we will have to go back through that door and into the water once again. I hope you do not obsess over that.”
“What? Me? Nah,” I said. “I’m too happy to be back in space instead of under that nasty ocean. We can deal with my bull panic when the time comes.”
“I look forward to it,” Mgurn said. He looked at me and gave me his best “I’m humoring Joe” smile. Then the smile turned legitimate. “Joe! Look at your hands!”
I glanced down and almost wept with joy. My hands were my hands once again. No more bull hooves.
“Holy foing crud!” I exclaimed and wiggled my fingers. “Oh, man, does this feel good!”
“I understand,” Mgurn said. “It’s like when an adolescent Leforian emerges from its pupal stage and—”
“Nope,” I said. “Do not ruin my moment with any story about pupal stages.”
Mgurn nodded and went quiet. He didn’t look offended. I think he was just happy that I wasn’t screeching anymore. 
I fiddled with the scanners and furrowed my brow at the readings the ship received. 
“There’s nothing here,” I said. “That star? Not here. All these planets? Not here. Not according to the scanners.”
“I was afraid of that,” Mgurn said. “Going through that door and coming out a quantum planet could create havoc with our scanners. The ship will need to acclimate itself to this system before we will be able to get any accurate readings.”
“Or any readings at all,” I said. “Right now we got nada, buddy.”
“I suggest we find a stationary position and observe the system with our eyes instead of the scanners,” Mgurn said.
“Not much choice,” I said. “Park us and let’s have a looksee.”
Mgurn flew us away from the quantum planet, as well as away from the bright red star. I was thankful for that because that big old sun was giving me one hell of a headache.
The Daedalus System was huge. It took us an hour to get to a spot that looked like it was out of the path of the ever-orbiting planets. Some of them moved like normal planets, appearing to be stuck in place, moving too slow for the human, or Leforian, eye to make out. But others whizzed by like comets. Whizzing planets are never a good thing when you are in a spaceship that is a fraction of their size.
“I’ll keep thrusters primed,” Mgurn said as we watched a planet zoom by so fast it was barely trackable. “Just in case.”
“Good call,” I said and started studying the system.
Planets everywhere, of all types and sizes. Huge gas planets, small gas planets. Water planets, desert planets, rust-colored planets. Planets made of molten rock that looked like they’d just been birthed from the cosmos. Planets of the darkest ebony, only visible because they were a black spot against the others that orbited behind them. Even a planet that I swear was all polka dots.
“Where do we start?” Mgurn asked. 
“That’s the question,” I said. “Any hints from that old myth you were telling me?”
“No,” Mgurn said. “The labyrinth of myth had a distinct entrance. Everyone knew about it. I believe it even had a concession stand, in case someone felt the need for snacks and a drink as they walked inside to meet their fate.”
“You’re foing with me,” I said.
He shrugged. “That is how the story goes.”
“There has to be a way to know which planet to start with,” I mused. “Which one is the entrance? What would a planet look like if it was the entrance to a labyrinth?”
“Perhaps we are past that point?” Mgurn said. “I mean, we did just go through a giant door. That could have been the entrance, and now we are already in the labyrinth.”
“Good point,” I said. “That means each of these planets is now a possible way to go. Do we go left or right? Straight or back? This is a maze, so we had better choose wisely, or we’ll end up lost forever.”
“A labyrinth is not technically a maze,” Mgurn said. “It usually has one entrance that is also the exit. A maze usually has an entrance and an exit with many dead ends and false turns. A labyrinth could be considered an elaborate path that winds around itself until you reach the center.”
“Is that the center?” I asked as I pointed at the bright red star. “I really hope that’s not the center.”
“As do I,” Mgurn said. “But it is a reasonable assumption that what stands at the center of this system would be the center of the labyrinth. Even if we are speaking of a metaphorical labyrinth.”
We went silent and stared for a long time.
“Okay, let’s think this through,” I said. “We have already entered the labyrinth. We are on the path. We just have to follow it. But how? Which planet do we choose?”
“Perhaps we can choose any of them,” Mgurn said. “We have entered the labyrinth and now all we must do is move forward.”
“So how the hell is this a trial?” I asked. “Did the suckers that had to walk the labyrinth in the myth only have to worry about dying from boredom? Because this seems pretty damn easy to me.”
“Oh, no, there were tests and traps and many evils that could be found along the path of the labyrinth,” Mgurn said. “Just like in your vision.”
“My vision!” I exclaimed and smacked my forehead. It hurt, but I was so happy I had a normal hand to smack myself with that I didn’t care. “My vision told me where to start!”
“What was the first part of your vision?” Mgurn asked. “Was it the ring of fire?”
“Yeah,” I said. “So let’s go find a fire planet.”
“No, I do not think so,” Mgurn replied. “When you described it, you said you were standing in a ring of fire with nothing but black outside it. That does not sound like a fire planet. Quite the opposite.”
Mgurn engaged the thrusters and pointed us at the nearest planet that looked like pure ebony. 
“We shall check out this planet first,” he announced like he was a tour guide. “Then proceed to the next one if we do not find a ring of fire.”
“And if we do find a ring of fire? Then what?” I asked. “My vision jumped me from place to place. It never showed me what I was supposed to do.”
“What we are supposed to do,” Mgurn said. “I am your assistant, and I will assist you in completing this quest.”
“Yeah, I got that, Mgurn,” I said. “I was speaking generally.”
“No, you were speaking specifically,” Mgurn said.
“Okay, whatever, I don’t want to argue,” I snapped.
“That is a good sign,” Mgurn said. “Perhaps that means your bullness is receding.”
“Or it means I’m exhausted and don’t want to play word games with you,” I snapped some more. 
We reached the ebony planet and both gulped at its size. It was one of the largest planets I had ever seen. We weren’t even close to reaching its outer atmosphere before it filled the entire view screen. I wasn’t even sure it had an outer atmosphere.
As if reading my mind, Mgurn said, “Airless. Absolutely zero atmosphere.”
“Then it can’t be our planet,” I said. “Fire needs air.”
“We should scout closer,” Mgurn said. “It would be wise of us to thoroughly search the planet before dismissing it. It is best to be sure rather than have to backtrack later because we missed something.”
“Then take us in close, and let’s see what there is to see,” I said.
He did, we did, there was nothing. We searched the entire planet, or as much as we could, and didn’t find any trace of a ring of fire. By the time we left the planet’s vicinity, I could feel myself getting grumpy again. My hands also throbbed, but I sat on them, afraid to look and see what transformation may have been happening all over again.
“Next planet,” Mgurn said as he took us dangerously close to the path of one of the faster orbiters. “Not nearly as large which means it will take less time to search.”
The blackness of the planet wasn’t as deep ebony as the other one. It had a charcoal quality to it. A hint of gray that lay just beneath the surface.
“Go to the north pole,” I said. A feeling had come over me and I wanted to explore it. “Or whatever serves as north for this planet.”
“Sensors do not pick up a magnetic field, so a magnetic north is not possible,” Mgurn said. “But when I take in the planet’s orientation to its closest neighbors, I believe I can approximate a true north.”
We flew down closer, and Mgurn brought us in on a sweeping approach to what looked like the top of the planet. There was an obvious thump and jostle to the ship as we entered the planet’s atmosphere. No clouds to make it visibly known that that was what we did. But I used to be a Fleet Marine and made many a drop inside a windowless troop transport. After a couple dozen of those, you learn what a blind atmospheric entry feels like, even with dampers on the ship.
“There!” I said and pointed out the view screen. “Do you see it?”
“I do,” Mgurn said and aimed us at a far-off glow. “Sensors still do not pick anything up, though.”
“That’s why the Eight Million Gods gave us eyes, buddy,” I said.
The heavy rock that had filled my gut with dread began to lift as we got closer and closer to the glow. After half an hour, it distinguished itself as exactly what we were looking for: a ring of fire. But that wasn’t all that was distinguished.
The closer we got, the more I could see there was texture to the planet. Not mountains or valleys, nothing so dramatic, just, well, texture. The planet’s surface seemed to be made up of thousands of small bumps. Like goosebumps when you’re cold or nervous. 
“Hmmm,” Mgurn said.
“Is that a bad hmmm or a good hmmm?” I asked.
“It is a puzzled hmmm,” Mgurn said. 
“Puzzled because?” I asked, not quite sure I wanted the answer.
“I believe the planet’s surface is moving,” Mgurn said. “Do you see it?”
We continued to get closer to the surface, and it didn’t take long for me to see what he meant. Those bumps I saw? Not texture. Nope. They were alive. The whole planet was coated in a writhing mass of creatures. I had no idea what type of creatures, but creatures. 
“Fo,” I said.
“Yes,” Mgurn agreed.
We finally reached the ring of fire, and Mgurn hovered over its center. He switched the view and the screen in front of us became a picture of what was directly underneath the ship.
“It is clear within the ring,” Mgurn said. “Should I set down?”
I hesitated for a second, looked at my hands that were no longer throbbing, and nodded.
“This is the place,” I said.
“Very well then,” Mgurn said. 
He slowly landed the ship while I switched the view back to what was in front of us. I watched the far-off flames flick high into the dark sky. They leapt up to thirty meters easy. A quick estimate would have put the diameter of the ring at maybe eight or nine hundred meters. It was a big ass ring of fire.
Once settled, Mgurn went over a systems check to make sure the ship was ready for a fast take off if we needed it to be. I didn’t argue and let him take all the time he needed. I was Team Fast Take Off, for sure.
“I am ready,” Mgurn said. “The ship is ready. Are you ready, Joe?”
“Ready as I’ll ever be,” I said and stood up. “Let’s get suited up and see what there is to see.”
We made our way down to the cargo hold. After donning full environmental suits, battle armor, and shield generators, we proceeded to get all armed to the teeth.
Mgurn had four KL09 heavy pistols, one for each hand, two H16 plasma carbine multi-weapons, a double row of ion grenades, and what looked like a baseball bat strapped to his leg, before he gave me a thumbs up.
I strapped on two KL09s and took just one H16 plasma carbine multi-weapon. I didn’t have four hands, just the two. Plus, if I lost my carbine and the two KL09s on me didn’t do the trick then a second H16 probably wouldn’t be much more help and only add to my weight load. I wasn’t a two-meter-plus tall bug hound, so I needed to think about that kind of thing.
“I am opening the ramp,” Mgurn announced. 
He had one hand on the button and the other three holding weapons. I brought up my H16 and aimed it at the back of the ship as the cargo ramp slowly lowered itself to the planet’s surface. The edge thumped audibly, even through my helmet, and charcoal dust plumed up into the air. We both waited for it to settle then slowly made our way down the ramp.
We had landed dead center in the ring of fire. Nothing came to greet us, nothing came out of any shadows, not that there were any shadows, to rush us and try to eat our faces. 
No, all that greeted us was the most eerie sound I had ever heard.
“What is that?” I asked Mgurn.
“Sorrow,” he said and slumped to his knees. “Pure sorrow.”
He started weeping right there on the spot. I looked from him to the flames and back. His shoulders were shaking as he sobbed. He had two more shoulders than me, so that was some heavy duty sobbing.
“Mgurn?” I asked.
“Why, Joe?” Mgurn responded. “Why is it all so sad?”
“Yeah, I’m not feeling it,” I said. 
And I wasn’t. I didn’t feel any sorrow at all. No sadness or grief or need to ball my eyes out in the middle of the ring of fire. Yeah, I could hear the pain in the sound coming from outside the ring, but it didn’t make me want to go hide in my bedroom and smoke clove cigarettes. It was what it was. Kinda annoying more than anything.
“Mgurn, get up,” I ordered, trying not to let the annoyance fill my voice. “Buddy? You can’t kneel there the whole time. We got a quest to fulfill. This is the first trial, remember? Gonna need you alert and ready to kick ass, okay? Mgurn?”
He responded with a wail. It was just like the sound I heard an old lady make when I was a Marine, and we’d just flattened her village. And all the people living in it. She’d been out gathering food and came back to total annihilation and an occupying force. It sounded like that.
Except Mgurn was not an old lady, and we didn’t just flatten a village.
“Mgurn!” I shouted loud enough to cause feedback in my com. “Get your Leforian ass up and stand tall! You are failing me here! Do you want to be the assistant that fails Salvage Merc One?”
“No!” he cried out, his voice thick with emotion.
“Then get up! NOW!”
He slowly made it upright again. I thought of helping him, but I figured the second I touched him, he’d just collapse into a puddle of grief, so I let him struggle on his own.
His sobs took forever to die down, and when he was finally only sniffles and snorts, I gave him a curt nod then pointed at the ring of fire. 
“Okay, feel better?” I asked.
“No,” he said.
“Good enough for me,” I said. “Let’s go check out what this ring thing is for. My vision had a ring of fire, and there is the ring of fire.”
We walked closer with me taking point and Mgurn following close behind. Every few steps, he’d hiccup, but at least the crying didn’t start again. We were halfway from the ship to the ring when everything changed. Of course it did. No reason for it not to.
“Uh…where’d the flames go?” I asked as the ring sputtered, sputtered, died.
Then came the bumps.
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The planet itself wasn’t black. It wasn’t even charcoal. It was what covered it that was black, that was charcoal.
That had been burnt, but not killed. That lay in wait for someone to stumble upon them so they may greet it and call it a friend.
And by friend, I mean they wanted to show it their teeth and possibly—oh, hell, probably—eat the crud out of it.
I was the it. Same with Mgurn. We were no longer Salvage Merc One and his trusty assistant. We were the next course for a whole lot of hungry bumps that looked like they hadn’t eaten in a very long time.
“Joe!” Mgurn shouted. It was half-warning, half-question. 
“Shoot the fo out of them!” I shouted back and opened fire. 
My H16 barked to life, and I strafed the onrushing creatures. 
They were a burnt-flesh mix of a small gorilla and a large wolverine. On they loped, baring surprisingly white teeth. So many white teeth. The teeth practically glowed in the dark as the things came for us. But the white didn’t stay for long as the plasma bolts tore into the heads of the creatures. 
Bright red blood, bright and red like the star that was the center of the Daedalus System, exploded outward. Heads popped, chests were ripped open, limbs cut off at the joints, muscles spraying out in long, scarlet tendrils behind the ever-rushing creatures.
Against the stark, black background, it was almost beautiful. Almost, but not quite. The thing that ruined it was how there didn’t seem to be an end to the creatures. The visor on my helmet lit up with reading after reading, the computer within trying to calculate the numbers before us. But there was no calculation to be had. The visor finally blinked a warning infinity sign, it too colored bright red.
“Joe!” Mgurn shouted again. “We must retreat!”
“But this is the place!” I replied. “This is the first part of the quest! The first trial! I have to figure out why!”
“You cannot figure it out if you are overrun by these things and dead!” Mgurn countered.
The guy had a point.
The plasma bolts weren’t slowing the things down, so I switched to ion launcher, pumped the H16 twice, then pulled the trigger and let the grenades fly from the barrel. The artillery arced over the heads of the first five rows of the things then exploded in a brilliant flash of the purest light. My visor instantly dimmed, keeping my eyes from being melted from my skull. 
A thirty-meter trough had been dug in the ranks of the creatures by the ion grenades, but that was like throwing a rock into a puddle, the water just washed back into place as if nothing had happened.
There was an itching at the back of my head, and I almost stopped firing to scratch at it. I kept the ion grenades launching until my H16 clicked empty then I switched it back to plasma bolts. My finger stayed depressed on the trigger despite the overwhelming desire to scratch the crud out of my neck. 
I glanced over at Mgurn and saw he’d stopped shooting one of the KL09s and was furiously digging at a spot on his own neck where his helmet met his suit. If he kept at it, he’d break the seal and it would be all over from there.
“Knock it off!” I shouted. “Mgurn! Stop scratching!”
“I cannot!” Mgurn replied. “It will not leave me alone! All the sorrow! All the pain! It is right there! Right where I cannot get at it! If I get at it, I can stop it! I can stop it, Joe!”
Okay. That wasn’t good.
A loud crunch and shudder diverted my attention for a split second, and I glanced at the readings on my visor. Oh, crud. We were surrounded. I foing forgot we’d been standing in a ring of fire. A ring. Rings are circular. The ring had been surrounded on all sides by the things. And from all sides they were coming at us.
That meant there were a whole hell of a lot of creatures that we hadn’t even been firing at.
“Back in the ship!” I yelled. “Back in now!”
“I said that earlier and you declined!” Mgurn argued. He didn’t argue enough not to do what I said, but he still argued. “I wish you would make up your mind!”
“It’s made up!” I shouted as I slung my H16 and grabbed his arm, yanking him back up the cargo ramp and into the ship. “One hundred percent made up!”
Once Mgurn was far enough in, I spun about and turned the H16 to plasma flame. The thrower emitted a three-meter-length tongue of fire, and for a brief moment, the creatures slowed. Some even stopped. But that moment was brief. The mass of them pressed from behind, pushing the front rows directly into the plasma fire. 
The creatures squealed like wounded terpigs. Mgurn squealed almost as loudly from behind me, and I heard a thump. My guess was he’d just collapsed since his squeal stopped suddenly. But I didn’t have time to turn and check on him. I had to clear enough of the creatures away so the cargo ramp had time to close.
I kept the fire flowing, whipping my H16 back and forth so the flames looked like a burning whip. More and more creatures screamed, but the mass didn’t slow. I was trying to stop a flood with a single sandbag.
I said fo it and slammed my hand on the ramp controls. The ramp began to close, but not before a dozen of the things reached it and climbed aboard. I switched back to plasma bolts and blew the heads off three before the others reached me.
They tackled me, and I was pinned to the cargo hold’s deck. Their mouths opened, and they tried to rip into me, but my shield kept them off, sparks flying with each attack. The inability to rip me to shreds pissed them off even more, and their movements became nothing but pure, unadulterated fury. 
I tried to get one of my KL09s free, but it was knocked from my hand by the frenzy that pinned me to the deck. 
Then there was a sound like nothing I’d heard before. A shape appeared above me, just barely visible through the clawing, gnashing, insane creatures. I felt a jolt all the way through the pile and then another. It was followed by more and more jolts. Soon, the pile lessened and the weight on me became bearable. 
I freed my other KL09 and shoved the barrel against the head of a snarling creature. The head was vaporized instantly as I pulled the trigger. The thing’s bright red blood coated my visor, and I wiped it clear. Above me was a blood-coated Mgurn, that baseball bat club of his hanging loosely from one hand, dripping with even more blood. I pushed up onto my elbows and looked around. The only things left alive were me and Mgurn.
“Thanks, buddy,” I said.
“Make it stop, Joe,” Mgurn whispered. “Please…”
He fell onto his knees then onto his face. I knew he wasn’t dead because I could see his life sign readings on my visor. But they didn’t look good, and unless I figured out what the hell I was supposed to do, Mgurn was a dead Leforian. 
“Okay, buddy, I’ll make it stop,” I said as I got up. 
I increased the power to my battle armor so I could pick him up and carry him into the lift. The power would drain quickly, so I cursed every long second it took to get to the infirmary level. Barely waiting for the lift doors to open, I hurried into the med bay and basically tossed Mgurn into a med chamber.
I yanked off my helmet and sighed with relief once the chamber was sealed and working. His life signs stabilized, but they did not improve. Leforians are tricky when it comes to tech, so just getting him stabilized was a foing miracle.
“Okay, okay, okay,” I muttered as I ran from the med bay and made my way back up to the bridge. “Gotta figure this out.”
I was firing up the thrusters before my ass cheeks were fully settled into the pilot’s seat. I grabbed the controls and was about to lift off when I realized I didn’t know where I was going.
“Gotta figure this out,” I said to myself. “Figure it the fo out, Joe!”
The ship shuddered as the creatures began to swarm over it. The view screen went dark except for flashes of bright white teeth. I flicked it fully off so I could think. No need to stare at all the dental horror.
“Ring of fire,” I said. “We landed in the ring of fire. The ring of fire went out, and the things came at us. What was the point of the ring of fire? Why bother if it’s going to just go dark?”
There was the sound of tearing metal, and I sat bolt upright. A klaxon sounded. Hull breach. 
“Fo,” I said and pushed the thrusters to full then lifted the ship up into the air. 
I switched the view screen back on and wasn’t surprised to see a couple dozen of the things still hanging tight. I climbed steeply then pitched the controls into a barrel roll, sending the creatures flying from the ship’s hull. As I raced towards the ground, ready to pull up at the last minute so the sudden movement would dislodge any of the bastards that were still hanging on, I saw it. 
The ring of fire was lit up again.
There it was, right below me, bright as could be. The creatures retreated from it and hunkered back down on the ground. Those trapped inside the ring tore at each other, their teeth and claws ripping into scorched and scarred flesh, tearing chunks off and sending waves of blood this way and that.
I almost forgot to pull up, I was so busy staring at the scene.
“Almost fell into a ring of fire,” I chuckled.
That triggered a small memory; a bit of music from my childhood. There was a song. A song with the same name. Something about falling into a ring of fire. It was an ancient tune, one from well before humanity fled to the stars. 
I brought the ship around so I could hover above the ring of fire. I watched the creatures annihilate each other until only one stood. It thumped its chest and stared up at me. Then it tore its own head off and a geyser of blood spurted into the air before the body collapsed onto its sick brethren.
“Don’t see that every day,” I muttered. 
That song… It worried at the back of my mind. I could hear the melody, but couldn’t quite recreate it. I thought of the lyrics again falling into a ring of fire. Falling into…
“No way,” I thought. But the more it played in my brain, the more I became certain it was the answer. “Well, crud.”
I sent the ship climbing once more. After thirty seconds, I pushed the controls forward into a steep dive. It was the same dive as before, but there was a huge difference. This time, I wasn’t going to pull up. I was going to fly right into the ground. I was going to fall into the ring of fire.
Every alarm in the ship went off. There were alarms I didn’t even know the ship had going off so loud that I thought I was made of sound. My molecules vibrated at a frequency that couldn’t be healthy for a human being, even one with some weird ass artifact stuck inside him.
Safety overrides tried to kick in, but I overrode the overrides. The ship continued on its collision course with the planet’s surface.
The navigation AI started barking at me, shouting for me to pull up, shouting and asking questions.
“Why, Joe? Why?” it screamed as we hit the planet head on.
Kind of a weird question for a simple AI to ask.
I expected so much crashing and breaking and kablooey, but none of it came. The ship kept flying, kept falling, and all around was a tunnel of fire. From a ring to a tunnel, with nothing but fire all the way down.
 “Holy crud,” I whispered as I watched the flames lick the outer edges of the ship. 
I checked the sensor readings, but there was no damage to the ship. The shields didn’t even register a disturbance. As far as the sensors were concerned, there was no fire.
Then a light at the end of the tunnel presented itself, and I started to smile. I’d figured it out. Fall into the ring of fire, and it would deliver us to the next destination. It sucked that Mgurn was hurt because I didn’t figure it out sooner. The second we were safely on the other side, when we’d arrived at our next locale, I was going to walk into that med bay and apologize my ass off.
The ship came up out of the tunnel at full speed. I cut the thrusters and shook my head for a second, getting rid of the sudden vertigo that assaulted me as the expected orientation didn’t occur. The ship had been falling, diving down, but when it reached the end of the tunnel, it came up and out, like we’d been flying up through a hole, not down through one.
But that wasn’t the worst part. The worst part was what we came up out of.
A wave of blood-red water cleared from the view screen as I set the ship to hover in the air. I hovered there and checked and double checked all of the readings coming from the scanner console. Yep. I was exactly where I thought I was. Not that I knew the coordinates, just recognized the scenery. It wasn’t water.
“Hey, what do you know?” I huffed. “A lake of boiling blood. What a foing surprise. I never would have guessed we’d end up here. Yay…”
The ship’s bridge was silent. No more klaxons. No more warnings that I was going to kill us. No more strange asides from the navigation system AI. I took that as a good sign and set the controls to autopilot and left the ship to hover where it was as I went down to check on Mgurn.
Another good sign was seeing Mgurn with his eyes open and staring at me as I came into the med bay. He gave a little wave then sighed.
“I failed you, Joe,” Mgurn said. “I was supposed to protect you. I was supposed to assist you. Instead, I fell to my knees and succumbed to the force of this planet.”
“That planet,” I corrected.
“What planet?” he asked.
“That planet,” I repeated. “You’re talking about a planet we left. We aren’t there anymore. I don’t think…”
I tapped at my wrist and brought up a holo of the planet we were currently on. Yep, I was right. We were no longer on the black planet with the scorched creatures. We were halfway across the Daedalus System on a whole other planet. 
“Yeah, totally new planet,” I said. “Oh, and guess what?”
“Lake of boiling blood?” Mgurn asked.
“Bingo, buddy,” I said, giving him a thumbs up and a wink. “You win the foing prize.”
“I do not believe being on a planet with a lake of boiling blood would be considered winning a prize,” Mgurn said. “But you are Salvage Merc One, and I am just your assistant, so I will defer to your interpretation.”
“It was a joke,” I said. “A bad one.”
“Can you help me out of this med chamber?” Mgurn asked. “I am feeling much better.”
“Are you?” I asked and opened the chamber. “How about you sit up and show me.”
He sat up. Then fell back.
“I am not as well as I thought,” he admitted.
“No crud, buddy,” I said. “You took quite the psychic punch back there. What was that all about? You kept saying sorrow over and over.”
“It was horrible, Joe,” Mgurn replied, covering his eyes with all four hands. “I could feel their pain, their grief, their—”
“Sorrow?” I smirked.
“Don’t mock them, Joe,” Mgurn said. “They have been like that for millennia. Waiting. All alone. Cold, hungry, confused, in great pain. Never allowed to die. They waited and waited for us to arrive. We were their salvation.”
“Then why the fo did they try to kill us?” I asked. “Not much thanks for salvation, if you ask me.”
“That was their sorrow,” Mgurn said. “We had come to set them free, but they had been left to kill us. They did not want to, but they could not stop themselves.”
“Bummer,” I said. “So why could you feel all of that and I couldn’t?”
“I do not know,” Mgurn answered. “Either I am more attuned to an experience such as that or you are shut off to it. Perhaps it would affect anyone, but because you hold the artifact inside, you did not feel their pain and sorrow.”
“Or because I’m the bull man,” I said. I held up my hand and wiggled my fingers. “Or I was.”
“It is good to see that your affliction has not returned,” Mgurn said. He sighed and shifted in the chamber. “I think I will sleep some more. I am not as well as I had first thought.”
“Yeah, you said that,” I responded. 
I walked to him and patted him on the shoulder. 
“Good job out there,” I said.
“Do not patronize me,” he muttered, but was already falling back asleep.
“I wasn’t,” I said. “You’re still alive, so I call that a good job.”
He didn’t respond, and after a few seconds, he began to snore. Leforians snoring is just so damn cute. And annoying since their nasal passages produce a sound like two tubas on helium. But still cute as hell because their mandibles flutter like bony leaves. It cracks me up every time I see it happen.
I closed the med chamber just in case it could do a little more work on him, checked the readings to make sure it was running properly, then stumbled my way out of the med bay and down the corridor. I was ten kinds of exhausted and needed to get some sleep. If anything weird happened, ha ha ha, the ship would let me know. I had shields at full and sensors dialed up to eleven.
Down two more corridors, up a ladder, down another corridor, and I was at the door to my quarters. I barely got the door open and my boots off before I collapsed sideways across my bed. Screw my armor, screw my environmental suit, screw my uniform. I was not getting up from that bed. 
At least I had already taken my helmet off. Also a good thing the environmental suit could filter and cycle out urine because I had to pee like a race gump and I was not getting up.
Sleep hit me like a ton of space bricks, and I was out, out sweet candle.
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I had no idea what time it was, just that I felt a fo ton better when I woke up. 
I also felt sticky. But sticky was easy to handle.
I got up from my bed and stumbled into the bathroom. I was able to unclasp my battle armor and let that fall away. I unzipped my environmental suit and slid out of that, kicking it into the pile with my armor. My uniform was a little trickier since it was kind of damp and stuck to me in places I had to be careful of when pulling it off.
It took me a while, but I was finally able to get naked and into the shower. I steamed for a good thirty minutes, just letting the moisture coat every single millimeter of my body. If I could have let it seep into my soul, I would have. But getting my body clean was good enough.
Stepping out of the steam, I felt like a new man. The blast drier kicked in, and I turned in a lazy circle as the warm air dried all the moisture from me. I was clean, warm, and ready for the day. 
I wiped the condensation from the bathroom mirror and took a look at myself. A little bruised and banged up, but my body looked fine. Nothing I hadn’t healed from before. And with the artifact in me, I probably wouldn’t be seeing a trace of the bruises by the next day. I smiled at myself and gave my image a thumbs up. I was ready to check on Mgurn, check on the ship, and figure out what the hell I needed to do on a planet with a lake of boiling blood.
Then I noticed the problem. Huh. Well…poop.
I frowned at my image and gingerly reached up to touch them. They were sharp as crud. I was surprised that they weren’t heavier than they were. My head should have been tilting to one side or the other each time I turned my neck. But they felt perfectly natural and balanced.
“New day, new problem,” I said to my image. “I better get dressed.”
Getting undressed had been easy. Everything slid from my shoulders down. Nothing had to go over my head. I wanted to pull on a t-shirt, but that wasn’t happening, so I just reversed the previous process and slipped into a fresh uniform, zipped it up, took a deep breath, and left my quarters.
My first stop was the med bay, but the chamber was empty, and Mgurn was gone. I had half-expected that. Without me there to stop him, I’m sure he woke up in the night and crawled his ass up to the bridge. That would be a very Mgurn thing to do.
So, second stop was the bridge. I found him there sitting in the pilot’s seat, going over scanner readings and checking ship diagnostics.
“Hey, buddy,” I said. “Feeling better?”
“Quite,” Mgurn replied without turning around. 
“Been here long?” I asked and waited for him to look back at me.
“Only a couple of hours,” Mgurn said. “I know you disapprove of me being here so fast, but my body is in good working order, so I might as well get back to work.”
“Yeah, um, your body isn’t my number one priority at the moment,” I said. “I’m kinda thinking about myself.”
Mgurn’s shoulders sagged. “Of course you are, Joe.”
“I don’t think you get what I mean,” I said. “Mgurn? Would it be possible for you to tear your attention away from the scanners and look at me?”
He sighed and made a big production of having to be torn away from his work and turn around. As alarming as things were, I did get a good deal of amusement from seeing the look on his face as he stared at me, mandibles wide, eyes wider, completely stunned.
“Are those…?” he asked.
“Yep,” I replied.
“Did you wake up with them?” he asked.
“Yep,” I said.
“Do they hurt?” he asked.
“Not at all,” I replied.
“Joe…you have horns,” he said.
“Very aware of that, buddy,” I said and reached up to touch the sharp tips. “So don’t piss me off today, or I’ll gore you to death.”
“That is less funny than the joke you told last night,” Mgurn said. “In fact, I find nothing funny about this.”
“At least I don’t have hooves for hands,” I said and wiggled my fingers. “Horns are easy to deal with, hooves not so much.”
“But we do not have a suit helmet that can adapt to horned heads,” Mgurn said. “Our multi-species suits are for non-horned species. We’ll never get anything to fit.”
“Good thing I’m inside a ship and don’t need a helmet,” I said.
“But what about when you do need a helmet?” Mgurn exclaimed. He was getting a little panicked. “This is your quest, Joe. You have to go outside the ship at some point to complete it.”
“Then let’s hope the atmosphere of this planet is hospitable,” I said.
He stared at me, blinking rapidly.
“It’s not hospitable is it?” I asked.
“No, it is not,” he replied. “The carbon dioxide levels would kill you with one breath.”
“Huh,” I responded. “That’s not good.”
“That is only one of the not goods,” Mgurn said. “Sit down. I’ll show you.”
I sat down. He showed me.
“Size estimation?” I asked.
The readout in front of me told me the creature was close to a kilometer long and a quarter of that wide. It swam just below the surface of the lake of boiling blood, its back breaching now and again, but that was all. It never came up to breathe, it never showed its head at all. Around it swam smaller creatures, a fraction of the big one’s size, but no less deadly. They did show their heads every once in a while, and surprise, surprise, surprise there was a lot of teeth. 
So many teeth.
Teeth so long and sharp and chaotic that they sprung from out of the creatures’ lips, piercing their flesh here and there. It was like a toddler’s drawings had come to life and the things were dropped in a lake of boiling blood because why the hell not, right?
“We don’t know that I have to do anything with those creatures,” I said. “In this part of my vision, I turned away from the lake of boiling blood and had a chit chat with a talking tree.”
“There are no trees on the shore,” Mgurn said. “I cannot find signs of any vegetation on this planet at all. Unless it is under the surface of the lake.”
“The lake of boiling blood,” I said.
“You do not need to keep referring to it like that,” Mgurn said. “Calling it a lake will suffice.”
“But lake of boiling blood is fun to say,” I responded. “And I need something fun right now or I’m going to lose my mind.”
“I believe the horns will keep your mind inside your skull, so you need not worry about losing it,” Mgurn said.
“Okay, that was a good one,” I said. 
“Thank you,” Mgurn replied. He sighed. It was expected. “You figured out the last part, you will figure out this part.”
“Yeah, but how much time do I have?” I asked and pointed up at my horns. “I’m obviously behind schedule if these things showed up.”
I nodded my chin at the view screen. 
“And I can’t go out there without a helmet,” I continued. “So I’m sort of stuck.”
“Perhaps you are not,” Mgurn said. “We may be looking at this the wrong way, Joe.”
“Is there a right way to look at it?” I asked.
Mgurn looked confused. “Of course there is. Do not be absurd. There is always a right way. What kind of question is that?”
“Chill, buddy,” I said. “Just a little sarcasm.”
He shook his head. “Well, stop it. I am being serious.”
“Yes, you are,” I said and nodded. “About what?”
“About not having to go outside,” Mgurn said. He patted the arm of the pilot’s seat. “This may be exactly where we are supposed to be.”
“Go on,” I said and plopped into the co-pilot’s seat.
“The last stop went bad as soon as we set foot on the planet,” Mgurn said. “There had been no need to even leave the ship. You proved that by diving us straight into the ring of fire. A portal opened, and we ended up on this planet.”
“So we just need to fly around and find the next portal, is that it?” I asked. “That could take a lot longer than I have, buddy.”
“Then we must solve this part of the quest,” Mgurn said. “We must pass this trial soon.”
“Good idea,” I said. I leaned back in the chair and lifted my feet up onto the console. Mgurn smacked them off. “Sorry.”
“The talking tree?” Mgurn asked. “What did it say to you in your vision?”
I thought back to the first time I’d been witness to the lake of boiling blood. The tree with the slit for a mouth. 
“You stare into the void and drown,” the tree slit had said.
“It said I stare into the void and drown,” I replied. “It said I would drown more than a few times, actually. It was all about me drowning.”
“You stare into the void and drown,” Mgurn mused, one of his hands stroking his chin. Which he didn’t have. A set of quad-jaws, but no chin. “Stare into the void and drown…”
“I think it was just being a dick,” I said. “It was kind of a dickish tree.”
Mgurn ignored me, lost in thought. The ship hovered in place above the lake of boiling blood, the massive creature below showing its back now and again. I stared at the churning red until my eyes began to sting and my head ached. I reached up to rub my head, but ended up pricking my finger on the end of a sharp horn.
“You stare into the void and drown,” Mgurn muttered. “You stare into the void and drown.”
“What void?” I asked. “I remember looking up into the sky and seeing absolutely nothing.  It was empty. Did it mean that void?”
“Void,” Mgurn kept muttering. “Void, void, void… Hold on.”
“You got something, buddy?” I asked. I swung my head towards him and he flinched.
“Careful with those, please,” Mgurn said. He thought for a second longer. “What if it is not a noun?”
“What if it isn’t?” I asked, playing along. I had no idea what the hell he was talking about. 
“What if it is a verb?” Mgurn asked. “What if it is the act of voiding? What if what we have to do is void this lake?”
“Void the lake?” I asked. “Like what? Pull the drain plug and let all the boiling blood swirl down to the sewer?”
“I am unsure if there is an actual sewer,” Mgurn responded. “But, yes, that would be the idea.”
“Huh,” I said. “What do the scanners say?”
“About what?” Mgurn asked.
“A giant foing drain plug at the bottom of the lake of boiling blood?” I said.
“Oh, there is no giant drain plug,” Mgurn said and pointed at the scanner readings. “I would have seen it. I did not see it.”
“But we have a big ol’ lake of boiling blood monster and its tiny sidekicks, so we’ve got that going for us,” I said. “Yippee.”
“We may have to fight them to get to the bottom of the lake,” Mgurn said.
“Yeah, I was already thinking that,” I responded. 
“I do not know what we are supposed to do when we reach the bottom,” Mgurn said.
“Yeah, already thinking that too,” I said.
“I could be wrong,” he continued.
“Again with the already thinking,” I said. “But I’m not coming up with any better ideas, and these horns aren’t just going to go away on their own. I didn’t have to complete the last trial for my fingers to go back to normal, I just needed to be starting it. Maybe if we start this, and it turns out right, we’ll know because my horns go away.”
“Maybe,” Mgurn said.
“That’d be cool if they just shrunk back into my head,” I said. “No, wait! Better would be if they fell off, and I could keep them! We could make cups out of them and drink all of the beer from my horns!”
“That would be disgusting,” Mgurn said. “I would not drink from your horns.”
“Terpigcrud,” I said. “You’d totally do it because it would look badass.”
“While I do not want to waste time arguing the point, I must insist that I will never drink from one of those horns, Joe,” Mgurn said. “Never.”
“Well, you’re no foing fun,” I said and pouted. “Fine. I’ll have a horn for each hand. Neener neener.”
“Neener neener? I do not know what that means,” Mgurn said. He turned to the ship’s controls. “We should get moving before other things spring from your body and you insist I consume beer from them.”
“When you say it like that…” I trailed off. “How does the hull look? Shields? Can the ship handle this mighty lake of boiling blood?”
“It can handle entry through a planet’s atmosphere which is a thousand times hotter than this lake,” Mgurn said.
“But we’ve never gone through an atmosphere of blood,” I said. “You’re assuming a lot, buddy.”
“One thing I do not have to assume is that you are a pain in my ass,” Mgurn said.
“Oh! Zing with the attitude,” I laughed. “But seriously, how are the shields and the hull?”
“Everything is intact and close to full strength,” Mgurn said. “There was some damage to the hull from those creatures on the other planet, but I sent a bot out to fix it and it just reported in.”
He pointed at a reading on the control console.
“See? It is all fixed,” Mgurn said. “The bot is coming back onboard now.”
There was a loud impact, and Mgurn gasped.
“The bot has been eaten,” he said quietly.
“Something jumped out of the lake of boiling blood and grabbed it, didn’t it?” I asked.
“Yes,” Mgurn answered. “That is unfortunate. I liked that bot.”
“Is the thing that ate it still on the hull?” I asked. “Or did it drop back into the lake of boiling blood?”
Mgurn took a deep breath. I was really getting to him with the lake of boiling blood thing. Truth was that I was already bored with saying it, but it annoyed Mgurn so I kept at it. I don’t know why I wanted to annoy him so much. I blame it on the horns.
Mgurn tapped at the console for a minute until an external vid feed came up on the view screen.
“It’s still on the hull,” I said as we watched one of the lake of boiling blood creatures gnaw on the left wing. “Hungry little bugger. Can we shock it off with the shields?”
“If the shields have not effected it yet then the answer to that question is no,” Mgurn said. 
“Now who’s being patronizing?” I smirked.
“Condescending,” Mgurn said. “I was being condescending, not patronizing. Patronizing would be me telling you it was a good guess, and I hope the thinking didn’t hurt your brain too much.”
“That would just be asshole,” I said.
“Yes,” Mgurn said, “that too.”
We watched the thing grind its teeth against the ship’s wing. A few teeth fell out and tumbled to the lake of boiling blood below, but a few got stuck in the ship’s carbon alloy hull, piercing it with surprising ease.
“Uh oh,” I said. “Might need to send out another bot.”
“No, I might not,” Mgurn said and fired up the thrusters.
“Whatcha doing, buddy?” I asked.
“Shaking this abomination loose from the ship,” Mgurn said. “Keep an eye on it.”
“What the hell else am I going to watch?” I responded.
The ship rocketed forward then Mgurn sent it into a steep dive. Just before we hit the surface of the lake of boiling blood, he pulled up and spun us around again and again. The dampeners kept my stomach from escaping through my throat, but just barely. 
Mgurn stopped the spinning, and I shook my head.
“The leech is still hanging on,” I said. In fact, it looked like it was making some progress with its damage. “What else you got?”
“The power of space,” he said.
“Okay,” I said. “No idea what that is, but you go for it.”
He did.
The ship climbed sharply, and Mgurn pushed the thrusters to full power. The view screen was filled with the planet’s atmosphere, which was filled with blood-red clouds. I tried not to think of what made up those clouds, but it stood to reason that if the lakes on the planet were filled with blood, then perhaps the clouds were also. It was a blood cycle instead of a water cycle. Which was totally gross. But totally cool because blood cycle. 
We burst through the blood clouds and into a breathtaking scene of stars and the deep black-blue of the upper atmosphere. The creature was still clamped to our wing, but it wasn’t chewing any longer. It looked like it was just trying to hang on. 
Then we left the atmosphere, and its jaws let go. It floated off into space, and I watched as moisture crystals froze across the surface of its skin. Bloody moisture crystals. 
“We should shoot it,” I said. “Can we shoot it?”
“You may do what you please, Joe,” Mgurn said. “This is your ship.”
“Damn right it is,” I said and took control of the weapons system. I took aim and fired one plasma bolt. The creature exploded into a billion tiny, frozen pieces. “Hell yeah!”
“Was that fun?” Mgurn asked.
“Sure was, buddy,” I said.
“Good,” Mgurn responded and frowned. “This will not be.”
He pushed the ship into a dive and aimed back at the planet. Not a gradual reentry, not an angled dive, but a straight down, hell at your heels, full powered, holy crud we are going to die, dive.
“If that smaller creature could do that to us then the larger one will destroy this ship in seconds,” Mgurn said before I could ask what the bloody hell he thought he was doing. “I do not plan on letting that happen.”
“Um, but what about the crashing and dying part of this strategy?” I asked. “I’m no rocket scientist, but I was good at physics in high school, and I am willing to bet this ship is not going to handle smashing into a lake of boiling blood very well.”
“I agree,” Mgurn said.
“Oh, good,” I replied. “But you aren’t slowing down.”
“No, I am not,” Mgurn said. “I am going faster.”
“Okey dokey,” I said. “It’s too bad that with these horns my head can’t fit through my legs.”
Mgurn took a second to look over at me, completely confused.
“You know,” I continued, “so I can kiss my ass goodbye.”
 



Ten
 
There it was, that mighty lake of boiling blood, directly below and racing up at us so fast that I was afraid to blink. I wasn’t afraid to scream, though. That was totally happening.
“Joe! Please!” Mgurn yelled. “I need to concentrate!”
“Concentrate on what?” I shouted. “How much concentration does it take to crash us into a lake of boiling blood?”
“It takes a lot of concentration when crashing is not the objective!” Mgurn yelled.
“Oh! I didn’t know that crashing wasn’t the objective since it sure as fo looks like crashing is the objective!” I shouted.
“It is not!” he yelled.
“Good to know!” I shouted back.
The view screen was filled with blood. Nothing but blood. All I saw was blood. Then something else. The big one. The huge monster that waited for us just under the surface. I couldn’t see a head, but I was sure it knew we were coming right at it. It had to. My screaming alone should have alerted it to our impending smashy smashy into the lake of boiling blood.
In the many, many tomes of the Eight Million Gods, there is a reference to a leviathan. Also a behemoth and other big things, but I don’t remember any of that. I think the behemoth was on land or something, and there was an air monster too. I don’t know. I skipped Sunday-Monday-Tuesday school. Those nuns just weren’t that fun to hang around with.
But, if I remembered my leviathan myth correctly, one of the Eight Million Gods fought it until it drowned. Not sure if the leviathan drowned or the god drowned. Huh. That would be good to know. But there was a big fight and lots of blood and drowning. 
Not sure where my brain was going with that train of thought. Probably just trying to be a distraction while my heart stopped from pure terror and panic. My brain used to look out for me like that. Good brain.
The ship was so close to impact that I thought I had just taken my very last breath. Then Mgurn pulled up, using all four arms and both his legs to leverage the flight controls. You didn’t need to physically yank on them like that since they had coded emergency response gyros in them, but I applauded his effort.
Seriously. I applauded. Felt right at the time.
The view of blood began to change. I actually saw the horizon, a far-off line of hills that had a weird purple haze to them. The lake was no longer directly in front of us, but slowly, painfully, below us. Mgurn’s voice cracked and gave out as he screamed at the top of his Leforian lungs, his entire body straining so hard that I thought he’d pop his carapace off right there on the bridge.
We were level with the surface of the lake of boiling blood, every proximity alarm blaring at full volume, as the view screen expanded to show the sides of the ship. Not sure why it did that, maybe something Mgurn did in between wrestling with the flight controls and his silent, gasping screams. He did have four hands, so totally possible. 
On either side of us was a wall of lake blood. It shot up into the air at the tips of the ship’s wings. The munched-on wing, the one we had to shake the monster off of, didn’t look so hot, but it held together. My head whipped back and forth, from one wave to the other, watching in awe as the blood towered over us. I kept expecting it to come crashing down, but we were flying so fast, with so much force, that the air just pushed the blood waves higher and higher. Then it hit me what Mgurn was doing.
I tapped at the console in front of me, bringing up the image of the lake below. I gasped as I stared at the lake bottom, a blood-stained gash of blackish rock and mud. That wasn’t all. The leviathan was there, flopping and twisting in the open air. It was too huge for me to see its head, but I could tell by its thrashing that it was not happy with what was happening to it. Probably felt kinda naked. I get that. We can all be a little shy at times.
Mgurn relaxed, a little, into the pilot’s seat and angled the ship back up into the sky. He brought us around quickly so we could see the full extent of his work. A quarter of the lake of boiling blood had burst from its shores and coated the landscape around it. The kilometer high waves crashed back to the lake bed and the brief view I had of the leviathan was gone.
“Holy crud, buddy!” I whooped. “Way to foing go!”
“Thank you,” Mgurn gasped. “I was not sure the maneuver would work.”
“Yeah, don’t admit that,” I said. “You’re ruining the magic. I’m a little shook up, so the magic is what’s keeping me from going totally bonkers right now.”
“Then, in order to keep you from going bonkers, I will say that I had it all under control from the very beginning,” Mgurn replied.
“Thanks,” I said and patted him on the shoulder. “I appreciate the lie.”
“It is not so much a lie as perhaps a stretching of the truth,” Mgurn said. “I did believe we had a fifty-fifty chance of surviving. While I could not fully predict the outcome, I did have a good deal of control over it since I was piloting the ship.”
“Nope, go back to the full lie,” I said. I tapped my head then winced as I pricked my finger on a horn again. “My brain likes the full lie.”
“Yes, of course,” Mgurn said.
Below us, the lake of boiling blood had filled back in. The giant waves were gone, and the leviathan was mostly submerged. It was so big, and we’d expelled so much lake blood, that it couldn’t fully hide itself. I could make out a lot more of its length and breadth. That didn’t help with the not-going-bonkers part either.
I shook my head, nearly fell out of my seat because of the unexpected weight of the horns, which seemed to be getting much denser than when I had first woken up, and took a deep breath.
“We’re going to have to do that again, aren’t we?” I asked.
“We are,” Mgurn said. “It is how we will void the lake of its contents.”
“Boiling blood contents,” I said.
“Yes, Joe, boiling blood contents,” Mgurn sighed. “We will void the lake of its boiling blood contents.”
“Cool,” I said. “How many more passes will we have to make?”
Four more passes. That’s what it took to turn the lake of boiling blood into a puddle of steaming blood. Yeah, sure, some of the blood pooled enough in parts of the lake bottom where it could still boil and bubble, but most of it just sort of simmered.
But neither of us cared about the simmering blood, or the still-boiling pools. All we cared about was the flopping, raging, really, really big monster that arched its back and roared up at us as we flew pass after pass over it while the sensors took a billion readings.
“It is flesh, blood, and bone,” Mgurn stated when we finished our final pass. “It can be killed.”
“Then let’s kill it,” I said. “We kill it and we get sent to the next level or phase or inning or whatever is in store for us.”
I started to take aim with the plasma cannons, but Mgurn stayed my hand. He gave a shake of his head and nodded at the view screen.
“No, I do not believe we kill it,” Mgurn said. “I believe it must die of its own accord.”
“And you believe this why?” I asked. “We’re in the killing business, Mgurn. We aren’t in the waiting for stuff to die business.”
“No, Joe, we are in the salvage business,” Mgurn corrected. “When you were in the Fleet Marines, you were in the killing business.”
“Yeah, but we still kill things,” I said. “Been doing it for a while now. Things get in our way, things get killed. Lather, rinse, repeat.”
“I am unsure as to why your personal hygiene is a factor in this,” Mgurn responded. “I am thankful that you know how to properly wash your hair, but how does that apply to this situation?”
“It’s a saying, Mgurn,” I sighed. 
“Oh,” Mgurn replied. “That is a new one to me.”
“Probably because your race doesn’t have hair on your heads, so the whole…” I trailed off. “You know what? Never mind. Not important.” I felt the horns on my head. They were very solid horns. “These are important and still attached to my noggin. You think they will disappear when the thing down there dies?”



“I could not say,” Mgurn responded.
“Fair enough,” I said. “Why aren’t we killing it again?”
“Because I do not believe the talking tree was talking to you,” Mgurn said.
“No, it was talking to me,” I replied. “I may not have a lot of experience with talking trees, but I do know when one is talking to me. Yes, it was a freaky dream vision thing, but the tree was for sure talking to me.”
“Then it was not talking about you,” Mgurn said. “It was talking about the monster. Stare into the void and drown, was that it?”
“Close enough for hand grenades,” I replied. Mgurn furrowed his brow, and I waved a hand. “Never mind. You were saying?”
“Look at the poor creature,” Mgurn said and pointed at the view screen. “Its home has been voided and now it is drowning. It is not drowning in liquid, but in the air it is exposed to.”
“It’s not the only one,” I said and pointed as well. I wagged my finer at the dozens of smaller monsters that flopped and wriggled on the empty lake bottom. “Those little guys, and I say ‘little’ with all irony, ain’t doing so hot either.”
“No, they are not,” Mgurn said. “So sad.”
“Yeah, I’m not feeling the sadness like you,” I said. “Maybe it’s because I have bull horns on my head or maybe it’s because I just don’t have empathy for lake of boiling blood monsters that try to eat my ship. Either way, better them than us.”
“Hmmm,” Mgurn responded.
“Nope,” I said. “Not taking the bait. I have my feelings, you have yours. They are all irrelevant because it doesn’t matter how we feel about what’s happening down there, it only matters that it is happening.”
“Hmmm,” Mgurn responded again.
“I hate you sometimes,” I said and leaned back in my seat.
We watched the monsters flop about for an hour without any new developments. Just a lot of flopping.
“Do not say it,” Mgurn warned.
“I wasn’t going to say anything,” I replied.
“Yes, you were,” Mgurn said. “I could hear the change in your breathing. You were about to tell me that I may be wrong, and we should reconsider blasting the creatures.”
“What? Me say that?” I replied. “No way. I would never suggest such a thing.”
“It is crossing my mind as well,” Mgurn admitted.
“Is it now,” I said. “Interesting.”
“But, I believe we should give it more time,” Mgurn said.
“That’s what you believe?” I asked, trying not to sound too sarcastic. “Okey dokey.”
I decided to ignore the monsters going all floppity floppity and study the lakeshore instead. There wasn’t much to see except a whole lot of blood. Drying blood. Mist rose off it as the sun beat down and baked the fluid into slowly drying rivulets of yuck. I was sure as fo glad that we couldn’t smell what was happening down there. Between the exposed aquatic life and the evaporating blood, it had to be quite the olfactory assault.
It was weird how the blood wasn’t draining back into the lake. The shore was angled enough, and there was certainly a good volume of the red stuff, so it would stand to reason that some of the blood would have made its way back into the empty lake bed. Yet none of it did.
Bizarre.
It started to make sense (ha!) after a couple of minutes, and the last of the blood seeped into the ground surrounding the empty lake. I detected movement and zoomed in, targeting a specific area about five meters from the shore. It was subtle, just a quivering of the ground, but it was there.
“What is it, Joe?” Mgurn asked. “What do you see?”
“Not a clue,” I responded, my eyes locked onto the image, not daring to glance over at Mgurn and miss something important.
And it was certainly going to be important. I could feel it. Literally. The horns sprouting from my head began to tingle and vibrate, almost in rhythm with the movement I saw happening below. I reached up and felt my horns and drew my fingers away quickly. They were scorching hot. I licked my fingers to cool them then concentrated on the view screen again.
“Sensors do not detect anything,” Mgurn said, joining me in the staring. “I see the movement, but according to the ship there is no movement.”
“Not surprised,” I said. “Are you?”
“No, I am not,” Mgurn said. “The strangeness of our mission defies all logic and reason.”
“Strangeness is one way to put it,” I said. 
Something poked up from the blood-stained ground. Black with a sharp, pointed end, the object pushed through the red dirt. It began to widen as it grew, and it only took me a couple of seconds to realize what I was seeing.
“There they are,” I said. “Took them long enough.”
I switched up the view so it included the entire lakeshore. All around the empty bed was movement. The tips of black branches began to shove out of the ground, all in unison as if they were being pushed up from below by a single platform. Or perhaps the ground was falling down around what was already there. I don’t know. You could look at it both ways. 
All I saw, and all that mattered, was that trees were appearing. The trees from my vision. Slit-mouthed and ugly as crud.
When they stopped growing, each shook itself, again in unison, then the slits opened and began to speak. We couldn’t hear any of it since we were up in the ship.
“Sensors are not detecting sound,” Mgurn said. “They appear to be only mouthing words.”
“Yeah, I don’t think the sensors are reliable anymore,” I said. “This may be the point where we have to set foot down there.”
“Oh my,” Mgurn said. “Must we?”
“The monsters are still flopping, and I’m not seeing any clue as to what our next step is,” I said. “Except that a whole bunch of talking trees just pushed their way up through the bloody ground. We can’t hear what they’re saying up here, so we probably need to go down there and check it out.”
I pointed up at my horns. 
“Gonna have to rig a helmet for me,” I said.
It took us a lot longer than we liked to get a helmet fitted around my horns. I honestly didn’t think we’d do it, but with a lot of duct tape and the destruction of two normal helmets, we finally got something rigged to seal around my environmental suit.
Mgurn looked at me and shook his head.
“I do not approve of you going out there alone,” Mgurn said as we stood by the cargo ramp. The ship was hovering about three meters off the ground, just in front of what I thought looked like the exact same vision tree that had spoken to me when all this crud started. “I should accompany you.”
“I need you in the pilot’s seat,” I said, my voice muffled by the clapped-together helmets.
The coms in the helmets had to be disabled to get them to fuse together in the right spots. My personal com didn’t seem to like either the helmet mash-up or maybe my horns. Either way, I wouldn’t be able to talk to Mgurn once I was outside the ship. Yay.
“You have to watch my ass, watch those floppy monsters, watch the other trees around the lake, and also watch for whatever else we haven’t thought about to watch for,” I said. “If things get weird, weirder, then you swoop down and pick my ass up. Use the cargo claw to pluck me the fo off this shore. Don’t even wait for me to be in the hold, just take off and fly the hell away from here.”
“We will have failed the quest if that happens,” Mgurn said. 
“Yeah, but we’ll live to flee another day,” I said.
“I believe you have that saying wrong,” Mgurn said. “It is live to fight—”
“I know what it is and I know what I said,” I replied. “Just roll with it, Mgurn.”
He nodded and clapped me on the shoulder. “Good luck.”
The cargo ramp opened and extended to about half a meter off the shore. I gave Mgurn a thumbs up then hurried down the ramp and jumped to the bloody shore. My boots sank a few centimeters into the soggy ground, making a stomach churning squelching sound. I shivered and started walking towards the tree I was almost ninety-nine percent sure was the one that I needed to have a quick chat with.
“Hey there,” I said, giving the tree a quick wave. “Remember me?”
“You are not known to Us,” the tree replied. “You are a foreign entity. A destroyer of the balance. A blight upon our sacred planet.”
“Us? What us?” I asked. I turned and looked around the shore, which wasn’t easy since my rigged helmets didn’t allow much swivel room on the old neck stem. “Are you a collective? A slit-mouthed tree co-op? Is this a Space Communist thing?”
“Your levity is wasted,” the tree replied. 
“Tell me about it,” I said. “Have you met Mgurn? Half of what I say goes right over his head.” I made the over the head gesture with my hand and just barely cleared the helmet. “Whoosh. So much sarcasm that is never appreciated.”
“To continue with our lives, we must expel you from here,” the tree said. “You must be flung far and wide, never to be seen or heard on this planet again.”
“You and me are of like mind on this subject, Slitty,” I said and patted the tree’s bark. 
It screeched then recoiled and hissed, its branches swaying down at me. The trees that lined the lake mirrored my tree’s movements. Perfect unison again.
“Don’t like to be touched,” I said. “Got it.”
“You will be thrown free and sent on your journey,” the tree continued. “You must be flung far and wide.”
“You said that, but repetition is good sometimes,” I responded. I looked up and down the shore. “Is this a metaphorical flinging or do you have some sort of catapult or…what?”
“We must expel you,” the tree said.
“Right.” I nodded, which wasn’t easy. “Expelled. Thrown free. Tossed out on our asses. Sent packing. Adios atreegos.”
The ground began to shake, and my boots slipped a little further into the squishy shore. 
“Oh, huh,” I said. “So this is a literal flinging then? Is that what all the shaking is?”
I turned to hurry back to the ship, but I didn’t get very far. Mainly because of the paralyzing fear that gripped me as I faced the massive head of the leviathan. While I’d been talking to Treey McSlitmouth, the monsters in the lake had stopped flopping and started moving. Turned out that all the ground shaking was just huge monsters moving. I would have known that if I had a working com. I was willing to bet Mgurn was freaking the fo out up in the ship’s bridge.
I glanced at the ship, hoping to see Mgurn turning the weapons on the creatures, but that wasn’t happening. The ramp was still open, but not glowing plasma cannons. It was a bit of a bummer.
“Hey there,” I said to the leviathan. “Nice monster. Good monster. Friendly monster?”
It came at me in a rush, its massive mouth opening wide. I was swallowed whole before I could even blink. As I tumbled down the throat of the leviathan, I struggled to get my KL09 free from its holster. When I finally had it out and ready to start scorching some leviathan innards, it was yanked from my grip by something intestinal and worm looking. 
I screamed as I watched the intestinal worm swallow my KL09 whole. I’d been swallowed whole, then my pistol. The circle of suck.
The tumbling stopped as I met open air. Or open space. I don’t think there was any air inside the leviathan. I could be wrong, since I am not an expert on giant monster anatomy, but I wasn’t about to take my helmet off to find out.
Below me, churning and bubbling like the lake of boiling blood had been before we emptied it, was a pool of greenish liquid. Even through the environmental suit’s helmet, I could smell it.
Bile.
I splashed down and went under fast. My instincts were to swim back up to the surface. But a glowing light caught my eye. It reminded me of the light I saw when we came out of the passage between the black planet and the lake of boiling blood planet. It was bright and welcoming, like it was saying, “Joe! Come shove yourself through here, Joe!”
Or something like that.
There was a massive gurgling and the liquid around me was filled with huge bubbles that streamed from the light. I slowly sank closer and closer until I could make out what exactly it was. It wasn’t good.
You see, Mgurn had been wrong. The whole void and drown thing wasn’t about voiding the lake and having the monsters drown in the air. Nope. The moment I saw the opening close and open, close and open, I knew exactly what definition of void I was looking at.
It was the voiding of a digestive system. It was about me being voided. Voided right out the poopchute of the leviathan. Oh, goody…
 



Eleven
 
The journey was brief and disgusting. 
I was swallowed yet again, but that time through an intestinal sphincter and not a giant mouth. The opening was wide enough for ten of me to get through, but it only dilated enough for me to fit. Efficiency of digestion, I guess.
I found myself in the leviathan’s small intestine. Hunks and chunks of what it had been eating for Eight Million Gods knew how long were stuck to ridges and puckered pockets of intestinal flesh. I couldn’t make out too many details of the hunks, hallelujah, but I could make out enough to know that maybe, just maybe, I hadn’t been the first environmental-suited chap that had been swallowed whole.
A boot here, a cracked helmet there, a pocket filled with nothing but tattered and fluttering gloves, it was an ugly sight. Then it was gone. I was swept past by the current of the intestinal liquid. I believe it’s called peristaltic motion, but don’t quote me on that.
Small, shadowed openings rushed by on each side as I was sent zipping along the colonic express. I swore I saw eyes and maybe some teeth here and there as I zoomed along the canal to beat all canals. The leviathan had parasites. I’d suggest a juice cleanse, but that would probably take half the galaxy’s fruit and wheatgrass supplies to accomplish. There were a lot of guts to cleanse.
Another opening appeared suddenly, and I smacked against the flesh next to it. The pressure of the flowing juices pushed me into the flesh, shoving me deeper into the softness of the leviathan’s intestines. I tried to clamber my way to the opening, but the liquid pressure was too much, and the guts were too soft; I just couldn’t gain any purchase. 
I was so close to calling it quits and opening the seal on my helmet. I didn’t want to. It wasn’t like I was giving up and going suicidal or anything. But a problem had started to present itself. There was an odor creeping into my suit.
I tried tapping at my wrist to run diagnostics, but the control interface had been eaten away by the intestinal juices. Damn leviathan bile! Maybe I was imagining things; maybe the stink was my fear sweat.
Hanging onto that hope, I struggled some more and was able to crawl my way a little closer to the opening. To think my life had come down to needing to be pooped out of a giant monster. It wasn’t exactly the quest I thought I had signed up for. Not that I had signed up for it. Sort of thrust on me and all that crud.
Speaking of thrust on me, I was so busy trying to work my way to the intestinal opening, fighting the folds and tucks of gut flesh, that I didn’t see the object shooting towards me. Or not exactly towards me, but towards the opening.
Before I knew it, two hands had me gripped by the ankle and were pulling me along, back into the stream of things. I barely had a chance to make out Mgurn’s environmental suit before I was shooting backwards down the rest of the leviathan’s colon. He had me by the boot, which meant I couldn’t face forward and had to experience the trip in reverse.
I never saw us leave. Which, when thinking about it, is probably good. No one needs to see that.
There was darkness then suddenly light. So much light. Way, way, way too much light. I had the feeling I was flying then falling then landing hard. The feelings were all real as I tumbled some more, but the tumbling was down a towering sand dune, not through a monster colon.
When I came to a stop, I was shoulder to shoulders with Mgurn, both of us on our backs, staring up into the four-sunned sky. 
He patted me on the arm and made a circular motion with his finger. I looked at him and shrugged. He sighed. I couldn’t hear the sigh, but I could see it.
Mgurn took off his helmet and sat up. I did the same.
“We need to conserve air,” Mgurn said. “Without the ship, we have no way to recharge the suits and we don’t know if we’ll need them again or not.”
“My suit has a leak anyway,” I said, patting the makeshift helmet. “I think one of the welds didn’t take.”
“It took well enough to get you through the digestive system of a monster,” Mgurn said.
“Hey, now, I wasn’t criticizing your helmet weld skills, buddy,” I said and held up a hand. “You are totally right, the welds held long enough for me to get pooped out onto this planet. That’s what matters.”
I took a deep breath.
“That and the fact the air is breathable,” I continued. “Good stroke of luck there.”
“Yes, well, I do not know how much luck we should attribute to our current situation,” Mgurn said. “We are without the ship or any supplies. Neither of us have weapons, except for our utility knives on our belts, and if your original vision is to be believed, this is the desert planet with the ants. The biting ants.”
“Had to kill the moment, didn’t you?” I said and stood up. 
I offered a hand, and he took it. I helped Mgurn to his feet, and we both regarded the landscape around us. Sand. All the sand. So much sand. Way more sand on this planet than there was boiling blood on the last planet.
The interesting part was that even with four suns above us, the air was surprisingly crisp. It felt like those last fall days right before winter where the wind blows down from the north and you can taste the snow that lay in the future.
Okay, that was all terpigcrud. I grew up on a swamp planet. I had no idea what any of that felt like. But I’ve read a book or two, so it sounded good in my head.
“If this is the base temperature during the day then we will need to seek shelter for when the suns go down,” Mgurn said, giving a quick shiver. “We will not want to be exposed at night.”
At night. That triggered a memory, and I shivered too. But not because I was thinking of how cold it would get when the sun went down. No, I was thinking of what would happen when the dayscape turned into a nightscape, just like in my original vision.
“Yeah, we need to seek shelter,” I said, kicking the toe of my boot into the grains of sand at our feet. “Because I don’t think this is sand sand, but ant sand.”
“Ant sand is not a thing, Joe,” Mgurn said.
“Really?” I replied then bent and scooped up a handful. I looked at it, smiled in triumph, frowned in triumph, scowled in fear, and held out my hand. “What do you call this?”
In the palm of my glove were thousands of inert ant bodies. Thousands of them. I let them slip through my fingers and fall back to the trillions and trillions of ant bodies we stood on.
Mgurn couldn’t respond. His mandibles worked over and over, but no words came out of his mouth. Finally, he shook his head, looked left, looked right, looked straight and nodded as if that settled everything. He started to walk, and I didn’t argue. We couldn’t just stand there and wait for the suns to set.
We really, really, really needed some kind of shelter.
So, on we walked, nomads of an ant sand desert. We hiked across a vast plain, climbed our way up huge dunes, slid down the other sides, faced more plains, never stopping once. Not until our legs gave out, and we were forced to rest.
“We arrived early in the morning,” Mgurn said, glancing up at the four suns that hadn’t even reached mid-sky yet. “It appears the days here are not galactic standard. If my calculations are correct then a day on this planet is closer to forty-eight hours than twenty-four hours.”
“That’s a good thing,” I said. I knew that even with a longer day, we needed to get our butts up and walking again. But I was stuck right where I was, my legs completely exhausted. “I’m in no hurry to see the suns set.”
“Neither am I,” Mgurn said, “but the rotational difference does present a different problem. If the day is exceptionally long then it stands to reason that the night is as well.”
“Which means more quality time with the sand ants once they show their tiny, bitey heads,” I said. “Super.”
Mgurn scooped up some of the insectisand and studied it for a minute. He tilted his head this way and that, his eyes narrowing as he brought his hand closer to his face.
“Careful there, buddy,” I said. “You do not want those things to get in your eyes. Or your nose. Or anywhere really.”
“I detect no life,” Mgurn said. “While my senses are not as powerful as ship’s sensors, Leforians do have an innate ability to perceive the lifeforce of other beings. I do not perceive anything coming from these ants.”
“Maybe they are dead,” I said. “Maybe in my vision I was on a part of the planet where the ants are still alive, but here they are all dead. You think we could get that lucky?”
“No,” Mgurn stated flatly. “Your vision has not been wrong yet. These ants will come alive when the suns go down. I am sure of that.”
“Why are you so sure?” I asked.
Mgurn shrugged. “Because there is no reason to think they will not.”
“But you just said you don’t detect any lifeforce from the little buggers,” I responded. “Things don’t die during the day then come back to life at night, Mgurn. That’s just not how nature works. I’ve been on a lot of planets, and the one thing that always stays constant is that things that are dead stay dead. The suns setting have nothing to do with it.”
“Yes, I agree,” Mgurn said. “But there are exceptions to every rule. You have pointed that out to me time and time again, Joe. I prefer to not believe it to be true, but experience has taught me it is.”
I couldn’t argue with that. He was right. Exceptions happen often enough that they shouldn’t even be called exceptions. We’d been through enough wackiness together that the idea of dead ants coming back to life at night was not even close to out of the realm of possibility. The very fact we were dealing with the quest and trials that we were forced to deal with proved that.
“We need to keep moving,” I said to Mgurn. I didn’t budge.
“Yes, that is true,” Mgurn agreed. He didn’t budge.
“On three?” I said.
He nodded.
I counted to three. Neither of us got up.
“We’re going to die here if we stay,” I said.
“That is most likely,” Mgurn said. “Yet I do not possess the strength to move. Walking through sand, even sand made from ants, is exhausting, Joe.”
“Tell me about it,” I said. “And I’m just a human being, not a big strong Leforian like you.”
“Leforians become tired just as all races do,” Mgurn replied. “There is no need to bring my species into this.”
“But, you know what I mean,” I said. “It’s why Leforians make such good assistants. No matter how down you get, how tired your body is, how defeated things seem, you always have enough strength to take care of your number. The SMC is lucky that so many of you volunteer to become Salvage Merc assistants. We’d be lost without you all.”
Mgurn sighed. He looked at me like he was going to argue, blinked a few times, then started with surprise. He scrambled to his feet and pointed at my head.
“Your horns are gone,” he said.
“Say what?” I responded and patted my head all over. “Son of a gump, will you look at that! They are gone! That’s great!”
I jumped to my feet and gave Mgurn a huge hug. We spun about, whooping and shouting, each of us reaching up now and again to smack the top of my head where the horns had been seated only a short while before. 
Or had they? Maybe they were gone when we arrived on the desert planet. Maybe they disappeared as we struggled up and over the dunes. Didn’t really matter. They were gone, and that was very good.
“Well, we’re up,” I said and turned towards the direction we’d been walking all day long. “Keep going the same way?”
“Perhaps,” Mgurn said. He looked up at the four suns. “Hmmm…”
“And what does the hmmm mean?” I asked. 
“Four suns,” Mgurn stated. “But we know the Daedalus System only has one sun. A very large, bright red star in the center of everything.”
I shielded my eyes with a gloved hand and looked where he was looking.
“That one there?” I asked, pointing with my other hand at the brightest and reddest of the suns. “Right?”
“Yes, I believe so,” Mgurn said. 
“Then what are the other three?” I asked.
“That is a very good question,” Mgurn said. “There is no way to know.”
“Not without my ship,” I said. “Speaking of…”
“I had to leave it, Joe,” Mgurn said. “When I saw you get swallowed, I really had no other choice.”
“You could have used the plasma cannons to slice the monster open and get me that way,” I said.
“Then you would not have followed the proper path to this planet,” he countered. “I made the right choice.”
“Yeah, you did,” I said.
He looked startled by the admission. 
“What?” I snapped. “You’re right. It sucks we don’t have the ship, but if you hadn’t left it behind so you could get swallowed up too then you wouldn’t have been able to grab me and pull me through that second sphincter. I’d have stayed in the leviathan’s guts forever.”
“Technically not forever,” Mgurn said. “Eventually your suit would have ruptured, and you would have been dissolved by its gastric juices.”
“Yes, technically that would have happened,” I said. “So thanks for not letting it happen.”
“You are most welcome, Joe,” Mgurn said.
We kept walking, letting the momentous occasion of my acknowledging Mgurn’s worth fuel our journey.
Okay, maybe it was still the fear of getting eaten alive by dead ants when the suns finally went down that fueled our journey, but I like to think my magnanimity helped somewhat.
Yes, I was a total prick. I’d blame the horns, but those were gone by then. Something began to creep into my consciousness, a self-awareness that I should have had well before having to march across ant sand to Eight Million Gods knew where. That something was the fact that all the Bosses were kind of pricks too. Even Boss Seven, who was the mildest prick of them all. Maybe because he hadn’t fully grown into the role yet.
“Are you alright, Joe?” Mgurn asked after an hour of total silence.
“Hmmm, oh, yeah, fine, buddy,” I said. “Just realizing some things about myself. Walking in ant sand with no idea what your destination is can do that to a person.”
“Have I ever told you about my Uncle Glapt?” Mgurn asked.
“Uh, nope,” I replied. “Haven’t heard that one. But maybe this isn’t exactly the—”
“Well, Uncle Glapt was known as a womanizer in certain Leforian circles,” Mgurn continued, either ignoring my attempted protest or just not hearing since he was winding up to tell a story. “Now, don’t get me wrong, Leforians are known for copulating with as many females as possible, so having six or seven dozen partners before marriage is not uncommon.”
“I’m sorry, what?” I asked. “Six or seven dozen? Six or seven dozen partners? Sexual partners?”
“Yes. Why? Is that a lot?” Mgurn asked. “How many do humans have before settling down with their life mate? Three or four dozen?”
“I’ve had like eight partners total,” I said. “Not counting prostitutes during the War. A Fleet Marine has gotta do what a Fleet Marine has gotta do.”
“That was Uncle Glapt’s philosophy as well,” Mgurn said. “He always said it was in his nature to be promiscuous. But, after he reached his eight-hundredth partner, something changed inside him.”
“Yeah, I bet it did,” I said. “Number eight hundred will do that to a guy.”
“He wondered what his purpose was,” Mgurn said. “He wondered why he hadn’t found his life mate amongst all those females. He used to get roaring drunk and shout out of his bedroom window at anyone passing by to help him, help him find the answer to love. Then the female in his bed would shout at him to shut his mouth and get back to her. He did, of course, but he didn’t feel good about it.”
“There’s a point to this, right?” I asked. “I hope so because this story is getting depressing. Mainly because I’m feeling a little behind in the numbers department.”
“There is a point, Joe,” Mgurn sighed. “Uncle Glapt finally found that female. It took him most of his life, but he found her. Do you know when or how?”
“There is no foing way I could possibly know that,” I responded. “Just tell me, Mgurn.”
“When he finally gave up looking,” Mgurn said. “He said to himself one day that he did not care whether or not he’d find a life mate. He did not care to have six or seven broods of hatchlings. He was happy the way he was.”
“Good for him,” I said. “You realize this story is nothing new? Let go, and you will find the answer and all that crud. Been told a billion times.”
“Yes, but with Uncle Glapt, he literally let go after saying that,” Mgurn said. “Threw himself from a bridge and expected to die. It was the female that fished him out of the acid lake that he fell madly in love with. She loved him too, even with all the acid scars on his carapace.”
“I am totally lost,” I said. “Your story makes no sense.”
“Sometimes you have to die to find your life,” Mgurn said. “That is what this quest is. It is the death of old Joe and the beginning of new Joe.”
I stopped walking, and it took Mgurn a few steps to realize. He turned to look at me, and I shook my head.
“That is the most useless story you have ever told me,” I said. “We were doing so good, Mgurn. I was even feeling bad for how I’ve treated you lately.”
“Lately?” he asked. “Only lately?”
“All the other times too,” I said. “But then you go and tell me a story like that, and I have no idea what to think anymore. I’m not killing myself in order to live. That’s foing crazy.”
Mgurn shrugged. “I didn’t say it was a good story.”
I started to speak, but stopped. He was right. He never did say it was going to be a good story. Or even a helpful one. But that’s not why I stopped before speaking. The reason was I heard something. Close by. 
It was a whistling and slight clanging.
“Do you hear that?” I asked.
Mgurn cocked his head and his eyes opened wide.
“How did I miss that?” he asked himself. “My hearing should be considerably better than yours.”
“Oh, yeah? Well, you don’t know that. Maybe one of the previous Salvage Merc Ones had really good ears,” I said. I started walking again. “Come on. Let’s find out what it is.”
We moved at a fast clip, our heads turning back and forth constantly in order to keep track of the sounds. The wind had picked up a lot which seemed to help us in our search. The clanging got louder, the whistling more pronounced. Half an hour later, and we were standing on the edge of a dune, looking down at something we did not expect to see.
“Are those ships?” Mgurn asked. “Spaceships?”
“Yeah,” I replied as I stared down at the graveyard of interstellar travel.
Hundreds of them for as far as the eye could see. Most were smaller ships, light skiffs for quick trips to the next system or two. But others were gargantuan. Cruisers, destroyers, entire carriers. Most of the ships were in various degrees of destruction, none of them looking like they’d ever fly again. But a few didn’t look too damaged, the suns’ light reflecting off their still somewhat shiny hulls.
“Mgurn, old buddy,” I said and laughed. “I think we’ve found where we’re staying tonight.”
“And possibly how we get off this planet,” Mgurn added.
“Yes, possibly that too,” I said. “Come on.”
We ran down the dune, both of us in such a hurry that we ended up falling most of the way. 
“First order of business,” I said as I pointed at an intact-looking ship. “We find shelter. Pick the ship that looks the most airtight because when those suns go down, we are going to have an ant problem.”
“Uh, Joe?” Mgurn asked.
“Don’t argue, Mgurn,” I said, eyes staring at the wondrous field of space vehicles. 
“Joe,” Mgurn snapped. “Look up.”
I looked up.
“Well fo me,” I said as I watched the four suns reach their zenith.
They were directly overhead. On most planets, it would mean it was high noon, midday, halfway to night. But this planet?
One by one the suns blinked out. Gone. Leaving only one in the sky. A bright red star. Then that son of a gump started to set faster than anything I’d ever seen. It just raced its ass to the far horizon.
By the time either of us could close our shocked mouths, the sun was setting. It would be dark in minutes. Maybe seconds.
“Run!” I yelled and pointed at the closest ship that looked like it still had outer doors that closed. “Sweet Mother of the Eight Million Gods, run!”
 



Twelve
 
The first ship we hit was locked tight. Even the emergency crank, hidden in a panel just under the airlock, was gone. Someone had had the same panic attack we were having right then.
“This one!” I yelled and sprinted over to a recreational skiff that was designed for the nuclear family out for an intergalactic day of sightseeing and salty treats. “Come on!”
The airlock was sealed tight, but the emergency crank underneath was still there. I pulled it out, found the insertion point, and put my back into cranking that puppy open. I had to bear down on it with all of my weight just to get it to move the first centimeter. But, when it finally did move, it was like cranking with grease. Round and round it went until the airlock in front of us hissed open. 
That’s when the smell hit us. Not a good smell. Very, very bad smell.
“I believe this ship may still be occupied,” Mgurn said as he covered his nose slits.
“Yeah, no crud,” I said as I wedged my shoulder between the airlock door and the ship’s hull. “We don’t really have time to be picky.”
I managed to get it open wide enough that we could slip inside.
It was a single cabin ship with bridge and sleeping quarters all rolled into one. The pilot’s and co-pilot’s seats were recessed into the dash, tucked away so there could be room for the four beds that flipped down from the walls. On those beds were long dead corpses. I didn’t recognize the species, but that didn’t matter. Dead was dead.
“Help me get them out,” I said and grabbed onto the closest corpse. It was small, and its skeleton fingers clutched a rag doll of some type. “Mgurn, come on!”
“It is disrespectful to move a body without saying a few words to the Eight Million Gods,” Mgurn said.
I could have argued, but he would have dug in. So I said, “Rub a dub dub, let’s toss the dead out of this tub. Amen.”
I pulled on the small corpse, and its legs snapped off in my hands. Bits of dried flesh and splintered bone exploded up into my face, and I started sneezing uncontrollably.
“You deserved that,” Mgurn said as he carefully lifted one of the parental corpses up and walked it outside.
I gathered the broken kid corpse into my arms and was about to follow when he burst back inside, grabbed the rest of the corpses from the beds, snatched the one from my arms, and threw them out the airlock before he furiously started cranking it closed.
I raised an eyebrow when the airlock was sealed.
“I figured out the ants,” Mgurn said, total fear on his face. “Come look.”
Mgurn ratcheted open the shielding on one of the ship’s observation windows and pointed at the churning ant sand outside. The question about how the ants could be dead during the day then come back alive at night was answered quickly. The ants didn’t come back alive. The ant sand we’d walked kilometers over wasn’t the ants I’d faced in my vision. 
No, those ants, the living ones, had been deep underneath the dead husks of their dearly departed all the time, waiting for the suns to go away so they could stream out into the nightscape and devour whatever they found. In long, wriggling lines, they poured from the ground. They swept over the dead ships like a wave, covering everything in sight.
The corpses we’d thrown outside the ship were picked clean of any fleshy remnants, leaving only dried bones. The ants didn’t leave those bones for long. In the blink of an eye, they turned them into dust. Mgurn and I watched as the wind caught some of that dust and sent it high into the air.
That was about all we saw before the wave of ants covered our ship, blocking our view out the observation window. Mgurn ratcheted the shielding closed then turned to look at me. It was too dark for us to see each other’s faces, but neither of us had to guess too hard to figure out how we looked.
“So many of them,” Mgurn whispered. “So, so many.”
I slapped about my suit until I found a glow stick. I snapped it into life and set it on top of a cabinet, giving us some light to see by. It bathed everything in that sickly green that glow sticks do, but it was better than nothing. Almost.
“All we have to do is wait them out,” I whispered. “Just hunker down in this ship and sit tight until morning. The buggers will be gone, and we can get back to work.”
“Back to work doing what?” Mgurn asked.
“Finding a ship that can get us off this freaky ass planet,” I said. “There’s no way we can stay here, buddy.”
“Yes, I am fully aware that we cannot stay on this planet, Joe,” Mgurn said. His voice was shrill and rose to a pitch that made me wince. “But where do we go from here? The other planets had a clear way out.”
“They did?” I snapped. “Are you foing kidding me?”
“They were enigmatic, but not impossible to figure out,” Mgurn said. “But this part of your vision was the last part. It was the part where you were eaten alive by the ants. Nothing was said to you, no hints or clues as to how to solve the riddle.”
“So what?” I said. “I’m not giving up anytime—”
I stopped talking and shook my head.
“No, wait, you’re wrong,” I said and held up a hand before he could protest. “This wasn’t the last part of my vision. The waterfall was. The waterfall and the thing in the water. I left this place to get there.”
“You did?” Mgurn asked, sounding relieved. “Oh, that is good. I don’t know how I forgot that part.” He smiled and plopped down on one of the beds, his arms crossed, his eyes expectant. “Okay, so how did you get away from this planet? What is the riddle that must be solved? What was the last thing to happen in this part of the vision?”
I swallowed hard as I remembered what had happened.
“Ants,” I said, my throat dry. “Ants crawled into my mouth, and I had to spit and spit and spit to get them out.”
“Hmmm,” Mgurn mused, stroking his bottom two mandibles with one of his hands. “Ants in your mouth and you had to spit and spit to get them out. Did you actually get them out?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “After a whole lot of spitting, I was at the waterfall. I remember being super thirsty from all the spitting and then bam!, I was there. All the water I could possibly want.”
“Were you dying of thirst or just thirsty?” Mgurn asked.
“Just thirsty,” I said. “It was an inconvenience.”
“Okay, okay, so not a mortal need,” Mgurn said. “This is good. This is good.”
“How so?” I asked.
“What?” Mgurn replied.
“How is it good?’ I asked.
“Oh, I was just saying that to help me think,” Mgurn responded. “It may not be good. It may be bad. You might have to go out there and put some ants in your mouth.”
“Yeah, that is not happening,” I said. “Not a chance in hell. The Seven Satans will be waiting a long time before I willingly put those ants in my mouth.”
Before he could respond, there was a loud groaning from above. We looked up. Then the groaning started on each side of us followed by a distinct wrenching of metal. We locked eyes and started searching the ship frantically. 
We needed to find a way to defend ourselves. Weapons, insecticide, a flamethrower, whatever. If the ants were coming in then we planned on making them regret it.
“I’ve got nothing,” I said, throwing my hands up in defeat. “Not even a frying pan to smash them with. These people were not prepared for their trip.”
“It’s a rental,” Mgurn said. He was holding a printed manifest. “They had meals prepackaged and catered. An extra charge, of course. They were only going to be gone for two days. A weekend it looks like.”
“Great. We get stuck in the ship that is not even close to prepared for interstellar travel,” I grumbled. “These privileged asshats deserved to die.”
“Joe, that is not a very nice thing to say,” Mgurn chastised. “Maybe they had limited time and funds. Maybe this was the one trip a year they could take. There are hard-working families that scrimp and save for half their lives just to go for a weekend trip like this.” He swallowed hard and looked around. “Well, not exactly like this, but you know what I mean.”
“No, that’s terpigcrud!” I shouted. The groaning got louder. “Oh, fo you!”
I could feel the change coming on. There were sharp sensations of not quite pain in my hands and feet. The top and sides of my head were on fire. I began to pace, grunting and snorting, my neck bent and my head swaying back and forth.
“Uh, Joe, perhaps you should sit down and relax,” Mgurn suggested.
“You sit down and relax!” I roared at him. 
He staggered back at the force and violence of my voice. If you could call it my voice. I did not sound like me. I sounded like a monster, a creature from some horror vid that stalked half-naked coeds on summer camp planets.
“Joe,” Mgurn said quietly. “Do not lose yourself. Do not give in to the animal.”
“Give in? Give in!” I yelled. “I never give in! I’m the Minotaur!”
The ship groaned more, and I roared at it. It was a deep from the belly roar that echoed up through my chest, amplifying until it was so loud that Mgurn had to clamp his hands over his head. I watched him writhe in pain, and I smiled. It felt good to roar. It felt good to do damage with only my lungs.
“Leforians,” I snarled. “So weak. So empty. You are followers. Nothing but sycophants hiding as assistants. How did your race survive all these eons? How did they not get wiped out by every invading force that found your pathetic planet?”
Hoo golly, it was such a rush to just give into the rage that had been locked away. Such a rush.
For one small moment, I considered crushing Mgurn’s skull. Or perhaps squeezing his carapace until his insides squirted up from his neck. I considered it, but the small voice in me that hadn’t been completely buried by the Minotaur objected just loud enough that I decided against it. Too messy.
More groaning from the ship’s hull, and I whipped my head around to face the airlock.
“You want to come in and say hello?” I growled. “Then come in and say hello!”
I slammed my fists against the airlock door. They were no longer fists. I barely gave them a second look.
I slammed my hooves against the airlock door. It crumpled, but did not break. I slammed again and again then threw my whole body into it. The airlock door popped free from its moorings and was sent sailing out into the night.
A gazillion ants crawled across my body, and I welcomed them. I stood and welcomed them as my enemies. I welcomed their infinite numbers, for I was infinite in rage. We would see which would win.
I was betting on rage.
 



Thirteen
 
The transformation did something to me. I guess that’s why they call it a transformation. I was transformed. But you get that. 
The hooves, the horns, the long, bullish snout, the huge teeth, the thick, hairy hide, and the nose ring (seriously?), that was all physical. I could have paid a crud ton of chits to an alloy surgeon and been transformed the same way. Even my battle legs had become flesh and bone, which made no sense at all, but it was what it was.
No, the big transformation was my mind. I’d been dealing with the anger, the rage, the irritation at Mgurn, the annoyance with every single damn thing that was set before me. Life, and all its inhabitants, were gnats. Infuriatingly small and constantly buzzing around my brain. They got in my eyes, my nose, my ears, my mouth. They never stopped, an unceasing assault on my soul. 
All I wanted was peace, and the gnats wouldn’t let that happen. 
I wanted to hide away somewhere, a place of calm and stillness. The anger in me was set to boil, a rumbling, never ending conflict within. It was exhausting. I felt that. My brain—my Minotaur’s brain—just wanted it to all go away. 
That was the key: for it all to go away.
As the transformation took me, I had an epiphany. It was short-lived since a bull’s attention span is not exactly on the scale of a marathon, more like a very short sprint. My epiphany was that all of my bull anger centered on the fact that I couldn’t find peace. I couldn’t get away from the irritations and mental gnats. I couldn’t flee my own mind, but was forced to rethink every single thought, over and over and over. Probably because of the short attention span, so each thought was new again in like thirty seconds.
It all came down to the fact that bull Joe, the Mighty Minotaur, needed alone time, and no one would let him have it. No one would let me have it. I couldn’t hide even though my soul sang out for sanctuary from life and everything that went with it.
How was this a transformation? How was this different than person Joe? From Salvage Merc One Joe? Because I had all that as Salvage Merc One. I had isolation and peace. No one remembered who I was. Only Mgurn and the Bosses knew me. As far as the rest of the galaxy was concerned, I didn’t exist. I was a non-person.
Joe Laribeau was dead, and Salvage Merc One was a legend told over beers and dismissive laughter.
The Minotaur wanted what I already had, and it would not be stopped. It dug into my psyche and nested itself right there, taking root and establishing its territory. Not that Minotaurs have roots or anything; they don’t. It was a metaphor. A bad one. There’s a reason bulls aren’t storytellers. 
Joe and the Minotaur. The Minotaur and Joe. It was an epic battle for supremacy, and that battle took place all along my synaptic highways and byways. Peace and solitude versus friendship and camaraderie. But did it have to be a versus thing?
My brain didn’t have time to sort all that out. The entire realization that my mind was transforming happened in a microsecond. It was a blip that had to be shoved away because whether or not I wanted what the Minotaur mind wanted was irrelevant.
There were foing ants to deal with.
A quadtrillion zillion ants covered me. Quadtrillion is a thing, right? It better be because that’s how many ants I was dealing with.
Pros and cons of having a Minotaur’s body: Pros being super strength, stamina, and very thick skin. Cons being it was hard to think past the rage, and I had no fingers, so plucking ants off my hide was not an option.
I threw myself at the closest piece of wreckage. I killed ten thousand ants just by rubbing my skin up against the pock-marked hull of some long-forgotten cruiser. It looked like its heyday was the early years of the War. There was a story there, but Minotaur brain didn’t care. Minotaur brain just wanted some ants to die.
Their tiny bodies were pulped as I rolled along the wreckage, making sure some part of my skin had contact with the broken hull at all times. I wriggled about, crushing as many as possible. Thousands of ant corpses fell from me, only to be replaced by thousands more.
I killed, and they fought. They fought to get up my nose, to get in my eyes, to get in my ears, in my mouth and down my throat. Many made it. 
I swatted at my ears, two perky hunks of hide that stood up from just outside my horns, their tips slightly floppy, but never folding completely over. I could hear the ants crawling and biting. I felt them too, but damn if that Minotaur hide ain’t some tough stuff. The biting hurt, sure, but not as much as it could have if I was thin-skinned Joe.
Up my nose they went, a row of ants marching in lockstep to assault my sinuses. I sneezed constantly. Huge globs of bull snot went flying everywhere. My Minotaur’s body seemed to have an endless supply of bovine mucous. A thousand ants would enter, a thousand ants would be expelled forcefully. They took a ride on the snot express whether they wanted to or not.
They ones that really bugged me (ha!) were the ones that went for my eyes. That’s just not cool. I don’t care what species or race or whatever you are, don’t go for someone’s eyes. Personally, I’d say that’s worse than going for the genitals. Eyes are off limits. Or that was my rage thought as I stopped swatting at my ears and ground my hooves into my eye sockets, desperate for relief.
The foing things were under my lids. I could see and feel them as they tried to bite my eyeballs. I was blinking like a moron. I’m sure if someone was looking at me they’d think I was having a fit or something. Which I sort of was. A fit of rage!
Okay, sorry, that was awful. I apologize.
I pressed my hooves into my eyes and squished the ants that had broken the lid barrier. I ground them in then blinked some more and sent their carcasses tumbling down my cheeks. More and more ants crawled up my body to get at my face, but I scraped at them, keeping them from my precious, precious eyes. 
For some stupid reason, I glanced back at my butt to see if I had a tail. It was instinctive. The bull part wanted to use the tail to swat. The Joe part just wanted to know if one was there because how cool would that be? A tail!
No tail. Both parts were bummed. 
But I did see something else that surprised me.
The Minotaur didn’t see the relevance, but Salvage Merc One did. Minotaurs are incredible warriors, fighters extraordinaire. But it’s all fists, I mean hooves, and feet, nope, all hooves. It’s hooves kicking and smashing and punching. Horns goring. It’s all crushing and stomping and mutilating. No thought of finesse.
Salvage Merc One was still inside me, because I was Salvage Merc One, also I was Joe, and the Minotaur, but we’re talking about Salvage Merc One, so this is what that part did.
Phew. Bull brains are exhausting when you are trying to put together a coherent thought. 
Salvage Merc One saw an ion grenade clipped to my belt. The belt was about all that was left of my environmental suit and uniform. Turning into a Minotaur is hard on clothing. Even though an environmental suit is designed to handle some serious wear and tear, it couldn’t stand up to my body almost doubling its muscle mass. What? Okay, turning into the Minotaur may have tripled my muscle mass. But not because Joe body was scrawny or anything. Minotaurs are big things.
So, there was the ion grenade, just hanging there, looking lonely and forgotten. The Salvage Merc One part knew exactly what needed to be done. That grenade would decimate the ants. It would turn their bodies into microscopic bits of dust. If there was any sand left in the ground, and it wasn’t all ant bodies, then that sand would fuse into glass, cutting off the ants’ avenues of attack. 
Of course, I only had hooves and didn’t have hands and fingers to pluck the grenade from my belt, activate it, and throw it. I may have been able to throw it if I gripped it between two hooves, but that didn’t solve the getting it from my belt and turning it on dilemma.
“Think!” I yelled at myself. It came out as more of a grunting moo than words, but I knew what I was trying to say.
A few hundred ants streamed into my open mouth, and I spat and spat until I only had a few dozen left. Not sure why, but the Minotaur decided to swallow them down. Big muscled monster needed the protein, I guess.
Think, I thought. Use your mind and figure out how to get the grenade and blow some ants to Hell. 
The battle with the ants continued as my mind struggled for a solution, I rolled against the ship, I ground my hooves into my eyes, swatted at my ears, spat from my mouth. I felt quite a few down in my nether regions, and I rubbed my legs together to keep them from chomping my bull parts below.
Which I’m not going to describe. That would be crass and obscene. Bull parts below are not part of this narrative. But, you know…hung like a and all that.
Sorry.
What is part of the narrative is that I figured out how to get the grenade. It wasn’t going to be fun, it wasn’t going to be easy, and it meant swallowing a whole bunch of ants. 
As I rubbed against the broken ship’s hull, I angled my body so the belt would snag on a twisted bit of metal. I had to be careful not to impale myself since that twisted bit was about a foot long and sharp as all fo. But with a little work, and some careful choreography on my part, the belt began to slide around my waist so the grenade was situated in front and no longer above my well-toned bull butt. 
Not going to describe my bull butt, either. It was a magnificent thing to behold, though. Some serious gluteus to the maximus. Another time perhaps.
With ants all over me, their never-ceasing attacks to my person getting seriously annoying, I managed to wriggle my belt up high enough that I could bend over and detach the grenade from its clip using my bull teeth.
It immediately fell into the ant sand and was instantly swallowed up. Lost from sight. Bye bye ion grenade.
Son of a gump!
I dove at it, ignoring the searing pain of being covered entirely in ants. Even my bull hide couldn’t protect me from those numbers. The ants had volume on their side, and they were using it.
My hooves swept left then right, back and forth until one clanked against the carbon alloy of the grenade. I didn’t have time to grip it and pull it to the surface. I had to take care of business right then and there.
I positioned the grenade close to my mouth, opened wide, and chomped on the grenade’s detonation pin. I yanked back fast, and the pin came free, starting the countdown. I had maybe five seconds to get clear of the blast, or I was going to be as dead as the ants were about to become.
I left the grenade where it was, buried a meter under the surface, and clawed (hoofed?) my way up. I was swallowing ants by the liter as I shoved up onto my feet and put my Minotaur leg muscles to good use. Sprinting to the small ship where Mgurn still hid, I tried counting off the seconds. My bull brain kept getting distracted, and I had counted to one five times when the ion grenade went off.
Luckily, there was a metric ton of ants covering it when it detonated.
The blast was still strong enough to send me flying through the broken airlock of the small ship where I proceeded to slam into the far wall with enough force to create a Minotaur-shaped dent. Pain exploded from my head, and I roared with the full force my bull lungs were capable of. 
Blood streamed down my face, and I was only faintly aware that I was missing a horn when I saw the chain reaction the ion grenade had caused. Much of the ground outside the small ship was glassy and black, a quadtrillion dead ant bodies fused into one hunk of yuck. But beyond that was something remarkable. 
It was an ant retreat.
The entire area was clearing out. Whether it was some hive mind warning, or the ion grenade produced a pulse that the ants couldn’t handle, either way, it had the same result. Every ant in the area was fleeing. The ground was a flowing carpet of alien insects. For as far as my bull eyes could see, there were ants running on their tiny, tiny legs, all headed away from where I lay. Away from the small ship. Away from the spaceship graveyard.
It was awesome.
Then it stopped being awesome.
“Joe!” Mgurn shouted as he sat at the flight controls. His eyes were wide with fear. “What did you do?”
I wanted to answer him. I wanted to snap back with a sarcastic retort, as is my way. But the Minotaur only snarled and grunted. I did manage to raise a hoof and try to flip him off, but it didn’t translate.
“Oh, my. Oh, my. Oh, my,” Mgurn muttered as he swiveled back around to the flight controls. “I have been working on getting this ship operational, and you go and do that. Why, Joe? Why!”
His words had meaning, I know, but bull brain didn’t care. Bull brain saw the enemy was defeated and retreating. Bull brain saw triumph and glory. Bull brain saw…
Uh-oh.
With the live ants fleeing the area, there was nothing to hold up the dead ant carcasses that passed for sand on the stupid planet. The structural integrity of everything started to crumble before my bull eyes.
Ship debris began to sink immediately. Hunks of old freighters, the frames of cruisers, tail sections, wings, separated cockpits, all of it was disappearing faster than I could comprehend. And we were next.
“Oh, my, oh, my, oh, my, oh, my,” Mgurn muttered over and over. I had to fight the urge to slam a hoof into the back of his skull. Bull brain did not like the muttering.
I got to my feet and looked around the small ship. I wasn’t sure what I was looking for, but I felt that if I saw it, I would know what to do. I didn’t see it. It was just the stupid insides of a small ship that some stupid family had taken on a stupid joyride one day and never came back from because they were stupid. Stupid, stupid, stupid, stupid!
“Joe!” Mgurn yelled. “Strap in! I have the engines running, and I can lift off from here, but it will not be pleasant!”
Strap in? The insignificant Leforian wanted me, Mighty Minotaur Joe, to strap in like a common weakling? It was not going to happen! I was strong! I was powerful! I was not some tiny human that whimpered and cried whenever the ground shifted!
I was also falling on my bull butt then rolling towards the open airlock as Mgurn lifted off. Mighty Minotaur Joe was an idiot.
No hands. That was a problem again. Hard to grab onto things when you have hooves instead of fingers and palms. Especially when you are rolling right at an open airlock, and the ship you were in was already twenty meters off the ground.
I scrambled to wedge myself against something, but I had already rolled past everything big enough to keep me from falling out. My body twisted as I hit the airlock, and I jammed my legs against one side and my back against the other. For a brief instant, I was safe. I was pushing hard enough that I could hear the airlock frame groan from the pressure of my incredible strength.
Guess what happened next?
Yeah, I pushed too hard, and the airlock frame fractured. I was no longer wedged tight because I had destroyed the tight part. My bull mouth opened, and a couple hundred ants came tumbling out, and I cried for Mgurn to stop and land the ship. Except no words came out. More ants, yes, but no words.
He probably heard, “GROOOOOOOOOUUUUUNNNNN!”
Mgurn has always been good at parsing my meanings even in my most inebriated states. But he didn’t stand a chance with, “GROOOOOOOOOUUUUUNNNNN!” 
I caught a glimpse of him turning to look at me just before I fell. He shouted something, but I couldn’t tell what it was. I was too busy tumbling head over hooves to the ground below. Twenty meters became ten became one became splat! I hit that shifting and sifting ground so hard that I sent a three-meter geyser of ants spewing into the air when they were forced from my bull lungs. Apparently, bull lungs can hold a lot of ant matter and still be functional. 
I was allowed a brief moment to look up into the night sky and see a shooting star. I almost made a wish, but realized it was Mgurn flying by in the small ship and not some lucky comet or meteor.
Then I was gone. The ground swallowed me whole. No chewing or savoring the taste of Mighty Minotaur Joe. Swallowed all up and gone.
My arms were pinned to my sides, and my legs bent at a strange, and very uncomfortable, angle. The weight of the sand, and it was sand that surrounded me since all of the ants had hightailed it out of there, pulled me deeper and deeper into the darkness.
As my bull lungs burned and began to protest the lack of air, I wondered how much farther I could go. Eventually, I’d have to come to a stop. I’d have to reach my final resting place. The sand couldn’t go on forever.
But it did. My body was forced deeper still, and I winced as the pressure changed. My ears popped, my jaw became sore, I could feel my circulation getting thicker. It was like the worst deep sea dive ever. And my lungs continued to burn.
They could take no more. The air I’d swallowed before being swallowed myself was spent. I struggled to keep my jaw clamped shut, but nature overruled me and with anguish in my heart, I opened wide and breathed as deeply as I could.
My mouth, my throat, my lungs filled with sand. I was a Mighty Minotaur Joe sand bag.
The darkness went from external to internal, and I felt the last moments of consciousness leave me in a slow fade. 
Was this the end of Mighty Minotaur Joe?
 



Fourteen
 
No. Not the end. 
But it wasn’t the beginning either.
More like a vague middle.
I hurt all over. That wasn’t vague at all. My body was wracked with pain, and the first sound to escape my lips, once I’d rolled over and puked up a planet’s worth of sand, was a bone-deep moan. I moaned a second time when I pushed up onto my hands and knees and saw I still didn’t have hands.
Hooves. Mighty Minotaur Joe was still active and kicking. Although, not feeling so mighty and was trying to avoid activity especially the kicking kind since my bull legs hurt like hell.
I was covered in ant bites. I don’t think there was a single millimeter of my hide that wasn’t puckered and red. Yes, my bull hide was sort of red to begin with, but after the ants it became a vibrant, angry red. And it itched.
That’s when the sound of the waterfall caught my attention. Cold, clear, streaming water was only a few meters away. I lifted my head and stared at it, wondered at the simplicity of the relief it could provide. It took all of my strength to get to my feet (hooves) and stumble towards it.
There was a catch, of course.
I don’t know how I went from ant-sand world to wonderful waterfall world, but however the mode of travel, I ended up separated from the waterfall by a deep crevice. I stood on the edge, mindful of my footing (hoofing?), and stared down into the darkness below. The sound of running water, a tributary that joined with the huge pool the waterfall fell into, could be heard rushing along the rocks down in the dark. But the crevice was too deep and the walls too angled to see the tributary. 
Not that it mattered. Tributary or not, I wasn’t getting across that crevice. I was so close to the waterfall that I could feel its mist when the wind shifted. The thought of not being able to soak my irritated and blistered skin nearly drove me mad. There I was, so foing close, and yet so foing far. 
I clapped my hoof hands together, and the sound echoed around the area, bouncing off the rock walls that were covered in patches of heavy vines and dangling ferns.
The place was what would probably be called a grotto. No, no, that’s not right. It wasn’t a cave. More like the end of a canyon where the waterfall had slowly been cutting into the earth for thousands and thousands of years. 
Where I stood was about fifteen meters below the top of the canyon walls. There was a ledge that extended about three meters out before dropping off to the raging waters below. This ledge ran the length of the canyon and was possibly the first river bottom before the waterfall’s brutality began to strike and cut deeper into the rock.
I stood on a carpet of soft moss, but couldn’t feel it due to the lack of nerves in the ends of my hooves. It was sad. The moss looked so soft.
Above me, at the top of the canyon, rimming the edge, were trees of various sizes, shapes, and species. Broad-leafed, needled, some strange stringy looking things. More kinds than I could count, all looking down on me, judging me, telling me I wasn’t worthy to go on.
Whoa… What?
“Quit, Joe,” a tall oak cackled. “Just lie down and die. Be with the moss.”
“Joe, oh Joe, why do you fight?” a short, thick willow hissed. “You can’t win, Joe. You sorry, sorry bull.”
“Joe, Joe, Joe,” a scraggly pine chuckled. “You aren’t even a man anymore. Is there a point to your existence? How can you be Salvage Merc One as a Minotaur?”
“And a cruddy Minotaur at that!” a rotting apple tree scoffed. “You don’t even have two horns anymore. Where’s your horn, Joe? You couldn’t hang onto something when it was attached to your head. Do you think you can solve all of this if you can’t keep a horn on your head?”
“Pitiful,” a palm snickered.
“Lousy human, worse Minotaur,” a mangrove snorted. 
“Kill yourself, Joe,” a majestic maple said. “Five steps and jump. The fall will kill you. Trust us.”
“Trust us.”
“Trust us.”
“Trust us.”
“Trust us!”
“TRUST US! TRUST US! TRUST US!”
I started to miss the ants.
Ants. Itching skin. Waterfall.
I had to ignore the mocking trees and find a way over to that tall drink of ahhhhh.
I paced back and forth at the edge of the crevice, but there was no place narrow enough for me to jump. Even with my heavily muscled Minotaur legs, I didn’t think I would make it. Maybe if I had my battle legs still, but like I said, those were gone along with the rest of my Joeness.
I could have done with a healthy dose of clarity, but that gift of mine hadn’t reared its head in a long while. In fact, none of the gifts from the previous Salvage Merc Ones had been at my disposal since starting the stupid quest. That was supposed to be part of the Salvage Merc One gig, get the powers of the previous holders of my job.
Was it the Minotaur part that was blocking my ability to access the Salvage Merc One gifts? Or was there something else going on? 
I started to explore other possibilities when a basic truth smacked me in the face. 
Where the fo was Mgurn?
I spun on my hooves and looked all around. I hurried to the edge of the canyon and peered over into the churning waters below, seeing if his broken corpse was perhaps lying on some of the jagged rocks down there. Nope. No broken Mgurn.
I cupped my hands to my mouth, saw once again I only had hooves, sighed in frustration, but still shouted, “Mgurn!”
There was no response. I shouted again and began to walk away from the waterfall, following the wide ledge I was on. After about fifteen minutes of shouting, I gave up. No Mgurn. Sheezus. Was the guy stuck back on ant-sand planet? That wasn’t cool. Not cool at all.
“Mgurn!” I shouted one last time as I turned around to walk back to the waterfall.
A couple of trees blocked my path. One was a pretty big juniper, maybe five feet tall with a ton of those little purple and blue berries dangling from its spiky-needled branches. The other was a ratty-looking mesquite, its bark sloughing off its gnarled branches and trunk.
“Hey,” the juniper said in a high-pitched squeak. “Where ya think yer goin’, eh?”
“Yeah,” the mesquite said, its voice a slow, deep grumble. “Where ya think yer goin’, eh?”
“I just said that,” the juniper snapped.
“Me too,” the mesquite responded, missing the entire point of the juniper’s admonition.
Sheezus…
I shook my head and started to move past them, but the mesquite spread its branches out, blocking my way.
“Yous think you can just show up here and do whatevers yous wants, bull man?” the juniper asked. “Yous think yous can clomp all over our sacred ledge and just get away with it? Huh? Yous think that?”
“Listen, man, I’m just trying to finish a quest, alright?” I said, holding up my hooves. “I don’t want any trouble. I only want to get to that waterfall there and get this over with.”
“A quest, he says!” the juniper exclaimed. “Oh, ho ho! The bull is on a quest!”
“Yeah, he’s on a quest!” the mesquite echoed then paused. “Uh…what’s a quest?”
“Never yous mind,” the juniper said. “He ain’t gonna finish it if wes gots anything to says about it.”
“Yeah! Yous ain’t gonna finish it!” the mesquite cheered. 
“Guys, listen,” I started then stopped. “Are you guys? I don’t know if trees have sexes or not.”
“Oh, he doesn’t know if wes got sexes,” the juniper mocked. “The ignorant bull doesn’t know if trees gots sexes!”
“I got sexes,” the mesquite said and nodded, more to itself than to me.
“Yeah, wes gots sexes,” the juniper said. “Just not the ways you blood-things got sexes. It’s different for us trees. Ain’t no ways to explain it to yous types.”
“No ways to explain it,” the mesquite echoed.
“Okay, fair enough,” I said. 
I stared at them for a long while. They stared back, I assume. Trees may have sexes, but they don’t have eyes. These ones didn’t even have mouths. I had no idea how they were talking to me, but they were. 
“Can I get by?” I asked. “I just need to get to the—”
“To the waterfall, yeah, wes knows,” the juniper interrupted. “But that ain’t gonna happen, bull man. What is gonna happen is yous gonna take a short step to your left and a long fall to the river. Then yous gone. Gone from here. Bye bye.”
“Bye bye,” the mesquite echoed. “Gone.”
It stabbed a branch out at me, and I instinctively swatted it away. The thing was lucky I didn’t have hands. My true instinct was to snatch the end of that branch and snap it right off, but you can’t do that with hooves.
“Ow!” the mesquite cried. “Did yous see that? Did yous? The bull man attacked me!”
“Oh, yous shouldn’t have done that,” the juniper said. “Yous really shouldn’t have done that.”
“Come on, guys, just move, please,” I said. “This doesn’t have to get ugly.”
“It’s already ugly!” the juniper yelled as it lunged at me, those spiky needles and branches whipping towards my head.
I punched it in the middle with a hoof, and it dropped fast. I could hear it moaning as it rolled back and forth on the ground, its branches wrapped around itself.
The mesquite let out an undulating roar and charged me. It was a lot bigger than the juniper, but as evidenced by its conversational skills, was not nearly as bright. Which was saying something.
I waited until it was almost on me, its branches raised high above with the obvious intent of bludgeoning me to death. When it was close enough, I stepped back away from the edge of the ledge and let the mesquite hurry by. Once it was parallel with me, I kicked out and sent it flying out over the canyon. It screamed the whole way down then was lost in the river’s churning waters.
“Yous gonna pay for that,” the juniper moaned. “Yous gonna get it good.”
“Probably,” I said.
I kicked it too, and it went sailing into open air. It cursed me the whole way down.
The entire ordeal was confusing, exhausting, and just dumb. What the hell was the point of that part of the quest? What could dealing with a couple of tree thugs even mean to finishing my quest? Was that part of the trials or just an inconvenient hiccup? 
No way to know since I killed the bastards. Not that asking them questions was going to illicit any coherent answers.
I walked slowly back to the crevice and studied it once again. Far above, the trees heckled and called down to me. They spat insults and snarled threats. They told me of all the horrible things they were going to do to my bull body. They told me all the horrible things they were going to do to my family. When they started telling me about all the horrible things they were going to do to my pets, I reached my limit. I didn’t have any pets, but some of the things they said were just gross.
“SHUT THE FO UP!” I roared with all of my bull lung power.
The trees went silent. A few of them backed away from the top of the canyon, their limbs trembling and leaves shaking.
“Good,” I said. “Now, if you arboreal idiots want me gone so bad then how about helping me figure out how to get across this crevice and over to the waterfall? All I need to do is get to that waterfall, let it grab me, and then I can move on to the next part of my quest.”
I realized I had no idea what the next part of my quest was. My vision had ended with me plummeting down to the pool below. I swallowed a ton of water and was nearly eaten by something with a lot of teeth. That was when I woke up back at SMC headquarters and puked half a waterfall from my belly.
There was some low muttering from above, conspiratorial whispers talking over each other. I waited.
“Fine,” a tall aspen tree announced finally from directly above me. By that time, I’d plopped down on the ground and was taking a quick bull nap. “Hello? Wake up, bull man.”
“I’m awake,” I said and opened my eyes. I didn’t sit up since I assumed they had nothing of value to say. Plus, I had a good view of it from where I lay.
“We have decided to assist you with your quest with the sole purpose of getting rid of you,” the aspen said. “You will be allowed to cross the crevice and find your fate. We hope it is a deadly fate, and you are wiped from existence, but whatever your fate is, as long as it removes you from our presence, we will be happy.”
Voices rose in agreement then died as the aspen held up its branches.
“Prepare yourself, bull man, for your time is at hand,” the aspen said.
The other trees echoed the refrain of “Time is at hand!” over and over. Some got confused and shouted, “Tim is at hand!” This led to more confusion and several questions of, “Who’s Tim?”
Mighty Minotaur Joe wanted nothing more than to climb up there and tear them all apart, but even the bull side of me was exhausted, so I just sat there and waited for them to quiet down.
“Great, thanks,” I said. “So, how exactly are you going to help?”
“Behold!” the aspen announced and crept dangerously close to the edge.
It turned, squatted, and I quickly realized what it was going to do. I scrambled up onto my hooves and got as far away from the crevice as possible. More trees joined the aspen, turned, squatted, and began to “assist” me.
Roots shot from their tree butts and snaked down the side of the canyon to the crevice. Long, thin, white roots. Thick, brown, knotty roots. Sleek, grey, sturdy roots that twined around others of their kind to form braided ropes.
So many roots. They flowed down in their own version of a woody waterfall. Down they came then reached the crevice’s edge. I have to admit, what I expected to happen did not happen. If I’d doubted the power of the trees before, with good reason since they were pulp-brained morons, I didn’t doubt it after witnessing the true aim of their assistance.
Instead of forming a bridge, the roots dove into the earth on my side of the crevice, shot out from below, snaked across the open space, embedded themselves in the other side until they had to be several meters deep, then began to pull.
Yeah, the roots began to pull.
The trees above me grunted so loud, and with such force and enthusiasm, that it became obscene. They looked and sounded like they were taking the most intense dumps, not trying to close the crevice.
But close the crevice they did.
The ground shook, and I was almost knocked off my hooves.
It took close to an hour, and the trees rested a couple times, but they actually managed to pull the crevice’s sides together enough where all I had to do was step over a slim crack in the earth. It was pretty impressive, I will admit.
“Thanks,” I said and waved up at the trees when I was on the other side and walking to the waterfall. “I really appreciate it.”
“Your appreciation is not our concern!” the aspen exclaimed as it straightened up and smoothed its bark with its branches. “Now, begone, bull man! Leave our oasis and never return!”
“Hey, I was just trying to show a little gratitude, man,” I replied. “No need to be a tree dick about it. I’ll be out of your leaves in no time.”
“You’re a tree dick!” a wild-looking holly shouted.
Quite a few of the other trees picked that up and I had to walk the rest of the way to the waterfall while a bunch of trees called me a tree dick. I was so ready to get the fo out of there.
Once at the edge of the waterfall, I reveled in the cool mist that coated my puckered skin. It was soothing, but didn’t fully relieve the discomfort of all those ant bites. I waited for the waterfall to reach out and grab me like it did in my vision. I waited some more. I waited for a while.
“What is the problem, bull man?” the aspen asked. “Have you been rejected by the waterfall?”
“Loser!” the holly yelled. The loser chorus started up.
“I don’t know what’s wrong,” I said more to myself than to the idiot trees.
I reached a hoof out and let the waterfall crash down around it. Nothing snaked out to get me. Nothing threw me from my spot into the churning waters below. Huh…
“Joe,” a voice whispered. “Joe.”
I looked around, but didn’t see anyone. It wasn’t the trees talking because they were too busy calling me a loser. I could hear them plain as day. 
“Joe, have faith,” the voice said, and I realized it was coming from inside my head. “Have faith, Joe. That is how you will continue on your quest.”
“Finish my quest, you mean,” I responded. “This is the last part, right?”
The voice in my head turned to laughter in my head.
“Your quest has barely begun,” the voice said. “Have faith and you will truly begin the trials. Seven await you. Seven await Joe Laribeau, Salvage Merc One.”
“And Minotaur,” I said. “Don’t forget I have that distinction now.”
“Have faith, Joe,” the voice replied. It faded off with a cheesy echo, and I sighed.
“Yeah, yeah, have faith,” I said. “What the fo does that mean?”
“Jump dude,” a voice responded from right next to me.
“Whoa!” I said and jumped back a little. “Hello?”
“Have faith means to jump,” the waterfall said, its voice mellow and laid back. “Get it? A leap of faith? Jump, dude. It’s all good.”
“Jump? Down there?” I said and moved to look at the pool below me. “Yeah, I guess that works too. I thought you’d grab me and toss me down there, but jumping achieves the same result.”
“Grab you and toss you down?” the waterfall chuckled. “Dude, what the fo have you been smoking? I’m a waterfall, man. I can’t grab people, even bull people, and toss them anywhere. Dude, I’m like totally made of water. What the fo made you think I could grab you?”
“It was in my vision,” I replied. 
“Duuuuuuude, visions aren’t literal,” the waterfall said. “They’re spiritual metaphors for what the soul has to accomplish to get to the next level or plane or whatever it is you’re getting to. You gotta do the work yourself, dude. Ain’t no one gonna do it for you, you know what I’m saying?”
“Yeah, I know what you’re saying,” I replied and took a deep breath. I held a hoof out over the edge, letting it hover in open air. “Well, thanks, dude. I’ll catch you later.”
“Not if I don’t catch you first! Later, dude!” the waterfall called after me as I took the next step and jumped from the ledge and into the pool below.
 



Fifteen
 
I hit the water hard enough that all the air from my lungs was expelled before I had even sunk a meter below the surface. The weight and power of the waterfall shoved me down to the sharp rocks that made up the pool’s contours. I slammed into them, and the little relief that the water afforded my ant bitten skin was lost as the rocks sliced and diced me to ribbons.
Literally, ribbons.
My hide hung from my body like a shredded uniform. Blood filled the pool, and the water around me went from crystal clear to murky red in seconds. I tried to swim away from the rocks, but I couldn’t. Hooves aren’t made for swimming the way I needed to swim, and the pressure from the waterfall kept me tumbling head over hooves again and again. Every time I thought I could get away, the current shoved me back into the rocks, and the pain and agony started all over.
I was stuck where I was. No chance of going anywhere at all, let alone up to the surface to get some seriously needed air. Which was becoming a major problem.
My body hurt, my lungs burned, and my head was quickly becoming a fuzzy cloud of semi-consciousness. Something would have to give, or I was going to die.
It was my lungs. My lungs gave.
I didn’t want it to happen, but my mouth finally opened wide as the ancient instinct to breathe overrode my personal desire to keep my bull mouth shut. Water rushed into my lungs, filling my chest to capacity. There was pain at first, but then a warm feeling of fullness. I gasped a couple of times, little bubbles escaping from between my lips, then all went calm. 
My sight blurred and began to darken. But not before the last part of my vision came true. Well, sort of. Instead of a mouth filled with teeth rushing up at me from the dark depths of the pool, I saw something else. Something familiar. Something that had a snake and a lady shape at the same time.
Naked Snake Lady.
“Hello, Joe,” she said as she swam towards me. “Welcome.”
Yeah, then her mouth opened wide, and there were the teeth. A lot of teeth. She swallowed me up like I was a minnow. Gulp and done.
The world went black, and I thought that was that.
But just like when my vision was over, I woke up not in a pool of water, but on a cold floor. I rolled over and vomited my guts out. I coughed half a pool of water from my lungs. There was a weight on my back, helping me with the process, and I was too grateful to worry about where the weight was coming from. Time enough to deal with that later when I wasn’t filled with waterfall.
“Joe? Are you alright?” a voice asked as I rolled onto my back, exhausted, but alive. “Joe?”
“Good to go,” I said and gave a thumbs up.
An actual thumbs up. Not a hoof up, but a thumbs up. I had hands again.
“Hey there thumb,” I said. “It is good to see you.” I raised my other hand and looked at that one. “You too, other thumb. Welcome back, boys.”
I let my hands fall to my sides and I lay there, a wet wheezing coming from my chest.
“Sit up,” the voice said. “It’ll be easier to breathe.”
“Thanks,” I said as I was helped into a sitting position. I wobbled a little, was steadied by small, but strong hands, and tried to take a deep breath. I failed and coughed my ass off, the small hands whacking me in the back. “Thanks, thanks. I’m good. Thanks.”
I took smaller breaths and felt the oxygen flowing to my brain. The world around me began to clear, and I instantly knew where I was. And whom I was with.
“Hello,” I said to Alya Horne. Not the Naked Snake Lady, but the human Alya Horne. 
Her face was still tan, but not as much as in the vid I’d seen of her in the Bosses’ room. Her hair was a wild, bushy tangle of black curls. It looked like she hadn’t brushed it in a very long time. She smiled at me, but it was a lonely smile, haunted and lost. It was nice of her to make the effort, though.
“Hello, Joe,” she said to me. “Thank you for coming. I have been alone for so long.”
“Yeah, sure, no problem,” I replied. “Can you help me up?”
“Are you certain?” Alya asked. “You may want to rest a little longer.”
“Do we have time for me to rest?” I asked as I looked around at my surroundings. “Pretty sure I need to get a move on and finish this foing quest.”
She started to protest, but nodded instead and helped me to my feet. My naked feet. I looked down and realized I was completely naked.
“Uh…” I muttered.
“Let me fetch you something,” Alya said and hurried to a pile of clothing off by the side of the massive iron door.
Yep, that’s where I was. Back at the massive iron door.
Alya pulled loose a pair of trousers, a tunic, and some boots from a pile of discarded clothing. She also found a heavy sword and a rusted, pitted, but sturdy-looking, shield. Turned out the pile wasn’t just clothes. It was also weapons. And bones. Lots of bones. So very many bones.
“Is this a real place?” I asked. “Or am I still tripping?”
“This is a real place, believe me,” Alya said as she handed me the clothes. “I should know. I’ve been here a very long time.”
“You were supposed to be a Boss,” I said, yanking the tunic down over my head. 
It was scratchy and a little tight in the armpits, but it worked. It also smelled like death, but so did pretty much everything on the stupid quest, so I didn’t complain.
“I was supposed to be a Boss,” Alya agreed. “But that didn’t work out.”
“Why?” I asked.
“Honestly? I don’t know,” she replied.
“Terpigcrud,” I said. “I don’t even know you, and I can tell you’re lying.”
“Yes, you do not know me,” she replied. “So do not assume that I am lying.”
“Half-truth then?” I asked. “You have an idea of why you didn’t transcend into a Boss, don’t you.”
“I have an idea,” Alya said. “It may have to do with my gift. You do know that Salvage Merc Ones all have gifts, yes?”
“Yes,” I said.
“Yours is clarity? Is that it?” she asked.
“That’s it,” I said. “Not sure how you can know that since you’re stuck here.” I held out my arms to take in the huge space. “Wherever here is.”
“This is the beginning of the labyrinth,” she said. “The real labyrinth, the real beginning.”
“So everything I just went through was what? A preamble?” I snapped. I frowned in apology. “Sorry, sorry, still some of the angry bull in me.”
“No, you have every right to be angry,” Alya said. “I was angry for so long that I had to wait almost as long to remember why. It’s no way to live, I tell you.”
“Why aren’t you Naked Snake Lady?” I blurted. It just came out. Wasn’t planning on saying it, but oh well.
“I am,” she said sadly. “But the artifact is allowing you to see me as who I was and not who I currently am.”
“Oh, okay,” I said, not understanding any of it. But, hey, when in the labyrinth…
“The artifact is a tricky little piece of crud,” Alya said. “It lied to me and left me here.”
“Because of your gift?” I asked.
“Yes, because of that,” she said. “You see, Joe, I couldn’t be forgotten. Not like the other Salvage Merc Ones. People could see me, remember me, talk to me like I was a person. Their memories weren’t wiped clean when they turned and walked away.”
“The artifact didn’t like that? Why?” I asked.
“No, not the artifact,” Alya scoffed. “The other Bosses. I was supposed to be Boss Four, but the other three didn’t like how my gift changed the game. They hadn’t been allowed to be remembered so why should I? Or why should other Salvage Merc Ones to come? That was what would have happened if I’d become a Boss. You know how it is. The next in line for the job takes on aspects of the previous Salvage Merc Ones’ gifts.”
“That would have meant every Salvage Merc One after you would be able to be a part of the SMC just like a normal number,” I said. “Or close to it.”
“Or close to it,” Alya agreed. “Too close to it for the Bosses’ comfort, apparently.”
“But why is that a bad thing?” I asked.
“Power, Joe,” Alya said. “It’s always been about power. For Salvage Merc One to stop being legend and become real, it would undermine the Bosses control on the SMC. They couldn’t let that happen.”
“I don’t get it,” I said. “So what? They’d still be the Bosses.”
“Do you know what it’s like to be dead, Joe?” she asked.
“Kind of,” I said. “Been pretty foing close.”
“Yes, you have,” Alya said. “But not all the way. It’s not fun, Joe. It’s like leaving a party just as it’s gotten good, and all you can do is stand outside and stare in through a window. You can hear the music, hear the conversation, some people look out and wave at you, some open the window and talk to you, but you can never go back inside and be part of the party again. Never.”
“You’re not exactly selling the next phase of my gig,” I said. “One day, I’ll be on the outside looking in.”
“Yes, you will,” Alya said. She turned and gestured towards the long, pitch-black corridor that lay behind us. “But if you complete the trials, navigate the labyrinth successfully, maybe you won’t be left outside. Maybe you can be invited back into the party. Or maybe, just maybe, you don’t ever have to leave the party at all.”
“What? I complete the trials and become immortal?” I asked.
“You already are, Joe,” Alya said. “The artifact sees to that. But you may be able to decide the terms of your immortality.”
“Are you foing with me?” I asked. “Is this the first part of the trials? Mess with my head and get my hopes up?”
I took a couple of steps back from her.
“That’s it, isn’t it?” I continued. “You’re going to get me all happy and thinking I have a chance at something great then you’ll turn back into Naked Snake Lady and scare the crud out of me. Right? Thanks, but no thanks. I can do without the plot twist.”
“No, Joe, I’m not going to do any of that,” Alya said. “I don’t have that kind of control. This is all set up by the artifact. It’s been waiting for you. The last Salvage Merc One was almost right, but almost doesn’t work for the artifact. It needs perfection.”
“So it’s looking at me for perfection?” I laughed and tapped my chest. “Hello in there! You’re in the wrong body if you want perfection!”
“Not absolute perfection,” Alya said. “But artifact perfection. It believes you are the host that will take it to its next level, let it transcend its current form and move on. We all have our quests and trials, Joe, even the artifact.”
“Super,” I said. “So instead of some omnipotent thingy, I get the middle management thingy looking for its own promotion. Yay.”
“You drive the Bosses crazy, don’t you?” Alya smiled. “Eight Million Gods, I hope so.”
“I drive everyone crazy,” I said and shrugged. “It’s not my special gift, but pretty damn close.”
Alya’s smile faded. “Shall we get started?”
“We? Are you coming with?” I asked.
“Of course,” Alya said. “Every hero needs a guide through the labyrinth.”
“What do you get out of it?” I asked. “Or is the artifact forcing you to help me?”
“No, the artifact is not forcing me to do anything,” she said. “In fact, quite the opposite. But, to answer your question, what I get out of this is freedom. If I help guide you through the labyrinth, and back out again, then you must promise to free me from here and take me back to SMC headquarters.”
“Oh, that’s really gonna drive the Bosses crazy,” I said. “So, yeah, I totally promise.”
“Good,” Alya said and started walking towards the dark corridor. “Then follow me.”
I swung the sword a couple times and hefted the shield. “Any chance I can get a plasma pistol and battle armor?”
“What do you think?” Alya responded.
“Yeah, probably not,” I said. “Knife and cutting board will have to do.”
“Yes, they will,” Alya said. “Come on. We don’t have much time. You took too long getting here so now we’re on the clock.”
“No pressure then,” I said and followed her into the blackness of the corridor that sat opposite the huge iron door.
 



Sixteen
 
It was a poker table. A poker table with dogs sitting around it.
“Seriously?” I grumbled as the blackness of the corridor solidified into a smoky den that stank of old cigars and cheap beer. Really cheap beer. I nodded at my sword and shield. “It’s not bad enough that I have these, but now I don’t even get to use them? What? I have to play poker with a bunch of dogs?”
The game stopped, and furry-browed eyes all turned to stare at me.
“Not likely, jackass,” one of the dogs, a beefy bloodhound, replied. “Do you see any humans playing at this table?”
“Well, no,” I said. “I don’t.”
“That’s because humans are awful at poker,” the dog said. “You give everything away with your body language. You’re too easy to read.”
“I don’t know about that,” I said.
“Come on,” Alya said. “This is why you need a guide. You’ll get sidetracked too easily.”
She took my elbow and steered me past the poker table, and the glaring dogs, to a door I hadn’t even noticed. It was made from the same paneling as the wall, and was set flush with it as well, so it was pretty much hidden unless you were specifically looking for it. Alya pointed at the doorknob.
“I can’t open it,” she said. “You have to.”
“Not a problem,” I said, tucked my shield under my arm and grabbed the knob. I twisted, but nothing happened. “Okay, maybe there is a problem.”
“Is it locked?” Alya asked, looking puzzled. “It shouldn’t be locked.”
“No, it’s not locked,” I said. Twisting the knob again. “It turns just fine. The problem is the door won’t open.”
I twisted and pulled, twisted and pushed, twisted and shoved to the side in case it was some strange pocket door. Nothing.
“I swear, if this trial is supposed to be how to open a foing door, I’m going to be really pissed off,” I said.
The loud and low growling from behind us told me that the door wasn’t my biggest problem. I slowly turned around, fetching my shield from out from under my arm. My sword was held out at a forty-five-degree angle, the rusty steel reflecting the dim, green light that hung over the poker table.
Eight dogs were coming toward us, walking upright, each holding a different weapon. One held a broken beer bottle, another a jagged-ended chair leg. Two held what looked like blackjacks, thick hunks of material that were wrapped and filled with probably heavy steel bearings or lead weights. They were old fashioned, but they did the trick when needed. The four behind those held knives of various lengths and sizes.
“Sheezus, it looks like we’re gonna have a rumble,” I said. 
Not that I could talk since I was outfitted like a sad extra from one of those Ancient Rome holo vids. 
“Who’s a good doggy?” I said.
Alya coughed back a laugh and gave me a wicked look that told me to both knock it off and also what a funny guy I was. Probably more in the knock it off court, but still, I made her laugh. I had to wonder when the last time the woman had been able to laugh.
“Hey, jackass,” the bloodhound said, an eight-inch chef’s knife gripped in his thick paw. Hard trick when you don’t have an opposable thumb. “You want to play now?”
“Not really,” I replied. “It’s been a long day, and I’d rather have a nice corned gump sandwich, extra mustard, and a few pitchers of beer. But if you’re gonna deal me in, I guess I can play a couple hands before I go.”
The bloodhound stopped and looked confused. “You know I’m talking about killing you, right? That wasn’t an invitation to play cards.”
“Yeah, I got that,” I said, nodding at his knife. “I thought we had a metaphor going.”
“To hell with metaphors!” the bloodhound snarled and leapt. 
His long, springy legs covered the distance in a flash. I barely had time to dodge to the side as he swiped at my belly with the knife. I thrust the sword forward as I spun, and the dog yelped then quickly retreated, his left leg limp beneath him.
“Bastard,” he growled. “That’s my strong leg.”
“No idea what that means,” I said.
The rest rushed me before the bloodhound could respond.
I slashed down and hacked off a poodle’s arm at the elbow. His knife clattered to the ground as he howled in pain. No, wait, it was a she. Caught a glimpse as she was shoved aside by the German shepherd with a filet knife. 
The shepherd feinted at my face then went low to try to take my belly. The dogs seemed to like belly stabs. My head rocked back then I sucked in my gut, barely escaping disembowelment by a centimeter. I shoved my shield against the dog’s huge head and heard bone crack. It yelped, jumped back, then came at me again with a speed that might have made me tinkle a little. Might have.
A whiskey bottle cracked against the shepherd’s head before he could get to me. Alya stood there, her face nothing but rage, blood dripping down from the broken neck of the bottle. The shepherd lay on the floor, shards of glass sticking up from his temple.
“Thanks,” I said just as a Boston terrier leapt for my throat.
He held one of the blackjacks and got a good shot in to my shoulder as I ducked to the side. His body continued to arc past me, and I brought the sword up in a fast swipe, opening the mutt from stem to stern. Bloody offal splattered everywhere as the terrier collided with the top of a side table then hit the wall with a thickening thunk.
A sharp bark drew my attention to a golden retriever that had Alya cornered while a husky and an Irish setter came at her from each side.
“Fetch!” I yelled and threw my shield at the husky. 
The dog’s bright blue eyes widened as the shield nailed it in the forehead. Then they clouded over as half its brains leaked out from the crack in its skull. 
The Irish setter turned on its heels and sprinted at me. Only a few feet from me, it jumped at the same time as I dove and rolled. I took it out at the knees, sending four limbs falling to the floor. Blood spurted everywhere, including all over me, but that wasn’t the worst of it. The worst was the sound the dog made when it landed hard on those bloody stumps. It yelped and yelped, a high-pitched wail of pain, anger, and surprise.
I let the thing suffer as I hurried over to pull the golden retriever off Alya. She had her hands jammed up under its chin, keeping it from tearing her face off with its huge canines. But I could see she was losing the battle. It was a big foing dog. One of those nearly hundred pound suckers that knock over and trample small children in its rush for treats.
I jumped at it, spun my sword around point down, and thrust the blade deep into its back. It screamed and tried to get away, but between Alya’s hands and my sword, it had nowhere to go. I drove the blade deeper until the dog shuddered, shuddered, then stilled. It fell onto Alya, pure dead weight.
She managed to shove it off her, taking my blade with it, and held out a hand. I helped her to her feet, retrieved my sword from the dog’s corpse, then turned and surveyed the room.
“You didn’t know that was going to happen, did you?” I asked.
“No,” Alya said, shaking her head. She had dog blood all over her face, and she wiped it off with her shirt sleeve. “We were supposed to go through the door before the first trial.”
“How do you know that?” I asked. I tried to keep the accusation and paranoia out of my voice, but like I told the bloodhound, it’d been a long day, and I was tired. “How much of this is scripted?”
“None of it,” Alya replied. “I’ve just been here for a very, very long time, and I know this labyrinth like the back of my hand. What lies beyond that door is supposed to be the first trial. This is just a distraction, silly entertainment for those waiting for the party to start.”
“Party? What party?” I snapped. “This wasn’t a party!”
“There are plenty of races in the galaxy that rent out the labyrinth for birthday parties, coming out parties, class proms,” Alya said. “That sort of stuff. Not humans or any of the civilized races, but more your other dimension monster races. The labyrinth sees a lot of traffic from the Klatu System, let me tell you.”
“Insane,” I said and stomped over to the door. “This place, my life, everything is foing insane. Why do I even try to keep my reason? Why not just go cuckoo like everything else!”
I tucked the shield under my arm again grabbed the doorknob again, and twisted again. It opened without a problem.
“Of course!” I shouted and looked over at Alya. “Want to tell me what’s next? A heads up would make up for this foing mess here!”
“I don’t know,” Alya stated. Her tan skin had gone pale, and she craned her neck to see past me at what was beyond the door. “Every time I’ve gone through there, it’s filled with spiders. I don’t see any spiders.” She squinted hard. “I don’t see…anything.”
“Betcha the moment we step through, we get transported to some nightmare Hellscape that… Wait? Spiders?” I asked. “I was going to go through this door, and spiders were my first trial?”
“Yes,” Alya said.
“Of all the nightmares that can be thrown at me, spiders were going to be the first?” I nearly screeched. “Spiders? Is this elementary school amateur hour?”
“They’re big spiders,” she said.
“How big?” I asked.
“Bigger than the dogs,” she replied. “And about a hundred of them.”
I thought for a second then nodded. “Okay, that would have sucked.”
“Yeah, I know,” she said. “I’ve seen them take out a platoon of Skrangs before.”
“Why would a platoon of Skrangs be here?” I asked.
“Why wouldn’t they?” she countered. “Has anything made sense since you got here?”
“Good point,” I said.
“I know,” Alya said. “Again, I’ve been here a very, very long time. Most of the time in the shape of a snake lady. I still haven’t figured the place out yet.” She pointed at the door and the unknown beyond it. “Perfect example. No spiders when there have always been spiders.”
I turned back to the door and looked through it. There was nothing to see. I don’t mean it was black and dark and gloomy. I mean there was nothing. It was like my eyes couldn’t focus beyond the door frame. It went all fuzzy and just wasn’t there.
“We still have to go through,” Alya said.
“No, we don’t,” I said.
“Yes, Joe, we do,” Alya argued. “You must complete the trials.”
“No, I meant that you don’t have to go with me,” I said. “There doesn’t have to be a we. This is my quest, these are my trials, and obviously you won’t be too much help as a guide since the labyrinth seems to be foing with us.”
“I may not be much help as a guide, but I can be of help,” she snapped, her hands on her hips, her face scrunched up with enough rage and anger to fuel a small star cruiser. “You forget I was a Salvage Merc One. I don’t have balls, but they’re bigger than yours. I guarantee it.”
I was quiet for a minute then smiled. “I don’t doubt it,” I said. “I just don’t want you to die because of me. I’m really not worth it, trust me.”
“You’re a Salvage Merc One,” Alya said. “So the artifact thinks you’re worth it. Come on. We can’t waste time.”
She bent down and snagged one of the blackjacks and a butcher knife. She tucked the blackjack into her belt and held the butcher knife in a grip that told me she knew how to foing use a knife. 
“Alright,” I said and took a deep breath. “Here goes nothing.”
We walked through the door.
 



Seventeen
 
I held the H16 to my shoulder, my visor displaying the targeting information as I slowly took step after step across the bloody battlefield. The corpses stank to high heaven, their bodies bloated and leaking gasses that were so foul I swore I saw stink lines coming up from them.
“Watch our nine,” I said to Alya. “Blindspot over there.”
“Roger that,” Alya replied. “I’ve got our nine. Careful of the two. That one doesn’t look like he’s given up.”
“I’ve got him,” I replied and moved quickly between the bodies to the mutilated Skrang that struggled to right himself.
I dug the toe of my boot under him and flipped his ass over. He hissed up at me, lucky his helmet was still attached to his suit. I thrust my H16 forward, and he stopped struggling. His lizard eyes bored into me, their yellow slits nothing but pure hate.
“Stay down,” I ordered. “Move and I put a bolt through your head.”
My sensors scanned his body, noting the broken bones, the internal damage, the bleeding in his right thigh. He would be dead in seconds. I needed to use that time to get the intel I was sent to get.
“Where is the device?” I asked. “Just tell me that, and this can be over quickly.”
He snarled at me, spitting words I couldn’t understand.
“Translate,” I ordered, but my visor blinked red and refused to comply. That was odd. “System, translate. I don’t foing speak Skrang.”
The Skrang at my feet finished speaking and laughed. Blood speckled the inside of his helmet, and he laughed harder, closing his eyes as his body quivered then stilled.
“Dammit!” I yelled. “Lost another one! Alya? What have you got?”
I turned from the dead Skrang and swept the battlefield with my H16. My targeting system hunted the scene, but didn’t find a living body. Plenty of dead; more dead than I could count. But, Alya wasn’t there. 
“Fo,” I growled. “Alya? Do your read me?”
There was static in my com, and a possible voice, but nothing more. The static became silence, the silence became ominous.
“Widen the scan,” I ordered. My visor increased the area, but still no Alya. “Pinpoint her last position.”
A holo map came up in the bottom right of my visor. A red light blinked continuously. She had been right behind me, a meter and a half away when she disappeared. The red light blinked one last time then was gone.
I hurried to the exact spot she’d been and knelt in the dirt, mindful of the rivulets of blood that streamed around me. I glanced around, making sure I was still alone, then felt the ground. Solid as soil covered rock. She didn’t go through. So where did she go?
I stood and spun in a slow, crouching circle. My finger hovered over the H16’s trigger. No movement. I pushed the sensors to maximum, but still no movement. The place was dead, and Alya was gone. What the fo?
I checked the coordinates that flashed green in the bottom left of my visor, studied the route, then set off at a brisk jog. I couldn’t exactly run since the way was so choked with the dead, but I could hold a steady enough pace to cover the ground I needed to cover in the time I needed to cover it.
Because… Why, again?
I stumbled slightly as doubt crept into the back of my mind. What was I looking for? 
I shook the thought from my head. 
No time for second guessing command, Marine! You have you orders, and you will carry them out! 
Yeah, but who gave the orders? The master sergeant hadn’t. I’d remember if that rat-nosed bastard had been barking in my face. The stink of his breath lingered in everyone’s nostrils for hours after he gave one of his patented, almost kissing you he was so close rah-rah speeches. I certainly didn’t miss that part of being a Marine.
I stumbled again, righted myself, then slowed to a stop. Miss that part? 
I looked at the H16 in my hands. It was my weapon. I’d know that carbine anywhere. The scratches on the butt, the gouge by the trigger guard, the greenish stain on the side where B’flo’do gunk had sprayed it. It was my H16, no doubt.
Yet there was doubt. Serious doubt. Every molecule of my being started to scream at me. I’d had the jitters in the field before, every Marine had, but not like the jitters that had my guts twisted up like a Xippeee tavern pretzel. 
That reminded me, I was hungry as fo. When was the last time I ate?
Had to have been during the briefing. We always stuffed chow down our throats while the lieutenant, the prick, laid out the battle plans. Get it while you could before a Skrang made sure you couldn’t anymore. The lieutenant was never happy about us eating during a briefing, it broke every rule in the book, but he also didn’t have the balls to stop us. Two things you never got in the way of: a Marine and killing, and a Marine and chow. The lieutenant was smart enough to know that.
My stomach rumbled, and I tried to shake it off. The mission was all that mattered. I could eat some reconstituted crud later when I got back to the BOP.
Which was where?
The uncertainty and confusion was beginning to bug me. It shouldn’t have, but it did.
“Alya? Come in,” I called over the com. Still nothing. Not even a click telling me my com was active.
I took a risk and slung my carbine so I could tap at my wrist and bring up my suit’s systems. Com was offline. Sensors still worked, but they didn’t look right. I focused on a Skrang corpse by my feet, and it gave me readings that fit with a dead Skrang. But then I turned the sensors onto another corpse, and I was shown the exact same readings. The exact same. 
Not possible.
Even if they were the same race, they should have had slight differences in readings. Size, age, body structure. Rate of decomposition, even though the bodies were fairly fresh, should have been noted. Wounds. The wounds would have been different, but they weren’t. Each Skrang had taken two bolts to the chest and one to the head. 
I took some deep breaths and told myself not to freak out. There was a logical explanation.
I retraced my steps to the point where Alya disappeared.
Alya…
She wasn’t in my platoon. I knew every Marine like I knew my own family. Not that I had a family. My parents had been killed by Jerks. Murdered by skintakers looking to make a quick buck back on Bax. Senseless.
But that didn’t matter. What mattered was I couldn’t ever remember Alya being on a mission with me. Crawford and all the other Marines, sure. But not Alya. Yet she had to have been. She had to have…
“Alya!” I yelled into the com. “Alya!”
There was a hollow click from behind me, and I swung around, H16 back in my hands, barrel glowing plasma red.
“Don’t shoot,” a young female said.
She was from the local species, a Ferg, and she held up her shaking hands, her head ducked low, waiting for the bolt to take her out.
“Please,” she said.
Fergs were a small race. Like a beaver and a praying mantis had a one night stand and neither wanted to talk about it ever again. 
“I need help,” she said. “My brother is stuck in our burrow. His leg is caught.”
She took a cautious step towards me, and I thrust my H16 forward.
“Do not move,” I said. “I don’t know you, lady. I’m not here to help you. I have orders to—”
“Not here to help?” she shrieked. “What are you here to do? Just kill Skrangs? That it? Kill Skrangs, destroy our planet, and then leave? Are you going to take the bodies with you? Are you?”
I didn’t have time for a Ferg rant. I needed to get Alya and complete the mission. Whatever that was. I couldn’t quite remember.
The Ferg moved closer. I knew what I had to do. Native or not, she was posing a threat. Rules of engagement were very clear. Avoid wounding or killing the locals, but if they became a problem, a threat, a possible liability, do what needed to be done.
My finger tightened around the trigger. She froze, her eyes on my H16.
“No,” she whispered and immediately backed up. “No, I’m sorry. I’m sorry for saying that. I don’t need your help. I’ll get my brother out of the burrow on my own. Forget I said anything. Forget I was here.”
“I…can’t,” I replied.
My finger continued to tighten. I wanted to stop. I wanted to lower my weapon and let her run off. But I couldn’t. I physically couldn’t.
The sound of the blast startled me, and I cried out as the plasma bolt tore through the Ferg’s head. Her short, squat body fell to the ground, adding yet another corpse to the almost infinite body count that spread out to the horizon.
I stumbled to the left, back to the right, tore the H16 from my body, snapping the carbon strap in half as I yanked the weapon clear and tossed it onto the ground.
What had I done?
I couldn’t get my helmet off fast enough. The vomit splattered across the rim as I tried to yank it up over my head. My own sick splashed back at me, coating my face and neck as I fell to my hands and knees. I ignored the mess and continued retching, puking up everything in my stomach. Which wasn’t much since I remembered I hadn’t eaten since back in my ship when Mgurn…
Mgurn!
I spat bile from my mouth and sat back on my haunches. I looked about at the battlefield and finally realized what it was: an illusion. Maybe not an illusion, per se, but it sure as crud wasn’t reality.
I was in the labyrinth. On a quest. This was a trial. I wasn’t Sergeant Joe Laribeau with the Galactic Fleet Marines. I was Salvage Merc One, and I was in some deep crud.
“Alya!” I shouted as I stood up. 
The air smelled of death, tasted of death. I knew the corpses weren’t real, but I also knew they were completely real. All around me was an authentic illusion of the senseless slaughter I had witnessed, and participated in, years before.
“Alya!” I shouted again.
When there was no response, I bent down and picked up my H16, gave my helmet a quick kick since the readings it showed me were terpigcrud anyway, and started walking. The direction didn’t matter. My gut told me that no matter which way I went, I’d end up right where I was supposed to end up.
I patted at my belt and found a micro-canteen of water. A quick flick of the top and it activated the molecular generator, letting a cold, clear stream of water pour from the mouth for about two seconds. I gulped it down and clipped the canteen back to my belt as I wound through the never-ending carpet of death.
An hour later, maybe longer, and I had reached a ridge. I steeled myself for what I would see and wasn’t disappointed when I crested the ridge and stared down into a shallow valley filled with dead Marines. 
Of course. 
I looked back over my shoulder at the dead Skrangs then turned back to my dead comrades. Or dead comrade. Just like with the Skrang corpses, the Marines below were all the same person. I didn’t need my helmet to tell me that. I recognized the patch on the battle armor instantly. A bloody skull with crossed carbines. 
I’d put that patch on myself during my second tour.
The bodies below were me. Every single one of them.
“Nice,” I muttered as I started down the narrow trail that lay at my feet. “Real nice. Subtle even.”
I sighed, sick of the games.
“What is this supposed to represent?” I shouted up at the sky. A black, starless sky. The labyrinth wasn’t even trying. “What in the Eight Million Gods’ names are you trying to tell me? Huh?”
There was no answer. I didn’t expect one.
I reached my first corpse and knelt. I yanked off the helmet, confirmed I was staring at my own face, laughed, then stood up and kept walking. I ignored the rest of me that lay there. When you’ve seen one of your own corpse, you’ve seen them all.
“Alya!” I cried. “Where the fo are you?”
“Here,” Alya said, suddenly appearing close to my side. She spun about, her H16 up and ready, her eyes taking in the identical bodies. “What the fo?”
I put a hand on her carbine and lowered it.
“Don’t bother,” I said. “None of this is real.”
“I know that, Joe,” she said. “I’ve been stuck in this labyrinth for a long time. It doesn’t mean things can’t hurt you. It may not be real, but it is always very real. Remember the dogs?”
A flash of fur and teeth raced through my mind. I looked at my H16 then down at my battle armor.
“Whoa,” I said. “Where’s the sword and shield?”
“That is the sword and shield,” Alya said and patted her H16. “This is the knife I took off that mutt. We stepped into the next trial and things went from there.”
“Sure, why not?” I replied. I shook my H16. “I wonder what this thing will become in the next trial.”
“We have to get there to find out,” Alya said. “But first, we have to finish this one.”
“Any thoughts on how to do that?” I asked. “So far I’ve experienced a little PTSD, was forced to kill an innocent Ferg, then wandered my way to the valley of the Joe clones. No clue what comes next or how we get through this.”
I stared at her for a second.
“Where’d you go?” I asked.
“I don’t know,” she said. “I know I was gone, but honestly, I went from our last position to here without a lag in time. Your guess is as good as mine.”
“I have no guess,” I said. “Let’s just keep walking. See what’s on the other side of this valley.”
We did just that. We walked and walked then finally reached the far ridge, climbed to the top, and both groaned with frustration.
I looked back over my shoulder, shook my head, faced front again, shook my head some more, then lifted my H16. 
“Fully charged,” I said. “Even though I shot that Ferg. I’m guessing it won’t ever lose its charge. Not until the job is done.”
The Joe’s that littered the valley in front of us began to rise. They stood on shaky legs and shuffled our direction. A quick look behind, and I could see that the other Joes were doing the same thing.
“I think the third trial has started,” Alya said. “Let’s get back to back. We fire until we can’t anymore.”
“Agreed,” I said and we pressed our backs together. She faced the valley we just left, I faced the valley in front. “I do have a question, though. If this is the third trial then what was the second trial?”
“You realizing this is all crud,” she said. 
“Then what was shooting the Ferg about?” I asked.
“No clue,” Alya said. “Don’t really care right now. We’ll figure that out later. For now, we shoot. When we’re done shooting then we think.”
“Works for me,” I said and opened fire.
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My hunch about the H16 having infinite plasma proved to be right fairly quickly. I sent bolt after bolt down into the valley until well after my H16 should have powered down. But it didn’t. It kept firing with every trigger pull. 
It didn’t even overheat, which H16s were notorious for doing mid-battle if you’d been using it too long. After the fourth or fifth charge magazine, the barrel would start to glow and warnings would blare. Back when I was officially a Marine, not the faux kind I was at that point, I learned to switch to my KL09, or whatever backup weapon I had, until my H16 cooled down, and I could resume sending Skrangs to hell.
Didn’t have to worry about that at all as I killed myself over and over.
I figured out fast that body shots were useless. The Joe clones all had armor on just like I did. They also didn’t seem to give a crud if the bolts made it through the armor and put a couple holes in their chests. They took the damage and kept on coming.
“Headshots!” I called out to Alya.
“I already figured that out!” she called back to me.
H16’s aren’t loud weapons, but after close to an hour of constant firing, the whine of the bolts leaving the carbines starts to get to you. It becomes like a bug in your ear, working its way deeper and deeper until it has burrowed all the way into your brain. I tried to shake the feeling loose, but all I did was give myself a worse headache and end up dizzy.
“Are you making any progress?” I asked.
“Not much,” Alya said. “There’re too many. And I swear I’m killing the same ones again and again.”
“How can you tell?” I asked. “They all look like me.”
“I’m a professional, Joe,” Alya said. “I know what I shoot. Some of them are getting back up even with the headshots.”
“Huh,” I said. “Maybe the third trial isn’t about mass killing. Maybe it’s something else.”
“I’m beginning to think so,” she replied. “But what?”
“Any hints you can give?” I asked. “Any insight into past trials? The labyrinth is a place of quests. I can’t be the only moron that has gotten sucked into this crudhole. What have you seen happen before?”
“I don’t know,” Alya said. 
I felt her body shift, and I looked over my shoulder at her. She was staring right into my eyes.
“I have to admit something, Joe,” Alya said. “I’m slowly losing a few of my memories.”
“A few of your memories? How few?” I asked.
“Most of them,” she said. “It’s like being around you is keeping me from remembering what I know about the labyrinth.”
“Ha!” I laughed. “Of course. Perfect. My guide is forgetting how to guide. Makes total sense. Why shouldn’t it?”
“Don’t worry, Joe, I’m not going anywhere,” she said. “I’ll fight side by side with you the whole way then help you get out of here. I may be forgetting why, but my gut is saying that’s the right thing to do. When all else fails, trust your gut, right? Right, Joe?”
“Yeah,” I said and turned back to my valley of Joe clones. “Trust your gut.”
I lowered my H16, turning it back and forth in my hands. Then I let it fall to the ground.
“Come on,” I said.
“What?” Alya asked. “What are you doing? Pick up your carbine, Marine! We’ll be overrun in seconds!”
“Doesn’t matter,” I said. “You can’t fight yourself.”
“I’m not fighting myself, I’m fighting you!” Alya protested.
“Well, knock it off,” I said. “Fighting me has gotten no one anywhere good. Pretty sure that’s today’s lesson.”
“I’m not one hundred percent sold on that,” Alya said.
But she lowered her H16 and started following me down into the second valley. She didn’t drop the carbine, but slung it across her back. She also picked mine back up and handed it to me.
“You’ll want this,” she said.
“I told you I’m not fighting myself anymore,” I said, reluctant to grab the H16 from her hands.
“Maybe not now, sure,” she said. “But you can’t leave your sword behind.”
“My—Oh, right,” I said, and took the carbine. I slung it around my back and nodded. The strap was fixed. How convenient. “Thanks. I forgot this wasn’t really an H16.”
“I’m sure the symbolic gesture of dropping it was noted,” she said. “Hopefully.”
We reached the bottom and the first row of Joe clones. They lunged at us, but I just shoved them aside. A few staggered, most fell, some stopped where they were before I could even touch them. 
Alya stayed close to my side, her hand wrapped around my arm, gripping hard enough that it became a little uncomfortable even with the body armor. It made me chuckle that the woman that had been Naked Snake Lady seemed more wigged out with the trials than I did. This was supposed to be her territory, not mine, yet I was coasting through this part like it was nothing.
Of course, the truth was she’d been more of prisoner over the years than anything else. So I guess it was reasonable for her to get freaked out a little. Especially if her memories were fading away.
The Joe clones lost interest in us after a few minutes. One or two would make a play, but a stiff arm to the chest sent them tottering off in a different direction. The majority of Joes seemed bummed that I wasn’t fighting them. They looked at me briefly then hung their heads like I’d just told them the pony rides weren’t going to happen for their birthday party even though Mom had promised they would. 
It got kind of depressing. Even more depressing than shooting the Ferg. That had been a stranger. These were me. Or simulacrums of me.
“Buck up, man,” I said to a Joe clone that looked about ready to cry when I didn’t put a hole in his head as I approached. “Just be happy to be alive. You got a lot going for you. One day you’ll become Salvage Merc One and have access to an artifact with infinite power.”
“I wouldn’t say infinite,” Alya said. “No one knows what the artifact’s power really is. The Bosses assume it’s symbiotic, but it could be parasitic and be drawing its power from the host. Which would be you.”
“You’re about as bad as Mgurn when it comes to bringing the mood down,” I said. “Maybe I should be telling you to buck up.”
“Maybe,” she replied. “It wouldn’t hurt.”
A Joe clone made like he was going to punch me then let his hand fall in defeat without striking a blow. He waved me off, and his shoulders slumped.
“Dude, chill,” I said. “Remember that time you and Crawford found that lagoon of Nemorians? No aqua tanks between us and those very sexy water nymphs. A lagoon of ladies all set and ready to get it on. Remember that?”
A smile slowly spread across the Joe clone’s face.
“Yeah, you remember that,” I said. I looked at another clone. “And you. Remember when you aced that surprise shooting range test? Bullseye with every shot. You’d never done that before.”
“One of the first times my clarity kicked in,” the clone replied. “It was like I was the plasma bolts, and I just flew yourself right into that target.”
“Exactly,” I said and clapped him on the shoulder.
“Oh, oh, remember when we got so drunk that we overloaded the personal waste filter in our environmental suit because we couldn’t stop peeing?” another cloned laughed. “Oh, man, the lieutenant was so ticked off! We had latrine duty for two weeks because of that.”
“Still killed over our quota of Skrangs,” a Joe clone added. “Even with piss sloshing in our boots that day.”
“How about when Crawford started a fight with those Urvein cubs?” one asked. “We were so high that we didn’t realize they were only kids. I mean, come on, Urveins are huge even when they’re like six years old.”
“Two of them started crying and fell on the ground in heaps of tears,” a Joe clone said. “The others ran home to get their mother.”
“Man, we learned you do not mess with a mama Urvein,” a Joe clone snickered. “I’d never seen Crawford run so fast in my life.”
“That was when I got my first set of battle legs,” I said. “I left him in the dust until one of the servos in the left knee seized up and he had to help me hobble our way back to the base. I spent the last few days of R and R on a table with an annoyed tech jamming a screwdriver in my joint.”
“He was annoyed because he was supposed to be leaving for R and R and you ruined it for him,” a Joe said. “Classic.”
“Classic,” another echoed.
“Classic,” one more said.
“Classic.”
“Classic.”
“Totally classic.”
“What a Joe move.”
“Right? Always foing up.”
“Always.”
“Just classic.”
“Always.”
“Totally.”
We laughed and chatted the rest of the way through the valley. By the time we reached the other side, the Joe clones were waving goodbye. Even the ones I thought I’d shot and killed. They’d gotten up when they heard the laughing and just couldn’t be left out. I totally get that. Joes hate being left out of a good time. 
“Well, that was fun,” I said as we climbed the side of the valley to reach the top of the next ridge. “It’s good to catch up with yourself once in a while.”
I looked over at Alya, realizing she’d been quiet through the entire journey. Tears were streaming down her face and she looked away from me fast.
“Hey, what’s wrong?” I asked, taking her by the chin and turning her back to face me. “What did I say? Was it the story of the lieutenant’s butt plug and the gump we fed all those chilies too? I know that sounded cruel, but he had a good laugh once he was able to sit down again. The lieutenant. Not sure what happened to the gump.”
“No, it’s not that,” she said. “No. It is that. All of that. Every story you told reminded me that I can’t remember my days before being Salvage Merc One. I barely remember my days as Salvage Merc One. It’s like the memories are slipping away the further we venture into the labyrinth. They’re just leaving my head. I tried to think of my own good times, but all I can recall is being here. Waiting at the entrance of the labyrinth for suckers and idiots to show up.”
“Hey, I’m one of those idiots,” I said.
“You know what I mean,” she said. “You don’t define yourself by being Salvage Merc One. You’re still Joe Laribeau in there. I can’t remember ever being Alya Horne.”
She stopped suddenly and almost pulled me over since her hand was still gripped like a vice to my arm.
“What?” I asked. I looked around fast. “You hear something? Do we need the carbines now?”
We’d reached the top of the ridge and all I saw was an empty valley before us. No Joe clones. No dead Skrangs. No threats at all.
“I can’t remember my birthday,” Alya stated. “It’s a blank spot in my head. I’m trying to come at it with association, but I can’t. Nothing leads me to that memory.”
“It’s the labyrinth foing with you,” I said. “It’s trying to trip you up because you’re helping me. That’s all.”
“That’s not all,” she said quietly then patted my arm. “But thank you for trying to help. That was nice.”
I lifted my arms to the sky and closed my eyes. “I’m ready!” I called out.
“What are you doing?” she asked, a little alarmed.
“Someone called me nice,” I said. “It’s been a long time since anyone has used that word to describe me. I’ve been an ass for like ever. Even before the whole changing into a Minotaur thing. I assumed I’d passed the trials and the quest was over.”
I let my arms fall.
“Not gonna be that easy, is it?” I asked and smiled.
“No, Joe, not that easy,” Alya replied. “But it might be progress. Look.”
She pointed down into the valley. The valley that had been empty just a moment before, but now had a small house sitting in the center of it. It was a log cabin type thing. A fire was going inside. Easy to tell with the slight bit of white smoke that puffed out of the stone chimney. 
“Let’s see who’s home,” I said. “Or would that be a bad idea?”
“I think it’s the only idea we have,” Alya said. “Let’s go.”
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I knocked on the door and waited. I could hear someone moving around inside. I didn’t think they were alone, either. It sounded like a low conversation was going on.
“Hello?” I called as I knocked again. “Anyone home?”
“We know they’re home, Joe,” Alya said. “We can hear them.”
“What am I going to say?” I asked. “I can hear you, so open the stupid door? If I did that and Mgurn was here he’d be up my butt about the rudeness in like three seconds. Two, no, one second, if we’re being honest. That guy is the manners police.”
A floorboard creaked, and I took a step back from the door just as I was going to knock a third time. The muted conversation had ended, and I could see a slight shadow from the space between the door and the threshold. I looked back at Alya, and she had her H16 gripped tightly, ready to be whipped up in a second.
“Hello?” I asked again.
The door opened a crack and a familiar eye peered out at me. 
“Sheezus, Joe, there you are,” Hopsheer said as she flung the door wide and held out her arms. “Get your butt in here. I’ve been waiting all night.”
“Hoppy?” I asked. “What the fo?”
“What the fo what?” she responded. “You said you’d be home before dinner. Well, mister, dinner was ready and sitting on the table three hours ago. What took you so long?”
She stood there, arms still out asking for an embrace, and waited for my answer.
“I got held up killing dogs and a Ferg girl,” I replied. “Then I ran into some clones of me, and we got to talking about the good times. Sorry.”
“Don’t apologize,” she said and waved both hands, beckoning me in for the eternally offered hug.
“Okay, I won’t,” I said and went in for the hug.
Her arms wrapped about me and I tensed, expecting it all to go bad and for her to try to bite me or stab me or something that would make me bleed. Nothing happened except I was once again in her warm embrace, the smell of her filling my nose.
I’d missed her so much. I threw my arms around her and squeezed until she let out a little squeak. She laughed and pushed back from me.
“Are you okay?” she asked. “You’re acting weird. Hard day at work?”
“Yeah, you could say that,” I said. I knew it wasn’t her. I honestly did, but I hadn’t had a conversation with Hopsheer in so long that I had to go with it. I had to enjoy it while I could. “You know how it is being a number.”
She frowned at that. Her stoney eyes clouded over for just a split second then she gave me a huge smile.
“You,” she said and shook her head. “Daydreamer.”
She pulled me inside and was about to shut the door.
“Hold on,” I said. “I have a friend out there.”
“A friend?” Hopsheer asked, looking more than suspicious. “What friend, Joe? From work? A work friend?”
“You could say that,” I said and pointed outside the small house. “Her name is Alya. She’s had a hard day too, so I invited her for dinner.”
Hopsheer stared at me blankly. No response for a full second.
“Good!” she exclaimed finally. “I made plenty, knowing how hungry you can get, so there is more than enough for three.” Hopsheer looked outside and frowned. “Where is she?”
“What? She’s right there,” I said and pointed at where Alya stood, barely a foot outside the door. “See? Stop messing around and let her come in.”
“Joe, are you feeling alright?” Hopsheer asked. 
She put the back of one of her stone hands to my forehead. Halfers catch a lot of crud in the galaxy, but one reason I loved Hoppy was because she was half-human and half-Gwreq. It just made her so much more interesting. I was instantly reminded of that as the coolness of her stone skin met the heat of my forehead.
“You don’t have a fever,” she said. “Maybe you’re just a little dehydrated. Working out in those poppy fields will do that to a person. You’re only human, Joe. You have to remember that.”
She shut the door before I could say anything else, and Alya was lost from sight.
“Hey! What the hell?” I cried out. “Alya! Can you hear me?”
“Yeah, Joe, I can hear you,” she shouted back. “I’ll try to find a way in. Be careful!”
“Did you hear something?” Hopsheer asked. “I think we have mice, Joe. We might want to think about getting a cat.”
“A cat?” I asked. “Uh… You mean a synthetic, right? Live cats were outlawed when the Cervile race was discovered.”
She tried to smile, but she was having difficulty. Her lips twitched at the sides, a quivering motion that looked like her mouth was having a mini-seizure.
“I think we have mice, Joe,” she repeated. “We might want to think about getting a cat.”
Yeah, the simulation the labyrinth was trying to force on me was breaking down. Any hope I had of the illusion of an intimate evening with Hopsheer, even a fake one, began to dissolve instantly.
“Sure, babe, let’s get a cat,” I said. “Maybe we can go look after I’m done with work tomorrow.”
“What field are you in tomorrow?” Hopsheer asked as she walked away from me and into the corner of the one room house that had all of the kitchen gadgets.
And by gadgets, I mean old cast iron stove, wash basin with a hand pump, and a wooden ice chest that looked like electricity was not a part of its design. I was in some frontier cabin, like in the western holo vids, and we were playing the part of what, homesteaders? Was that what they were called?
“Not sure yet,” I said and set my H16 down by the dining table. “Maybe poppies again?”
“Maybe poppies again,” she said. “That’s good. Very good. Lots of work to be done there. Lots of work to be done there.”
I picked my H16 back up. Her repetition was creepy.
She turned to me, two plates loaded with food, and walked over to set them on the dining table. That’s when a couple of things happened: I noticed she was wearing some weird peasant dress, and she noticed I was holding an H16.
Except it wasn’t an H16. It was the sword again and strapped to my left arm was my shield.
“No weapons at the dinner table,” she scolded. “We have talked about this. I don’t know why you have to bring those in the house even. You’re not a centurion anymore, Joe. You have to let that old life go. Embrace the new.”
She set the plates on the table and put her hands on her hips. It was freaky how natural she looked in a peasant dress. Like your everyday halfer farm girl just making a meal for her man. 
That’s sarcasm.
“Unless you don’t want to embrace the new, Joe,” she said. I could see tears welling in her eyes. “You keep telling me this is the life you want, and maybe that’s so. Maybe it’s me you don’t want.”
“Oh, sheezus,” I said. “You can’t honestly believe that? How many times do I have to say that you are the one I want to be with until you believe me?”
I had no idea if I’d ever said it before, but the tears dried up instantly and that creepy ass fake smile returned.
“Never again,” she said and hurried around the table to me. 
She wrapped her arms around me and gave me quite the kiss. It tasted like pennies and bitter lemon. That did it. As much as I wanted to go with the storyline and let the labyrinth have its fun, I just couldn’t. That’s not what Hopsheer tasted like. That’s not what her lips felt like.
Eight Million Gods dammit! That wasn’t Hopsheer!
“Okay, I’m done!” I called out. My face raised to the ceiling. Guess what? It was pitch black. Just like the sky outside. “You hear me? Bring on whatever I’m supposed to face, and let’s get this over with!”
“Joe? Who are you yelling at?” Hopsheer asked. “You’re scaring me. Please, just sit down and let’s eat this meal I prepared.”
“You prepared?” I laughed. “Hoppy, babe, come on. This is all crud. A bunch of foing crud. You aren’t real, this meal isn’t real, this life we live isn’t real. None of it.”
“You can be so cruel,” she spat. Her face turned to rage like that. Snap! “You are a cruel bastard, Joe Lincoln!”
“Whoa…what?” I asked. “Joe who?”
“Lincoln,” she said.
“My last name is Laribeau,” I corrected. 
The rage stayed, but confusion was added to it.
“No!” she shouted. “Lincoln! Joe Lincoln! Joe Lincoln is who I married and who I cook dinner for! Joe Lincoln!”
“Then I’ve got the wrong house,” I said. “I’m Joe Laribeau. I’ll catch you later, Hoppy. Hopefully when I live through this and see the real you back at SMC headquarters.”
I smacked my sword on my shield and gave her a quick salute.
“This centurion is gonna hit the road now,” I said and walked to the front door. The only door, actually. “Have a nice fake life.”
She roared. It was an open-throated, full-bellied, straight from the tips of her stone toes to her hair, roar. Hopsheer covered the space between us in two strides and had me by the throat before I could even think of defending myself. 
I was already gasping for air when the idea of stabbing her with my sword came to me. Useless idea since the second I twitched my sword hand, she knocked the weapon from my grip. The shield was gone next and tossed across the house, shattering a shelf filled with handmade dishes and crockery.
“You will stay here and love me, Joe Lincoln,” she snarled into my face. Pretty sure my face was turning purple. “You will stay here and love me and be my husband and everything will be great. Just great.”
“Can’t…breathe,” I gasped. My head was pounding and my lungs burned. The pain in my throat from her grip had started to subside, which was not a good sign. I was one squeeze from certain death. “Hoppy…please…”
“Don’t call me that!” she yelled and threw me across the room. 
I hit the wall exactly where the shield had. The last pieces of crockery that hadn’t shattered did so then. Several of the shattered pieces ended up stabbing me in the back, in the legs, in the ass. Crockery is dangerous crud.
I barely had time to push up onto my hands and knees before she was on me again. She lifted me up by the scruff of my neck and shook me back and forth.
“Bad Joe!” she yelled. “Bad, bad Joe! Do you want to go in the cage? Do you? I’ll put you in the cage, Joe! I will put you there like last time!”
Holy crud. Things went dark fast.
“No, no!” I shouted. “Not the cage! I’m sorry! I love you and I’ll stay here!”
I was stalling. I had no idea what I was supposed to do, but going in the cage didn’t seem like a productive use of my time.
“You say that now,” Hopsheer responded, “but it’s the only way you seem to learn, Joe! I must be consistent in my punishment of you! Consistency is how we survive out in this harsh land!”
I’ll admit I’ve had some rough and sexy fantasies about Hopsheer since I became Salvage Merc One and she sort of forgot all about me. A little bondage here, some roleplaying there. Usual stuff. But none of those fantasies were of the dominance kind. They sure as crud didn’t include me going to a cage. I honestly am not sure where the labyrinth was getting this stuff from.
Hopsheer tried to drag me towards the door, but since I’d been thrown right by my shield, I figured I’d protest her treatment of me by hooking a toe under the shield, flipping it up into my open hand, and knocking it across the bridge of her nose.
Gwreqs, man, Gwreqs. 
She may have been halfer, and not even real for that matter, but she certainly knew how to get her stone on when she needed to. Blood shot from her nose at the same time her skin turned rock hard. Literally. I watched the grey get even darker and heard the skin crackle and crunch until it was like granite.
I forgot about the skin turning to pure stone part of Hopsheer’s angry side. Yikes.
She slammed a fist into my gut and all the air left me. I collapsed onto the floor in a ball, struggling to breathe and not die. Her foot caught me in the ribs, and I cried out. Sort of. I didn’t really have enough air to cry out. I just gave a gasping grunt, but she reacted like I’d cried out.
“Oh, is the poor baby sorry he was an ass?” she yelled, bending down so I could see every stoney pore in her face. “Does the baby want to apologize? Does the baby want to do that?”
“Fo you,” I hissed. “Fo you hard, halfer.”
The one thing about halfers is you do not call them halfers. Doesn’t matter what races they hail from. You just don’t do it unless you want to be a dick. Or want to get them so riled up that they start foaming at the mouth.
Hopsheer started foaming at the mouth.
“You,” she snarled. “You.”
Me. Me.
I managed to roll away from the first stomp, but I caught the second one squarely in the back. Pain shot down my legs, even into my battle legs although they shouldn’t have felt that. But I’d given up on reality in the labyrinth when the dogs playing poker attacked me. Pain in my cybernetic legs was pretty minor when it came to messing with the fabric of what was real and what wasn’t. It was just nice to have my battle legs back. 
Hopsheer grabbed me by the ankles and lifted me off the ground. Right off the ground. She threw me across the room, and I collided with the wall directly above what I assumed was the bed we shared if we were actually a real couple. 
And she was actually a real person, which she wasn’t.
Now, despite it being a trial and the fact I was in the labyrinth, there was a certain truth I knew couldn’t be messed with. I reached under the pillow, my whole body nothing but pain, and found what I was looking for. 
A KL09 heavy pistol.
No version of Hopsheer would have been without it. That’s an immutable law in the universe.
I spun around. Well, no, no I didn’t. I slowly turned around, biting my cheek until it poured blood, and tried to take aim at the charging Hopsheer. I fired twice before the pistol was knocked from my hand. My head rocked to the side from the hardest slap I’d ever felt in my life. Then it rocked the other way as slap number two trumped slap number one.
The sound of a tooth clattering against the wall barely registered in my mind as I was pulled from the bed and dragged across the floor to the door.
My sword lay only half a meter from me, and I tried to reach out for it, but my spine decided that sending signals to my arms was no longer on the agenda, so my hand sort of flopped a bit as I was dragged past the weapon. 
“Oh, you are going to the cage, mister!” Hopsheer yelled. “You are going to the cage FOREVER!”
I heard the door open and turned my head enough to see a pair of boots standing just outside. Then I heard the plasma bolts firing, firing, firing until the carbine clicked empty. I guess in this part of my quest, H16s do have a power limit.
Hopsheer staggered back. She’d let go, but I was so beat up that I couldn’t even take advantage of that. I heard a huge crash and was only slightly aware of the smell of something burning when Alya grabbed me under the armpits and lifted me up.
“Come on, we’ve got to go,” she said. “This place is going to go up fast.”
She was right. I caught a glimpse of a dead Hopsheer sprawled across the iron stove, her peasant dress bursting into flames that quickly spread to every flammable item in the kitchen area. Which was pretty much everything. Homesteaders weren’t known for their fire safety.
Alya carried me outside, and we were at least a hundred meters away before she slowed and eased me down onto the ground. The little house in the nightmare was nothing but flames. Huge, green and red flames that reached high up into the pure black sky.
 



Twenty
 
We sat there together and watched it burn, neither of us saying a word until the flames died down and only coals and rising cinders were left. It probably took an hour, maybe less. 
“You think you can walk?” Alya asked.
“No,” I said. 
I was being honest. Fake Hopsheer had done a number on my spine, and I wasn’t sure I could do anything below the waist ever again.
“Try,” Alya said. She stood and offered me her hand. “Come on. You have to try. You can’t stop here. There’s still a lot left to tackle.”
“Can we have a time out, maybe?” I asked, making a T with my hands. “Get some sleep and revisit the quest in the morning?”
“There is no morning here, Joe,” Alya said. “No day, no night, no evening. It is what it is when it is. This scene you’re looking at will remain this way until the end of time.”
“Aren’t you a little ray of sunshine,” I said.
I took her hand, and she hauled me to my feet. My battle legs took the brunt of the work, but it looked like I wasn’t as badly hurt as I thought. I could feel my thighs, and I was able to take a couple cautious steps before having to sit back down and take deep breaths.
“No,” Alya said. “Get your ass up. We’re moving on to the next trial.”
I whined and protested and acted like a little brat, but in the end, she got me back up on my feet. We walked for fifteen minute stretches, rested the same amount of time, then kept walking. The valley seemed to go on forever and ever. It took us I don’t know how long to get to the far end. When we did, I collapsed onto the ground and stared at what sat before us.
“A door,” I said. “Another damn door. I’m sick of doors.”
“We’ve only had the one,” Alya said. “Getting out of the poker room.”
“Nope,” I said. “I had to go through a door into that hell cabin.”
“I guess that counts,” she replied.
“Guess? You didn’t have to go through it,” I said. “It totally counts. Trust me. That was a whole other world in there.”
“Uh, yeah, I did have to go through it,” she argued. “You didn’t rescue yourself.”
“Oh, right, sorry,” I said.
“It’s good,” she replied. “We got to burn that door down, so maybe we can—”
“You’d be wasting your time,” the door said in a very clipped and gentrified accent. It sounded like it had practiced the accent for decades, but the reality was it had been born on some backwater planet and dropped its Gs when no one was listening. “I do not burn.”
I clapped slowly and looked all around. “Bravo, labyrinth,” I said. “Bravo! A talking door. A snooty talking door, at that.”
“Excuse me?” the door responded. “I am not snooty.”
“Snotty?” I asked.
“Not that either, thank you very much!” the door snapped.
“Joe, stop antagonizing the door,” Alya said.
“If I had a chit every time someone said that to me…” I let the rest trail off.
“You are here for the next portion of your quest,” the door said. “Your fifth trial, I believe.”
“You nailed it, door,” I said. 
“Peter,” the door responded.
“Excuse me?” I asked, trying to sound like the door, but ending up sounding like a bad actor in a local production of “Who’s Tied To The Wormhole Today?” I love that play. Just hilarious.
“My name is Peter,” the door said.
“I wasn’t aware doors had names,” I said.
“Have you ever asked one?” it replied.
“Well…no,” I admitted. “Hasn’t ever occurred to me. Do all doors have names?”
“All doors have names,” Peter said.
“Huh, you learn something new every day,” I said. “So, Peter, my door, can you give me a hint as to what my fifth trial is? Maybe a quick peek behind the door, or, uh, you, to see what lies ahead?”
“I am the fifth trial,” Peter said. “I will pose a series of six questions wherein you will—”
“Hold the fo on,” I said, raising a hand. “What do you mean you are my fifth trial? My fifth trial is a door? Just a door.”
“Joe, don’t insult the door either,” Alya warned. “Doors are more than just a way to get from one space to another. In the labyrinth, they are sacred and holy. They mark the passage from, well…”
“One space to another?” I smirked.
“I should warn you that part of your trial is attitude,” Peter said. “If I feel you are not taking this seriously then you will not pass.”
“What if I burn you down?” I asked. “I’m good at burning stuff down. Just ask the last door, and the cabin attached to it. Poof. Up in smoke.”
“I do not burn, I already said that,” Peter said. “I am not some cheap piece of wood that was picked up at a local hardware store. I was hand forged in the fires of Caga.”
“Hey, I’ve been to Caga,” I said. “Or to one of the orbiting stations. Had lunch there once. Nearly got killed there, too, but that’s a long story.”
“Which we do not have time for,” Alya said. “Peter, can you explain the rules of the trial, please? I promise Joe will be quiet.”
“Lips be zipped,” I said.
“Very well,” Peter said and cleared his…throat? Do doors have throats? Maybe talking ones do. “I will pose a series of six questions, one by one. You may ask me one clarifying question, which I will answer honestly, then you must give me the answer to my question to move on to the next. No topic is off limits, so no question is off limits. But I must warn you that I will be extremely literal during this trial. Sarcasm will not be taken into account.”
“I’m foed,” I said.
“Quite,” Peter said.
“Okay, Peter, let’s have the first question,” I said. “Lay it on me.”
“How old are you?” Peter asked.
“Seriously?” I laughed.
“That was your clarifying question,” Peter replied.
“What? No way!” I exclaimed.
“Warning, you just asked a second question,” Peter said. “I will ignore it, but any subsequent questions will be counted against you for future questions. If you go beyond your allotted questions then you will fail this trial and have to start at the beginning.”
“Time out!” I yelled and got to my feet.
“There is no time out,” Peter said.
“Well, everything I’m about to say and ask is directed at Alya, not you,” I said. “I get to talk to her all I want.”
“No, you do not,” Peter said. “Your trial has begun, and you will address me only. Any questions directed at her will be considered official questions.”
“Son of a gump!” I yelled and closed on Peter. 
I was gonna rip the knocker right off his smug grained face. Not that he had a face. Or a mouth. I wondered how he even spoke. I would have asked him, but…
“How old am I,” I stated. “Not a question!”
“I know,” Peter said. “I can hear the difference. I am a professional, you know.”
So many retorts, so many that needed to be formed as a question.
I was about to state my actual age, but stopped when I realized I wasn’t sure if he meant me, Joe Laribeau, or me, Salvage Merc One. There was a difference. Too bad my smart mouth wasted the question that would have clarified that.
Sheezus, I had to deal with five more questions after that one? Ugh.
“Older than my battle legs,” I responded.
Peter started to reply then clammed up. He mumbled a few words, almost like he was conferring with someone, then cleared his nonexistent door throat and said, “That was not the answer I was looking for, but it is technically correct.”
“Bam!” I shouted and pumped a fist into the air. Alya shook her head. “Oh, I found a loophole, bitches!”
“Yes, how good for you,” Peter said. “Now, for the second question. Where are you exactly?”
“Right the fo here,” I answered.
“No, what I meant was…” he stopped speaking, started mumbling, began arguing with himself, then let out the longest, most disgusted sigh I have ever heard any being make in my entire life. Which says a lot considering Mgurn was my assistant. “Yes. That is correct. Technically, you are exactly there.”
“Yeah I am,” I said. “Question three. Bring it.”
“What is the meaning of life?” Peter asked. 
“Ooo, good one,” I said. “Stinks of cheating, but I know you’re ticked because I gamed your system and now you’re looking for a little payback.”
I rubbed my chin. It didn’t help me think, but it seemed like the right thing to do. 
What the fo was the meaning of life? I could have gone with the obvious Adamsian answer, but it was too on the nose. I could have said love or learning or nothing at all. 
“Depends,” I said.
“On what?” Peter asked.
“Nice fourth question,” I said. “Let me think on it.”
“What? No, that wasn’t the fourth question!” Peter exclaimed.
“Your what was the fifth question,” I said. “I assume that since you did not wait for my answer to the fourth that it has become null and void, and we instantly skip to the fifth. So, in answer to your question of what, I reply ‘nice fourth question. Let me think on it’. That’s what I said.”
Peter was literally shaking with anger in his frame. If doors had ears, he would have had steam pouring from them.
“Time for the sixth question,” I said.
“Oh, to hell with it,” Peter said. “You’ll just make a mockery of the last question. Just go away.”
Peter opened up, and we could see a vast field of poppies beyond. The day was bright and looked warm and inviting. I was instantly suspicious.
“That’s it? I’m done?” I asked.
“I certainly am, I could care less whether you are or not,” Peter said. “Go through me and never come this way again.”
“Okey dokey,” I said and nodded to Alya. “Time to go.”
“I gathered that,” she said and followed me through the door.
It slammed closed so fast I felt a whoosh of wind on my ass.
“I can’t believe you harassed a door into letting you pass a trial,” Alya said. “No wonder the artifact is putting you through this.”
“Is that a compliment?” I asked as we stood in the poppy field.
“I don’t know yet,” she said.
“Fair enough,” I replied. I took a deep breath. “Damn, this air smells nice.”
“It does,” Alya agreed. “I miss fresh air.”
“You’re smelling some right now,” I said.
“No, Joe, I am not,” Alya insisted. “Again, except for the iron door’s entryway, none of this is real. This air is purely a construct within your brain, placed there by the labyrinth.”
“You really take the magic out of things,” I said.
“Let’s just walk,” Alya said. “The trial has started, we just have to figure out what it is.”
“Maybe roll some poppy leaves and smoke them?” I said as we moved deeper into the field.
“That’s not how it works, Joe,” Alya replied.
“I know, I was kidding,” I said. “You chew poppy leaves.”
“Sheezus,” she muttered.
We’d gone half a kilometer when my legs got all wobbly. 
“Hold up, hold up,” I gasped, finding it hard to breathe. “Whoa, slow down.”
“What is it?” Alya asked. She looked around in alarm. “Do you see something? I don’t. Do you hear something? What is it?”
“I’m just exhausted,” I said. “I have to sit down.”
“You can’t sit down,” Alya protested as I sat down. “Joe! We have to keep moving!”
“Yeah, yeah, we will, we will,” I said, waving a floppy hand at her. How’d my hand get so floppy? Floppy, floppy, floppy.
“Joe, get up,” Alya barked. “Get up, Joe.”
“Saying the words in a different order won’t make me get up,” I said. “Resting long enough to have the energy to get up will get me up.”
I yawned. It went on for a long, long while.
“Whoo boy,” I said. “I am bushed. How about I take a quick nap and then we’ll get going?”
“No!” Alya shouted. “Joe! Get up!”
She was still shouting, pretty loudly too, when the old brainpan decide it was time to check out and go night night.
Falling asleep in a poppy field. Huh, I think I saw that holo vid once…
 



Twenty-One
 
Here’s the thing, I had no idea if the labyrinth was actually real or not, despite what Alya had been saying. Honest to Eight Million Gods. Sure, it seemed real, in an unreal way, but that didn’t mean foing crud. But, truth be told, as far as I really knew, I was asleep on my ship waiting for the backdoor wormhole portal to open, or maybe I had never left the SMC headquarters. That was how much I distrusted anything and everything my senses told me. 
So, the idea of being stuck in a nightmare inside something that may not have even been real to begin with kind of messed with my mind in a way that even the other trials hadn’t. It sent me spiraling down into a very dark hole. My psyche went to a place that I hadn’t looked at since I was a kid. A terrifying place.
The box sat in the middle of the room, its hand crank jutting out like an unfinished arm with that small, red knob on the end taunting me. It said that all I had to do was turn the crank a few times, and the fun would begin. Oh, what? That didn’t do it. Maybe give it another crank. And another. And another. 
How about a creepy tune to help you along? Monkey chases the weasel. Yeah. That tune. Nothing says wholesome, child-friendly fun like a song where a monkey chases a weasel around some bush so it can catch the weasel and kill it with its bare hands.
Oh, yeah, I’m talking about a jack-in-the-box.
Red and white box made of tin. Faded scenes on each side, something with happy clowns and smiling children. Except not so smiling. Screaming? Yep. Screaming. Why? Because the happy clowns had glowing laser knives that sizzled and sparked as the blood on their edges slowly smoldered into wafts of smoke.
“I’d like to wake up now,” I said as I stood there, my back against the wall of the small, dark room. “Hello? Not a fan of the child torture horror schtick. Hello? Labyrinth? I’d like to use my free pass now, please.”
I didn’t have a free pass, but it was worth a shot.
There was no answer from the labyrinth. Not directly. Instead, the hand crank began to crank on its own, sans hand. I sure as fo wasn’t touching it. My back was still firmly planted against the wall. I had zero intention of getting anywhere near that box.
The labyrinth had other ideas. 
My feet began to slide, and I quickly realized that the wall behind me was slowly moving, pushing me to the center of the room, pushing me to where the self-cranking box sat. Pushing me towards my nightmare. Or one of my nightmares. We all have a multitude of fears and phobias, right? Right?
Around and around that mulberry bush the monkey and the weasel went. Over and over and over.
I pushed back against the wall, but there was no stopping it. 
“Fine!” I shouted and stepped away from the wall. “You want me to do what? Pick up the box? Crank it until it pops open and I see the freakish clown head on a spring? Okay. I’ll do it. I’ll play your stupid game, you dumb labyrinth.”
I took a tentative step away from the wall, and it stopped moving. I leaned back once more just for a test, and the wall began to slide itself and me towards the ever-cranking box. 
“Just checking,” I said and moved back away from the wall. It’s grinding came to a stop, and I took a deep breath. “One foot in front of the other.”
There it sat, self-cranking, that annoying music playing over and over and over. The box seemed so small when I was up against the wall, but as I got closer, that illusion changed. It was much bigger than I had originally thought. Maybe a meter square. 
I took my steps carefully, my eyes locked onto the box. I waited for that crank to stop moving and the lid to snap open, whatever horror held inside free to rip me to shreds. But the lid stayed put. The box was waiting for me to do the honors, I was certain of that. You can’t be a terrifying hell toy without an audience. It’s in the terrifying hell toy nightmare rulebook or something.
Each step took me closer to the box, of course, but at the same time, it seemed to take me farther away. It was hard to comprehend. I’d get nearer, it’d get bigger, then slide just a hair out of reach. It became so frustrating, and the Eight Million Gods damned music wasn’t helping, that I started shouting at the thing to stay still. 
It didn’t. It grew, it slid away, it continued to crank itself, the music never stopped. The music never stopped. The music never stopped.
I reached to unsling my H16 and blow the box right the fo away, but I did not have an H16. I had two long, neon pink balloons twisted into a simulacrum of an H16, but no actual plasma carbine multi-weapon. 
My hand instinctively slapped at my thigh for my KL09. The holster was there, but no heavy pistol. My hand cannon had become a banana. 
So I did what any normal person would do in my situation, I peeled the banana, ate it, since I was foing hungry, tossed the empty peel at the box, grabbed up my balloon carbine, put the rubbery butt to my shoulder, and kept walking. 
That’s what a normal person would do, right?
With the barrel of the balloon carbine pointed squarely at the box, I cleared my throat, mostly because of the banana remnants, but also because of the soul-filling terror that still had me in its grip, and said, “Time for the monkey to catch the weasel.”
Wasn’t my best line, but not bad considering the insane situation I was presented with.
The crank stopped cranking. I stopped walking. The box began to shudder.
“Huh,” I muttered. “Usually, it pops right out.”
What happened next wasn’t exactly what I expected. I was ready for that not so little anymore lid to snap open and the clown head on a spring to jump out and make horrible laughing noises as it bounced and bobbled. I was totally prepped for that to happen. I was going to make pew pew noises at the clown head and see if maybe the dream hell considered that lethal force.
But the lid didn’t snap open, and there was no clown head to pew pew at. Instead, a black goo began to ooze from around the lid’s seams. It seeped onto the floor, pooling down around the impotent box. 
I took a couple steps closer. I couldn’t help myself, I was curious. It was always the clown head on a spring that wigged me out as a kid, so seeing black goo come out was sort of a relief. 
Until the smell hit me.
“Oh, son of a gump,” I hissed and began to back away as fast as possible.
My back hit the wall, and I realized too late that the wall had been following me the whole time. Creeping closer and closer, making sure I was boxed in when the big reveal happened. 
Clown head on a spring, even a possessed by the Seven Satans type, was infinitely better than what was oozing onto the ground around the box.
“B’flo’do,” I muttered. “Foing B’flo’do.”
The inbred cousin to the B’clo’nos, the B’flo’do were a feral race that drained anything, whether alive or machine, of its energy, leaving only desiccated husks or broken tech in their wake. B’flo’do sucked. Literally and figuratively.
I cocked the balloon carbine and stood my ground. Not that I had much choice since the wall behind me was only a centimeter from my back. But I liked to put on a confident front. 
“Don’t even think about it!” I shouted as the black goo finished seeping from the box and began to take shape. It wasn’t much of a shape, just sort of less of a pool of gunk. “Stay right the fo where you are, B’flo’do scum!”
The B’flo’do scum did not stay right the fo where it was.
“Pew pew!” I yelled as it oozed its way towards me. “Pew pew!”
It was kind of sad, all the pew pews.
I threw the balloon carbine to the ground, a little disappointed that the labyrinth didn’t turn it into a real weapon at the last second. I thought I was getting the hang of the place’s insanity, but I guess not.
I began to circle the thing, keeping my eyes on it as I side-stepped to my right. No weapons, not even a blade strapped to my calf or tucked into my boot. An energy-sucking goo monster clocking me with every step. No doors to be seen anywhere in the freaky room. I was totally foed.
“What ya gonna do, slimeball?” I snapped at the thing. “Suck down all my Joe juice?”
Yeah, I grossed myself out saying that.
I kept moving, forcing the B’flo’do to shift and reconfigure its bulk. It hadn’t quite reformed into a full blob, so my constant movement gave me some advantage. They weren’t the brightest of species, not by a long shot, so any little bit I could do to keep it off balance was worth the effort.
At least until it got bored, shot a slimy tendril out at me and snagged me by my left ankle, yanking me off my feet in the blink of an eye. I hit the ground hard, the back of my head making a hollow thunk as it collided with what I discovered was some type of metal. It wasn’t carbon alloy like most everything, but a thin metal that made a warbling noise as the B’flo’do dragged me to its gaping maw. Yep, it had pulled itself together enough to create a gaping maw. 
B’flo’do drool dripped from its lips, or what I assumed were lips by their general placement on the thing’s bulk, and the metal floor made a hollow ding with each drop. I smacked my hands against the floor as hard as I could, and the hollow ding became a loud thwang. There was nothing under the floor. I could tell by the sound. If I could figure out how to get through it then maybe I had a chance.
My left leg was caught, but my right one wasn’t. I lifted it high, hoping I had the leverage to do what I needed to do, then brought my foot down as hard and fast as possible. The heel of my boot clanged against the floor, and I saw with some relief that I had put quite the dent in the metal. It helped to have battle legs, which luckily were still attached and part of me, unlike my H16 and KL09. I guess integrated cybernetic tech was immune to crazy nightmare land rules.
I slammed my foot down again, harder, and drove my boot through the floor. Then I shoved my heel into the new hole and watched as the metal began to peel up, rolling itself into a tight tube as the B’flo’do dragged me closer. When I was near enough, I grabbed the edges of the hole and pulled with all of my strength, making a Joe space for me to fall into.
I didn’t think the plan through.
I was hanging there, the B’flo’do above me in the room, making some howling wailing moaning noise from its goo maw, and got a glance at my full situation.
I was in the middle of nowhere. Like true nowhere. There was nothing below me. Nothing. Not even darkness. It was like I was hanging in a literal void. There wasn’t the absence of light, there was only the absence of all. Existence didn’t exist.
The B’flo’do kept pulling, and my body kept widening the hole in the floor. I was like a hoe digging a row in a field. I didn’t want to be a hoe digging a row. I didn’t want to be anything except right the fo out of there.
The motion stopped, and I looked up, waiting for the B’flo’do to snatch me back into the room and swallow me whole then spit out the empty shell my body would become.
None of that happened.
The B’flo’do let out a strangled cry then a loud, pained screech. 
The goo tendril gripping my ankle disappeared. 
That was good in that I was no longer being dragged by a B’flo’do. It was bad because the B’flo’do was all that was keeping me from falling into the void.
I screamed. I’ll admit that.
A hand grabbed me by my ankle before I could fall too far. I looked up to see Alya’s face peering down at me.
“Hey,” she said.
“Hey right back,” I replied. “Nice catch.”
“Bend and grab the edges,” Alya said. “I can’t pull you up.”
“Will do,” I said and was very glad that I’ve always been a stickler for keeping myself in shape. 
Yeah, sure, I might drink a couple extra pitchers of beer a nigh than I should, which is something Scott has told me to not do, but I have never slacked on the physical fitness thing. And it was a very good thing, that not slacking.
I grabbed the edge of the hole and pulled. Alya took hold of my other ankle, and between the two of us, I was able to leverage my ass out of that void and back into the creepy jack in the box room.
As I stood up and checked myself over for any residual B’flo’do spooge, I quickly realized there was no jack in the box. The box was gone, any sign of the B’flo’do was gone, the wall was back in place. All that was left was Alya.
“Thanks,” I said and rubbed at the spot on my ankle where the B’flo’do had grabbed me.
Even though it was a battle leg, it still felt funky, like the stupid ooze monster had been able to suck some of the energy from that section of my cybernetics. It shouldn’t have been able to do that, but shouldn’t didn’t exactly apply anymore.
“You good?” Alya asked as I finally stood straight. She handed me my balloon carbine. “Here. You’re gonna need this.”
“Yeah, I don’t think it’s going to help,” I said and shook the balloon carbine at her. “I even tried pew pew noises.”
She stared at me for a second, looked at the balloon carbine, then looked back up at me.
“What?” she asked.
“While I’m as much of a fan of balloon art as the next Salvage Merc One, I’m just not convinced it’s the right weapon for me,” I said. She didn’t smile or laugh. I thought it was funny, but that’s just me.
“I have no idea what you are talking about,” she said. “Check your power levels and get ready. The last trial is about to begin.”
“Oh, okay,” I laughed, “I’ll check my ‘power levels’ on my ‘carbine’ and get ready.”
My tone of voice on “power levels” and “carbine” made it very obvious I was using sarcastic air quotes.
“Joe? Did the B’flo’do touch your head?” Alya asked.
“Nope, just my ankle,” I said.
“Then what the fo are you talking about?” she snapped and nodded at my H16. “Get your ass in gear!”
I was torn between another sarcastic comment and just letting her have it, but the weight in my grip changed my mind. I was holding an H16, not a balloon facsimile. It was a real live plasma carbine.
“Well, will you look at that,” I said. I didn’t waste any more time. I checked the power levels, put the weapon to my shoulder, and nodded at Alya. “Lead on.”
“You sure?” she asked. “You need a couple of minutes?”
“Do we have a couple of minutes?” I asked.
“No,” she said.
“Then I’m sure,” I said. “What’s next on the schedule? What wild and mind-foing trial does the labyrinth have for us?”
“The last trial,” Alya said. “The only trial, really. Everything that came before was just to test what you thought you were made of. This will test what you actually are made of. Your smart mouth and sarcastic posturing won’t help you here, Joe. You need to use every skill you have learned as a Marine and as a Salvage Merc. What came before has been a cake walk. This will not be.”
The walls of the room began to dissolve and before they had completely faded, I knew where we were going to end up.
“Oh, great,” I said. “This place again.”
“You end where you begin,” Alya said as she walked away from me. Once she was about six meters away, she turned and faced me. Her body began to morph and shift and I sighed. I knew what was coming. “I am sorry, Joe, but there is no other way.”
The beautifully dark woman was gone, and in her place was who had really been with me the whole time.
Naked Snake Lady. 
She bared her fangs like she bared her breasts, and I couldn’t turn away.
“Uh, is that poison dripping from your teeth?” I asked.
Her answer came in a rush as she charged me.
 



Twenty-Two
 
I started firing. I didn’t even think, just pressed that trigger.
Nothing happened. The main reason being that I no longer held an H16. That’s actually the only reason. Kind of hard to pull a trigger when there is no trigger to pull.
I stared at the sword in my hand and sighed. I didn’t even give the shield in my other hand a second glance. No need. I knew what it was and why it was there.
Naked Snake Lady’s speed was incredible. As it should have been since she was half snake which meant almost total muscle.
But I had battle legs, which were still at the ends of my gams luckily, and I was able to jump out of the way and send a violent swipe of my sword at her back. She twisted out of the way in time, whipped herself around, and hissed.
“Was everything we just went through total crud?” I asked, bracing myself for another leap out of the way if she decided to charge again. “All that stuff about losing your memories and sense of self? Were you with me only so you could size me up and then take me out once you’d found my weakness?”
“Weaknesses,” she replied. “You are almost infinitely flawed, Joe Laribeau.”
“Aren’t we all,” I countered. “None of us know what our futures hold, so we always have the possibility of being infinitely flawed. Hell, Alya, you could try to attack again and accidentally fart the theme song to Galactic Steve. That could totally happen all because of the possibility of infinite flaws.”
“You make no sense, Salvage Merc One,” she hissed. “You never have. All you do is babble and babble, spew whatever your deformed mind thinks up. You have no filter and you have no capacity for self-regulation.”
“Hey now,” I snapped. “That’s a load of terpigcrud. I’ve been nothing but self-regulation since I took this gig. Otherwise, I would have bailed and taken up a permanent bar stool in one of the taverns on Xippeee. You think being Salvage Merc One is easy? You should try it sometime, lady!”
Ouch. That was cold even for me. Yes, I was technically fighting Naked Snake Lady, presumably to the death, but I’d also hung out with her Alya persona, and I liked the Alya persona, despite the obvious deception. I didn’t need to rub her face in her own unfair history.
I started to apologize, but didn’t get the chance. I found myself flying through the air, the recipient of quite the tail smack, and slammed hard against the massive iron door. I slid down slowly, almost like a cartoon character, but mostly because the door wasn’t exactly smooth, so my clothes kept getting snagged on the metal bands and huge bolts that held the thing together. 
It also could have used a good sanding and polishing. I think I ended up with more than a couple of iron slivers in me. 
“Ow,” I said when I finally came to rest on the floor.
“Get up,” Naked Snake Lady growled. “Get up, Joe Laribeau, last Salvage Merc One, dead man.”
“Whoa, you ain’t the boss of me,” I said as I stood up. I wasn’t going to just stay on the ground. “And, by the way, I’m getting up because I was getting a cramp, not because you told me to. Plus, I… Wait, what? Last Salvage Merc One?”
Her face split into quite the scary snake grin. 
“Yes, Joe, the last,” she said. “Did they not tell you that?” She spread her scaled arms wide. “Why do you think the artifact sent you here? Why would it subject you to this kind of torture and hell? Because it thought you would survive?”
She laughed. It was a cruel laugh, filled with parts pity and condescension. 
“The artifact wants you to die, Joe,” Naked Snake Lady said when she was done hahahaing at my expense. “It does not expect you to survive this. You are lacking in so many ways that this is how it corrects its mistake. You die, and a new candidate can be found.”
The laughter was completely gone as she swayed before me, a monster made of boobies and dripping fangs.
“I should know,” she said. “Why do you think I am here? The artifact didn’t want me to move on and become a Boss. It wanted me gone. I had failed it, and it exiled me in this Hell. With the Bosses help, it left me here to rot. Now it is your turn. You will take my place, and I will finally be free.”
“Will I get the half snake thing?” I asked. “If so, do I have to wax? I don’t exactly have the aesthetic display in the chestal region that you do. I’m a little furry and probably need to work on my pecs more before I spend eternity with my man boobs on display.”
“With every word that comes out of your mouth, I see why the artifact hates you so much,” she said.
“Hate is kind of strong, don’t you think?” I replied. “I’m guessing it’s more of an indifferent loathing. Sure, I’ve been hated before, plenty of times, but mostly by strangers or really good friends. The artifact has been in me long enough to not be a stranger, but hasn’t been in me long enough to be considered a good friend. Give it a few more months, and maybe an ill-fated vacation or two together, and I’ll agree with the hate part.”
“What is wrong with you?” Naked Snake Lady yelled. “Do you not take your own death and exile to purgatory seriously? You are going to die painfully, Joe, and you will never leave this entryway. You will be forced to look at that iron door for all of eternity.”
“Is there an all of eternity?” I asked. “Isn’t it just eternity? I mean, the word eternity sort of implies an end all to it already. Why muddle things by saying all of eternity when you can just say eternity?”
She closed her eyes in pure frustration. It was not uncommon when I was on a roll. Which was what I was counting on.
I threw the sword the moment her lids clamped together. I knew what I was doing, I knew what I was saying, and I knew how to use it to my advantage.
The blade pierced her in the upper right part of her abdomen. Her right, not my right. It would have been my left. Doesn’t matter. The sword nailed her and she shrieked and howled in pain, her eyes snapping open as she stared down at the hilt of the sword.
“You…?” she gasped, a huge hand taking the sword in its grasp. She tried to pull it out, screamed, tried again, screamed again, then let go and glared at me. “You!”
“It’s me,” I agreed and threw my shield.
It nailed her right between the eyes. Her human half wobbled on her snake half. I didn’t think she’d swoon and fall right over, physics made it very clear that a naked woman with snake coils for a body wasn’t the toppling type, but it stunned her enough for me to go for the gold and bring the fight to her.
My battle legs cleared the distance in two steps, and I was leaping into the air, my right arm cocked back and ready to give her quite the knuckle sandwich.
She swatted me away like I was the sandwich. A sandwich made of air.
I flew across the entryway and hit the wall hard enough to send a rain of rock and dust down on me when I found the floor. With my face. I found the floor with my face.
Blood spurted out around me, and my mouth filled with copper. Scott was going to be pissed when I got back to SMC headquarters. It would be like the fourth time he’d have to reset my nose. Not that he remembered any of the previous times, but he would still be pissed. Scott was like that.
I tried to push up onto my hands and knees, but I didn’t get the chance as I was plucked from the floor by a clawed Naked Snake Lady hand. She held me by the back of my neck, and I instantly knew what a puppy felt like when it was being scolded for messing on the carpet. I half-expected her to throw me back to the ground and shove my face in my own nose blood.
“Your sword will not kill me,” Naked Snake Lady said. “I have been wounded worse by much better warriors than you. Hundreds have come to the labyrinth to discover its secrets and steal its power. All have failed.”
“Whoa, what secrets? What power?” I managed to ask despite the excruciating pain of her claws digging into the back of my neck. “Is there power here to steal? News to me. I thought I was here to salvage your soul. That’s how I found my way to this place. I realized I needed to salvage something if the artifact was going to show me how to get here.”
She froze. Her eyes became confused, and her grip slackened slightly. Slightly. Still was painful as fo.
“You came to salvage my soul?” she asked. 
I heard genuine bafflement. She shook her head. The motion meant she shook me too and I winced, but didn’t cry out. Yay me. Her head stopped shaking, and she snarled.
“That is a lie,” she said. “You lie, Joe Laribeau.”
“Why would I lie about that?” I asked. “I’m a Salvage Merc. I have to salvage something.”
“You are trying to trick me into letting you go!” she shouted, poisonous spittle speckling my face. 
I felt the venom burn my cheeks, but I did nothing. I had a feeling that if I even twitched she’d snap my neck without blinking.
“Why would I lie?” I asked again. “Seriously. If you let me go then what? I have no weapons. You are way faster than me. If I don’t make good on my word then you’ll just kill me later instead of now. My only way out of this is to salvage your soul, Alya. I get that back for you, and you get me the fo out of this crudhole!”
“You get me my soul and I get you out,” she said, more to herself than to me. It was like she was tasting the concept on her forked snake tongue. Yeah, she had one of those. “I save you, and you save me. I will get to leave without killing you?”
“You will get to leave, I get to leave, everybody leaves,” I said then glanced around at the stray skeletons that littered the floor. “Well, not everybody, but you and me for sure.”
“What will I be?” she asked. “Will I still be this?”
“I don’t foing know,” I said and shrugged. 
For the record, shrugging is not easy when a Naked Snake Lady has you by the back of the neck and is holding you a few feet off the floor. That just proves I have mad skills. I can shrug under any circumstance. I’m a motherfoing shrugging master, yo.
“It won’t work,” Alya said. “No one has gone past here before. Not in all the days I have been exiled. Not in any of the records that were left behind by the other tortured souls forced to guard the labyrinth.”
“What?” I asked. “I’ve already been inside. You were with me.”
“No, you were not inside. There is no inside,” she said. “You never left this space. We have been here the whole time. This is the labyrinth.”
“Well, that’s disappointing,” I said. “Way to deflate a guy’s sense of accomplishment.”
She lowered me to the floor. I stumbled back and rubbed my neck. My instinct was to look around for the closest weapon, but that did not seem like the best idea. She wasn’t won over to my way of thinking, but she was close. All she needed was an excuse to ignore the truth and gut me. My looking for a terpigsticker would have been that excuse.
“I can make your death quick,” she said.
“Hold on now!” I cried and held up my hands. “No death needed here, Alya!” 
I nodded at the sword that still stuck out from her right side. It bobbed up and down as she spoke and moved. It was kind of hypnotizing.
“In fact, I can help with that,” I said. “I don’t need to die, you don’t need to die, no dying need be happening today, cool? I wasn’t foing with you when I said I’m here to salvage your soul. I’m Salvage Merc One, Alya. If anyone can find and get your soul back, it’s me. I’m your only chance for peace and you’re my only chance for getting the fo gone and back to my corner table and pitchers of beer at SMC headquarters.”
“You should think of cutting down on the drink,” she said. “I can smell the rot on you. Those pitchers will be your death.”
“Gonna ignore the nosy busybody comments about my drinking and focus on the fact you said the beer would be my death,” I responded. “That implies that maybe you won’t be the death of me. Or am I reading too much into this?”
“If I do not kill you, and you are wrong and cannot salvage my soul, then I will be tormented with agonies and torture like nothing ever conceived,” she said. “The labyrinth has warned me before. It has shown me a taste. It is not lying in what fate awaits me if I disobey.”
“Fo the labyrinth!” I shouted and held up both middle fingers. “Fo it up the butt! If it wants to subject you to an eternity of agonies and torture then it has to go through me!”
“Oh, Joe, you should not have said that,” Naked Snake Lady said. Hold on. No, not Naked Snake Lady. Alya said it. Alya. “The labyrinth does not suffer taunts nor fools and you represent both.”
“Yeah, I kind of do. I’ll own that,” I said. “But, hey what’s it gonna do to me? Bring more nightmares? Send a gang of B’flo’dos to suck me dry? More clones? More Hopsheers?”
“No, Joe, it will send you,” she said and her voice was filled with so much sadness. “Just as it did to me. It will send you.”
I heard the clomping from the darkness and spun around. Oh, I knew the sound of that clomping. I was intimately familiar with it.
“Oh, fo me,” I whispered. “Is that what I think it is?”
“Yes, Joe,” Alya said and slithered herself as far away from me as possible. “I wish I could help, but if you lose, which you will do, I must save face by not participating.”
“Yeah, I get that,” I said as the clomping grew nearer. “All good.”
It wasn’t all good. It was far from all good. It was very, very not good.
Out of the darkness came the source of the clomping.
“Hello,” Mighty Minotaur Joe grumbled. “I look forward to killing us.”
“That’s so messed up,” I said. “You realize that, right? Totally messed up.”
It grinned in response. I gulped. 
That’s when I started looking for the closest weapon.
 



Twenty-Three
 
I didn’t get more than a few steps before Mighty Minotaur Joe was on my ass. I dove for a stray sword, but he grabbed me mid-dive by the foot and threw me across the space. I hit the wall again, about as hard as before, almost in the exact same spot. That meant I landed in my own nose blood. It was sticky and gross and distracted me enough that I didn’t scramble out of the way before he closed the distance and picked me up.
He didn’t use the back of my neck like Alya did. Nope, he had to go for the bully move. You know, since he was a bull and all. 
What? Bull, bully, it works. 
He picked me up by the back of my pants, and I heard the material tear. I felt a slight breeze on my ass and knew he’d totally torn a hole in my britches. What a dick.
My civvies went halfway up my crack as he threw me again. I tumbled through the air and slammed into a half-broken statue of some god or other. No clue what god it might have been since it had no head, no arms, and the bottom half was still rough marble. 
That, of course, reminded me of a joke I’d heard once which meant I was distracted again as Mighty Minotaur Joe clomped his bull butt over to where I lay in a heap of ouchy. I didn’t even have time to untangle my limbs before he was reaching for me again. 
“Dude! Knock it off!” I yelled as he lifted me up by my shirt front. It tore, and I started to slip, so he bore down harder and got some Joe skin in his grip. More ouchy. “If you are me and I am you then why the fo are we fighting?”
I really wanted to cry. His fingers were doing a number on me. Hold the foing com. Fingers?
“No fair!” I yelled. “You have fingers and hands! I call shenanigans! I only got to have hooves!”
“I have evolved past you,” Mighty Minotaur Joe said. “You are a relic. Nothing but a fossil that still flaps its gums as if it has something useful to say.”
He pulled me in close so I could smell his rancid bull breath. It was not all spring meadows and alfalfa hay. It was more like morning halitosis after a night of beer binging and all you can eat Jesperian nachos. Not even tacos, but full on, piled high, toppings dripping off the edge of the plate nachos. You know what I’m talking about. We’ve all been there once or twice.
“You got a little black beans right there,” I said, pointing up at his mouth. “Top left incisor.”
I went for a quick flight once again. I wished I’d scanned my credit profile because I’d have been racking up the frequent thrown kilometers, for sure. I was missing out on some serious chit action.
The jokes left me as my head collided with another statue of some unknown god. Or goddess. Yeah, I caught a glimpse of marble boob. I’d hit a goddess statue at full speed and screamed as something in my right arm snapped.
There was an advantage of having the artifact in me. It allowed me to heal at a rate much faster than others. Much faster. But not in the time it took Mighty Minotaur Joe to close the distance on me. Nope. Arm was totally broken when he reached me, lifted me up again, and threw me at the massive iron door.
Now, I’m not a small man. I’m average height, average weight. So getting tossed like a skee ball on Ballway, that amusement park and game planet, was not in my wheelhouse. But, apparently the labyrinth had decided it was a skill set I needed to learn as much as possible. First Alya in her Naked Snake Lady form and then Mighty Minotaur Joe. I was being tossed from one place to another more than a Groshnel foster child.
I coughed up a couple teeth I almost swallowed and spat them out in a glob of blood and phlegm. My right arm was useless, so I didn’t bother to try to push myself up. I just slouched against the door, letting the cold iron seep into my battered body. It was soothing. Kind of like a taste of the grave I was close to being sent to.
I coughed some more, but no teeth showed themselves. The rest were still precariously attached to my gums.
“That all you got?” I asked. “Throw Joe this way, throw Joe that way. Where’s the finesse, man? Come on. I’m not a bruiser like that. I try to incorporate subtlety and the art of the smooth move.”
“There is nothing subtle about you,” Mighty Minotaur Joe said as he clomped on over to me once again. Clomp and throw, clomp and throw. The guy needed some new tricks. “It is why you are here to face this quest and die failing at the trials. Others merely meet their ends at the claws of poor Alya. You get to die at my hands.”
“My hands,” I said.
“What?” he asked.
“Die at my hands since you are me and I am you and we are we,” I said. “Right? That’s what this is all about? The labyrinth gets to prove to the artifact that I’m nothing but a bullheaded brute that clomps his way across the galaxy, leaving a wake of broken chaos behind me. Talk about not being subtle. This metaphor is pretty sad, really.”
“You know not of what you speak,” Mighty Minotaur Joe said.
“I know not?” I laughed and spat blood. It splattered on Mighty Minotaur Joe’s left hoof. “Oopsy, got a little smudge on ya there. Here, let me wipe it off.”
I struck fast. 
My left arm still worked, and I proved it by slicing through Mighty Minotaur Joe’s left ankle, severing his hoof with one swipe. The dumbass was so busy thinking he had me that he wasn’t paying attention to what I was doing behind my back. I’d landed on a handy dandy sword. Literally. The blade had stuck me in the back right below my left kidney. That was gonna hurt later.
But I had ignored the white hot pain and slid the blade from my person. While he mocked me, I just waited to make my move. Easy enough to do when you spit a hunk of blood mucous onto a guy’s hoof. He looked down at the glob instead of paying attention to the sword I brought out to play. 
I would never have fallen for that move. I’ve been in way too many bar fights, plus I was a Marine, so you learn not to look where others want you to look otherwise you end up with a face full of gump poop, surrounded by a whole bunch of spaceheads that think that kind of thing is just hee-larious. Which, of course, it is. Who can deny that a face-full of gump poop isn’t high comedy?
Mighty Minotaur Joe stumbled back, his arms pinwheeling as he tried to stay upright with only one hoof. That wasn’t happening. Minotaurs are big. Really big. And heavy. Top heavy, to be exact. I would know.
He stumbled, pinwheeled, stumbled, pinwheeled, then went falling back on his bull ass. There was a loud crunch as he pulverized a skeleton with his backside. He roared and yanked a tibia from his butt cheek, tossing it to the side without a glance as he focused on the stump where his left hoof had been only seconds before.
I struggled to my feet, using the grooves and hardware in the door to get my ass up off the floor. I looked around in a hurry, but there were no other weapons within reach. Not that I had the strength to handle one. My arm was limp and useless, my body felt like I’d been tossed into an asteroid belt, and my mind was beyond exhausted. I was lucky to have made it as far as I had.
“You took my hoof,” Mighty Minotaur Joe stated, as if I’d merely snagged the last butterfly shrimp from the appetizer platter. “You took my hoof.”
“It happens,” I said and shrugged. See? I could shrug under any situation even with a broken arm. “I didn’t want to, man, but you left me no choice. I tried to reason with you.”
“You took my hoof,” Mighty Minotaur Joe repeated. His chest hitched, and I was slightly stunned to see his eyes well with tears.
“Dude, you aren’t gonna cry, are you?” I asked. “I mean, that would be more than a little bit of a letdown. Seeing you go from zero to baby in three seconds? Dude, you’ve got a reputation to uphold.”
I eased myself away from the iron door, waited for my legs to give out, and when they didn’t, I took a cautious step forward. 
Mighty Minotaur Joe totally started to cry.
“I was supposed to win,” he said. “The labyrinth said I was supposed to win. It promised me! It promised, Eight Million Gods dammit! It promised!”
His tears were huge, just like him, and they made loud plopping noises as they splattered onto the dirty, nasty, bloody floor. He wiped at his face with his hands, but it did no good. The guy was in full on breakdown mode. He was sobbing and snotting and just a total mess. It was sad.
I’m not saying I was sad because of it. I was feeling pretty damn good since I wasn’t ripped apart and a trillion little Joe pieces at that moment. Broken, yes, but not dead. Score one for Joe. The real Joe, not Mighty Minotaur Joe. Screw that crybaby guy.
The iron door shuddered and clanged as something collided with it. It startled the crud out of me, and I tried to spin around to see what was going on. But that was way too coordinated a motion for my body to handle, so I ended up toppling back down to the floor.
Right in reach of Mighty Minotaur Joe.
He grabbed me by my hair and pulled me through his leg blood so I was face to snout with him.
“Fo,” I said.
“Fo?” he asked. “Is that really the last word you want to say before I kill you?”
“Seems fitting,” I said. 
“You are pitiful and deserve this death,” he said as his other hand found my throat and started to squeeze.
That was it. I was done. No talking my way out of it since there was no talking. My throat was one centimeter from collapsing. Then it was all over.
Now, I have seen decapitations in my time. More than I’d like to count or admit, but that decapitation was the absolute foing best ever. Mighty Minotaur Joe’s head went flying from his neck and shoulders, his horns flipping around into the geysering blood so that they left trails of red droplets in the head’s wake as it tumbled through the air across the entryway to land on top of one of the headless god statues. 
Goddess statue. Totally marble boobs there, but with the addition of a blood-soaked bull head on top. It was not erotic in anyway. Don’t even go there. I didn’t. No way, Jose. 
The iron door shuddered again, and I was torn between turning to look at that or stare at the blood-covered Alya that was swaying over the corpse of Mighty Minotaur Joe.
“I thought you couldn’t help,” I said.
“I thought so too,” she said, dropping the gore-slicked sword she’d used to redecorate Mighty Minotaur Joe’s body with. “I didn’t think I could bring myself to interfere, but as I watched you get your ass handed to you, I realized it was harder to stay out of it than to jump in.”
“Well, thanks for the jumping,” I said. “I appreciate it. Now, help me up so I can find your soul and complete my salvage. I got a job to do, and it doesn’t sound like I have much time to do it in.”
The iron door shuddered even harder, and it was obvious that whatever wanted in was going to get inside very, very soon.
“Joe, there is no soul to find,” Alya said. “When I became this, the labyrinth ate my soul, just as it eats all souls that try to traverse it and fail. I was consumed a long time ago. The artifact knew this and tricked you. It is what it does. The labyrinth and the artifact. They have worked together since creation. You must leave and save yourself. I will stay and fend off whatever is coming through the door.”
She held up her hands to show me her sharpened claws and bared her teeth. It was some scary crud to behold, but I could see that her heart wasn’t in it. It could be a cute little nuft coming through that door, and she’d fend it off for exactly zero seconds.
“No,” I insisted. “You’re wrong. I asked what I was supposed to salvage, and it was your soul. The artifact allowed me to find this place, so I know it’s here.”
“The artifact is lying, Joe,” she replied. “I’ve tried to tell you that.”
“Nope,” I said. “I don’t buy it. My gut is saying that is total terpigcrud. There is more going on than simple deception and lies.”
The door shuddered more and began to buckle at the hinges. It became obvious that whatever was on the other side wasn’t the biggest threat. Getting crushed by a falling iron door that was bigger than a spaceship was the real danger.
“Come on,” I said and got up. I swayed as much as she did, but managed to hobble my ass over to her. “We need to get away from that. Show me the way into the hallucination part of the labyrinth again, and we’ll start this party over. This time, I’m getting your soul and finishing my salvage. No more Joe time, it’s all about Alya Horne from here on out.”
“Joe, it is hopeless,” she said.
“Blah blah blahbitty blah,” I mocked. “Hopeless my ass. Come on, we have to move.”
She acted like she wanted to argue more, but I smacked her on her snake body and that seemed to tick her off enough that she slithered backwards and out of the way of the falling door. I hurried alongside her as the hinges finally gave and the door collapsed inward.
The headless body of Mighty Minotaur Joe was not out of the way, though, so when the top of the door landed squarely on it, a massive sploosh of blood and guts totally sprayed out from under it and coated me and Alya. 
I bent over and puked my guts out. I was so busy puking that I didn’t notice what came in through the massive door.
“Step away from my partner!” Mgurn yelled from the ship’s external loudspeakers. “I have all weapons trained on you, evil Naked Snake Lady thing! I will turn you into atoms if you do not step away! Or slither away! Whatever you do! Get away from Joe!”
 



Twenty-Four
 
“No!” I managed to yell between upchucks. “Mgurn! Stop! I’m good! She’s good! Everything is good!”
“You do not look good, Joe,” Mgurn argued, his voice really loud. “You look wounded and like you are bleeding to death.”
“Not my blood,” I said. “Well, yeah, it is my blood, but a different me. It’s Mighty Minotaur Joe blood, not human Joe blood. Or most of it is. Some is probably my blood, too. Long story. Just don’t shoot Alya!”
“Hmmm,” Mgurn mused. “Is this one of those times I should ignore you and do the smart thing instead?”
“No! It’s not one of those times!” I straightened up, wiped the sick from my chin, and pointed at the ship. “Stand down, Mgurn! That is a direct order from your number, do you hear me?”
The ship hesitated then landed on top of the door and started to power down. It took a minute, but Mgurn showed himself as a small hatch directly under the nose of the ship irised open, and a ladder extended down to the surface of the iron door. He climbed down fast, brought an H16 to bear on Alya, and motioned to me.
“Come on, Joe,” he said. “Let’s get you into the med bay and get out of this insane system.”
“She’s coming with,” I said and nodded at Alya. “No arguments, Mgurn. Open the cargo ramp so she can get inside the ship.”
“He does not need to argue,” Alya said. “I will argue for him. I am a lost cause, Joe. I cannot leave here. If I do, I will be stuck in this form forever.”
“You already are,” I said. “Duh. Come with us and be free or stay here and be a prisoner. Those are your choices. Ignore the whole Naked Snake Lady thing. That’s irrelevant. I mean, have you seen some of the races in this galaxy? You are far from the most foed up. We will need to get you a bra, though, or a tank top at least, because the boobies are distracting.”
“You are an ass,” she said, but cracked a small smile across her fanged mouth. 
Finding a quality orthodontist would be a good idea too, but I didn’t say that.
“What about my soul?” she asked. “Don’t you need to salvage it?”
“I have a theory,” I said. “Just came to me when I was telling Mgurn not to kill you. If I’m right, we don’t need to worry about your soul. If I’m wrong, well, it wouldn’t be the first time, and we’ll deal with the consequences when they come.”
“How right do you believe you are, Joe?” Mgurn asked.
“Fifty-fifty,” I said.
“So your usual,” he replied.
“Exactly,” I said. “I’m totally still on my game even with Minotaur gore on me and my body broken as fo.”
“Miss Horne,” Mgurn said. “I will open the cargo ramp for you. But, I must admit I am not comfortable with you boarding our ship. I would prefer if you remain in the cargo hold for the duration of our return trip to SMC headquarters.”
“Of course,” Alya said. “Mgurn, is it?”
“Yes, ma’am,” Mgurn answered.
“You’re a good assistant,” Alya said. “I wish I had one such as you when I was Salvage Merc One. It may have saved me from my unfortunate fate.”
“Yes, well, thank you for the compliment,” Mgurn said. He motioned with the H16. “But if you will slowly, and I do mean slowly, make your way to the rear of the ship as fast as possible, we can lift off and get out of here.”
“Mgurn, she can’t go slowly and as fast as possible,” I said. “Make up your Leforian mind, buddy.”
“I understand what he means,” Alya said. “I will go slowly and also make sure I do not hold you up.”
“That would be appreciated,” Mgurn said. 
He tapped at the tablet strapped to his hip, and I could hear the distinct grinding of gears as the rear ramp descended onto the iron door.
“We need to oil those gears,” I said as I staggered my way over to the iron door, careful not to slip and fall in the Mighty Minotaur Joe sludge. “That ramp is loud enough to wake the dead.”
Mgurn looked around, his eyes wide with alarm. He tightened his grip on the H16.
“No, buddy, I don’t mean wake the dead here,” I said. “There aren’t any dead to wake.” 
“Are you certain of that, Joe?” Mgurn asked. “There are an awful lot of skeletons.”
“Uh, well, pretty certain,” I admitted. “I mean, there shouldn’t be any dead to wake.”
“So you do not know,” Mgurn said.
“Okay, no, not really,” I said. “It is technically possible there are dead here that we might wake up.” I nodded at the iron door as I tried to climb up over its edge to get to Mgurn. It was a big door, it was a big edge. “But if any dead are around to wake up, and I’m excluding the skeletons because they haven’t woken up yet, I think your entrance would have already done the trick.”
“That seems plausible,” Mgurn said and helped me to my feet.
“Is it? Good,” I responded. “I wasn’t sure. My head hurts.”
“Your head always hurts,” Mgurn said. He looked at the ladder and sighed. “You will not be able to climb that.”
“I will not be able to climb that,” I said in almost exact mimicry of his voice. 
“I am here for less than five minutes, and you are already mocking me,” Mgurn said. I almost apologized, but he kept speaking before I could. “It is good to have found you, Joe. I was worried.”
“Well, thanks, buddy,” I said. “I’m sorry you were worried, but I’m glad you found me too.”
I draped my unbroken arm over his shoulders, which meant he had to stoop low since he was over two meters tall. It wasn’t graceful, but he managed to help me get to the ramp and up into the cargo hold quicker than I thought my body could handle. Probably because he was basically carrying me the last stretch there.
Alya had settled herself in a corner, using cargo netting as a makeshift seat.
“You good?” I asked her.
“I am,” she replied. “Please be prepared for the worst, Joe. I know you are trying to help me, but I do not know what will happen when we leave this place. The labyrinth has had its hold on me for so long, longer than you can imagine, that I fear I will waste away to nothing when removed from its circle of influence.”
“Oh, don’t worry, it’ll still have its influence on you,” I said and tapped my head. “That’s what post-traumatic flashbacks are for.”
She did not smile. Mgurn sighed.
“What?” I asked. “Too soon?”
“They have not created a measure of time that can define how too soon that was, Joe,” Mgurn said. “I will get you to the lift and up to the med bay now. Miss Horne, please make sure you are secure. This could be a very bumpy lift off.”
“I’ll stay down here with her,” I said. “Keep an eye on her.”
“No, you will not,” they said together.
“Sweet baby sheezus,” I muttered. “This is going to be a long trip home.”
“Go to the med bay, Joe,” Alya said. “I will be fine here.”
“We don’t know that,” I said.
“We do know that you will not be fine if you remain in the cargo hold instead of seeking proper medical attention per SMC regulations,” Mgurn snapped.
“Damn, chill, buddy,” I said. “I’ll go up to the med bay. But once we’re off and I’m cleared, then I’m coming back down here.”
“If that is your choice,” Mgurn said.
“Yep, that’s my choice,” I replied. I gave Alya a smile. “See ya soon.”
“Get well, Joe,” Alya said.
We’d gotten to the lift when she called my name again.
“Yeah?” I asked, turning painfully. Maybe Mgurn was right, maybe the med bay was a good idea. “What’s up?”
“Thank you,” Alya said. “I wanted to say that in case I don’t get a chance later.”
“You’re welcome,” I said. “But no need to thank me. I wouldn’t have made it through what I made it through without you. We’re going to have to talk about that at some point.”
“Yes, I suppose we will,” she said. “Go rest up.”
I nodded, and Mgurn helped me into the lift. The doors shut, and he glanced down at me.
“She is not a threat?” he asked. The defensiveness was gone from his voice.
“Not to us,” I replied. “She may be a threat to herself, but who isn’t, right?”
“I am not sure what that means, but if you are any indication, then yes, you are always the biggest threat to yourself,” Mgurn said.
“Flatterer,” I said.
By the time we got up into the med bay, and Mgurn had the med chamber open and waiting for me to crawl in, I was pretty much asleep on my feet. I will not say that Mgurn had to lift me up and set me in the med chamber like a baby. Not going to say that. Or that I might have asked him to read me a bedtime story. That for sure didn’t happen. Nope.
Six hours later, and the med chamber woke me up with that awful bleep bleep bleeping it does. It has other alarm sounds, but my guess was that Mgurn had locked in the most annoying one just for my sake. Such a giver, that one.
After a quick, and much needed, trip to the lavatory, I worked my way up to the bridge. Slowly. The med chamber may have cleared me, but my body was not exactly on board with the stress of walking and moving and breathing and living.
I slumped into the co-pilot’s seat when I reached the bridge since Mgurn was in the pilot’s seat and looked like he had zero intention of moving. I was good with that.
“How’d you get the ship back?” I asked.
“It took me a while, but I had plenty of time to search for it since I did not have you to look after,” he answered.
I let that one go. 
“Where are we?” I asked.
“I am attempting to figure that out,” Mgurn said.
“Yikes, that doesn’t sound good,” I said. “Are we lost?”
“We are not lost, no,” Mgurn said. “I am just unsure as to how we leave the Daedalus System. The quantum backdoor planet is no longer on the sensors, so I am trying to work out an alternate route.”
“Take the long way,” I said. “We aren’t in the same hurry we were when we got here. Point us out of the system and hit the thrusters.”
“That could take weeks, Joe,” Mgurn said. “We do not have enough supplies on board to last weeks in space.”
“We don’t have enough supplies?” I asked. “How can that be? We had plenty when we left SMC headquarters.”
Mgurn turned in his seat and stared at me. “How long ago do you think that was?”
“What do you mean?” I asked. “I don’t know. A few days, maybe? Not more than five. No way.”
“We have been gone for two and a half months,” Mgurn said. “I have been searching for the iron door for six weeks. It took me two weeks to find the ship. We were together for two weeks prior to our separation according to the synchronized chronometer.”
“No,” I said.
“Yes,” he replied.
“No,” I said again.
“Yes,” he replied again and held up a hand. “Do not continue to say no. We have been gone for two and a half months. 
“Yowza,” I said.
“Yowza would be an appropriate response,” Mgurn said. 
“I thought so,” I said. “So, time is different in the Daedalus System. It’s not Sterli time foed up, but close. Are the SMC Bosses worried? Any long range messages from them? A voicemail or two?”
“There has been no communication from SMC headquarters,” Mgurn said.
“Good to know they care,” I muttered.
I stared out at the planets that swooped and zoomed across the system. There wasn’t much of a pattern to their movement anymore, but it was far from pure chaos. I know pure chaos, and that was not it. Neither synchronicity nor chaos. The Daedalus System had gotten the Joe treatment, and it was confused. I have that effect on everything.
“Weeks, huh?” I asked. “That’s the quickest we’ll get to a working wormhole portal?”
“That’s the quickest we’ll get to an off-grid wormhole portal,” Mgurn said. “I searched the ship’s database and found logs of quite a few of the backdoor trans-space channels. Unfortunately, nothing about the Daedalus System is listed any longer. It is as if it wiped itself from the database as soon as we arrived.”
“Cheeky system,” I said and flipped off the view screen. 
“Indeed,” Mgurn said. “Leaving does not appear to be as easy as our arrival. If only it was as simple as flying through a door again.”
I sat straight up and grimaced as pain swept through me.
“Go back,” I said. “Turn the ship around and go back.”
“What?” Mgurn asked. “Go back where, Joe?”
“To the iron door,” I said. “To the labyrinth. We aren’t done.”
“Oh, no, no, no,” Mgurn protested. “That is not a good idea, Joe. No, that is a bad idea. A very, very bad idea.”
“I didn’t say it was good idea,” I replied. “It’s just an idea.”
“A bad idea,” Mgurn replied.
“The only idea,” I insisted. “You say we can’t survive for weeks more out in space. I think I know why we can’t find an easier way out. Because we just left the way out. Go the fo back, Mgurn. That’s an order.”
“I’ve been flying around for weeks trying to find you and as soon as I do you are back to throwing orders in my face,” Mgurn said and sighed. “Welcome back, Joe.”
I clapped him on the shoulder.
“Good to be back, buddy,” I said. “Now turn the ship around and—”
“Go back,” Mgurn interrupted. “I know, I know.”
He did.
We had a few hours to kill before we reached the iron door that Mgurn had busted down. I made my way to the cargo hold and found Alya sound asleep. I watched her for a couple of minutes, making sure she was breathing easy and not gonna croak on us, then started back to the lift.
“Joe?” she asked, her voice clogged with sleep. “Joe, is that you?”
“It’s me,” I said and hobbled back to her. “How are you feeling?”
“Where are we?” she asked. “How long was I asleep?”
“Only a few hours,” I said. “And where we are isn’t as important as where we’re going.”
“Where are we going?” she asked then I watched as realization hit her. “Mgurn can’t find a way out of the Daedalus System can he? You told him to go back.”
“Yeah,” I said. “On both counts.”
“I understand,” she said. “It is because of me that you can’t find the way out. The labyrinth won’t let go.”
She must have seen the surprise on my face because she laughed and shook her head sadly.
“It’s alright, Joe,” she said. “I wasn’t meant to leave. I told you that.”
“What? No, you are way, waaaaaay off base here,” I said. “We aren’t going back to drop you off and save our skins. We’re going back so we can fly right back through that open door and shove this ship down the throat of the labyrinth.”
“We’re what?” she shouted and sat up straight. Her big snake body quivered with rage. “Have you lost your Salvage Merc mind? We cannot fly this ship through the labyrinth. That’s suicide!”
“Why?” I asked.
“Because…” She faltered and thought for a minute.
When she didn’t answer, I said, “You have to trust me on this. We’re flying through the labyrinth. That’s the end of it.”
“Joe, we have arrived,” Mgurn announced over the com.
“What? It’s been like twenty minutes,” I replied.
“That may be true, but we are most certainly back at the iron door,” Mgurn said. “I do not know how we arrived so quickly, but we did.”
“It wants you,” Alya said. “It wants me. The labyrinth must be fed.”
“Well, I’m about to feed it a load of crud,” I said. “Hang on tight. This is going to very interesting.”
I hurried back up to the bridge and found a familiar landscape waiting for me on the view screen. 
“Joe, I am officially filing my protest,” Mgurn said.
“I’m officially not caring,” I replied. “Punch it, buddy. Let’s get the fo out of here.”
“We cannot get out of here if we are flying into there,” Mgurn said.
“Have a little faith,” I said. “I’ve seen much weirder things lately.”
Mgurn’s hands hovered over the thrusters. He waited a little too long, so I gave him a nudge by shoving his hand down on the controls, sending the ship rocketing through the open doorway.
“Joe!” Mgurn yelled. “Let go of my hands!”
“Yeehaw!” I cried as we zoomed past the entryway and into the pitch-black corridor beyond. “Ride ‘em, space cowboy!”
 



Twenty-Five
 
“We never talk about that trip to anyone ever,” I said. “Agreed?”
“Agreed,” Mgurn said.
“No one, hear me?” I snapped.
“I will go to my grave,” Mgurn said, refusing to look at me. “But can we talk about it with each other?”
“Fo no!” I exclaimed. “I don’t want to remember any of that!”
“It’s just that I have some questions,” Mgurn said. “None of that was real, I understand that part, but was it representative of our subconscious desires or underlying emotions towards each other?”
“Mgurn?” I said quietly.
“Yes, Joe?” he asked.
“Forget about it,” I said. “It never happened. If anyone asks how we got out, we’ll say we found another quantum backdoor, which, in a way, we did.”
“I am not comfortable lying about this experience, Joe,” Mgurn said. “I will never volunteer to speak about the subject, but if someone were to ask me directly, I’m afraid I won’t be able to hold back.”
“You’ll hold back,” I warned. “Or one night you may find yourself floating in space with nothing on but your jam jams.”
“That’s rather harsh,” he said.
“We. Do. Not. Speak. Of. That. Ever,” I growled.
I could see the conflict in his eyes, but he finally nodded and said, “We do not speak of that ever.”
“Good idea, buddy,” I said and stood up from the co-pilot’s seat. “How long were we in there?”
“Seventy-three seconds,” Mgurn said.
“Worst seventy-three seconds of my life,” I said.
“Agreed,” Mgurn said.
You want to know what happened, right? No, you don’t. Just no. Big whopping no. A plate full of no with a side of no.
I left the bridge and hurried, slowly, down to the cargo hold. For a few seconds, I panicked when the lift opened, and I didn’t see Alya’s big snake body curled up in the cargo netting. 
“I’m over here,” Alya said from a jump seat she’d pulled down from the wall. “Hi.”
“Hi, yourself,” I said, stunned by her appearance. “Uh…you’re not Naked Snake Lady anymore.”
“No, I am not,” she said and looked down at her normal, human body. A body that needed some clothes. “What I am is a bit chilly.”
“Oh, right, yeah, here, hold on,” I said and popped open a storage cabinet. I yanked out a set of coveralls and tossed them to her. “May be a bit big, but you can change into a regular uniform up in the personnel section. I know we have extra SMC uniforms up there of all sizes. Just in case.”
“Just in case?” she laughed as she pulled the coverall on. “You get a lot of naked women that used to be naked snake women on board?”
“More than we should,” I said. “But that’s the job, right?”
“That is the job,” she replied and looked at me. “Thank you.”
“No need to go through this again,” I said. “Come on. Let’s see what we’ve got to eat. I’m foing starving.”
“I am also,” she said. “I would prefer rodent free meals, if at all possible. As a snake, I ate way too much of my share of rodentia.”
“Rat free food, coming right up,” I said.
It took us five days to get back to SMC headquarters. Partly because we popped out on Earth and that place sucks.
Mainly, it was because of traffic. Some of the wormhole portals were just bumper to bumper spaceships. I made myself a mental note to get fully acquainted with the off-grid trans-space portals the ship had in its navigation system. Main Street was for suckers.
We were met by a large contingent of security personnel when we reached SMC headquarters finally. I wasn’t too happy since they were in my private Salvage Merc One hangar. It felt a little intrusive. 
But that was really the worst of it I had to deal with. It was more of a pain in the butt for Mgurn and Alya. The guards kept forgetting I was with them every few seconds. Which meant their ire was focused on Mgurn and Alya.
Which was puzzling. Why was their ire even focused on anyone? What was with the ire in the first place?
We all found out fast as we were marched into the Bosses office. They were just finishing mid-afternoon tea when we were shown in. Boss Five waved the guards away, and they left quickly, snapping snotty looks at Mgurn and Alya.
“Salvage Merc One, you made it back alive,” Boss Five said. “And you brought Alya Horne with you.”
“Was he supposed to do that?” Boss Three asked. “Was that his mission?”
“Did he have a mission?” Boss Two asked.
“What are we missing?” Boss One asked and stood up to look in his seat. “Hey, I found my gum.”
He grabbed it up and started chewing noisily.
“I am not sure you were clear on what was expected of you, Joe,” Boss Four said. “The return of Alya Horne was not in the description.”
“I improvised,” I said. “Salvage Merc One’s prerogative and all that.”
“You may have overstepped, Joe,” Boss Six said. 
“Is that so?” I replied. “I saved a woman, a former Salvage Merc One, from a life in purgatory, and I overstepped how?”
“She had her time,” Boss Five said. 
“Most definitely,” Boss Three agreed.
“Her fate was sealed,” Boss Four added.
“You are messing with forces that you cannot understand,” Boss Six said.
“Don’t care,” I replied. “Salvage Merc One. Me. Not you. You guys are just dead asshats.”
There was a collective gasp, except from Boss Seven.
“Joe, come on,” Boss Seven said. “You’ve barely been in this position. You don’t know what you—”
“Don’t care,” I said, holding up a hand. I nodded at Alya. “Embrace her return or not. I don’t care. I’m not asking for her to take her place among you foing bungnuts. No point in doing that. She’s not dead.”
More collective gasps, even from Boss Seven.
“Yeah, that’s right, Bossmen,” I said. “Alya Horne is alive. She’s also a badass, and I want her back on the SMC payroll. She’s one of few beings I can trust around here. That means a foing lot. She gets assigned a number, and she’s put on active duty.”
“Two assistants? Insanity,” Boss Two said.
“Insanity?” Boss One chirped. “Why, yes, thank you, I’d love some! Third helpings are my favorite helpings!”
“No, not as my second assistant,” I said. “She gets a real number and has access to the ticket pool just like all the other numbers. If we work together, then great. If not, no worries. She’s free to do what she wants and take whatever jobs she wants.”
I catch Alya out of the corner of my eye. She’s staring at me, her mouth hanging open. Mgurn’s mandibles are hanging open as well, but not because of what I was proposing, more because I was handing the Bosses their asses.
Before they could keep arguing with me, I continued.
“I noticed something while I was stuck in that labyrinth,” I said. “None of my gifts came into play. I never had clarity, I never read minds, I didn’t have any of your old gifts inhabit me and help me along.”
I watched them closely. Not a one said anything. Even Boss One kept his trap shut.
“Yet here I am,” I said. “Alive and kicking.”
“Your point?” Boss Three asked.
“My point is I’m better at this gig than any of you were,” I said. “And the artifact knows it. It sent me there to put me to the test. I passed. Now it wants to give me a reward.”
“It does?” they asked.
“It does?” Alya asked as well.
“What reward?” Mgurn asked. “Is it a chit bonus? Can the artifact handle chits?”
“Not a chit bonus,” I said to Mgurn. He looked really bummed. “It’s even better.”
“Oh,” Mgurn said. He looked wary since his idea of better and my idea of better rarely meshed. “How much better?”
“I got lucky,” I said. “If Mgurn had found a faster way out of the Daedalus System then I would never have discovered what the artifact wants from me. But he didn’t, so I had us turn around and fly through the labyrinth.”
More gasps.
“Knock it off,” I said. “We went through a lot of strange crud as we flew through the labyrinth. Stuff we will never, ever, ever talk about. But one thing that I went through, singular to me only since I’ve got the handy dandy artifact tucked away deep down in my insides, was that it doesn’t care about any of the gifts we had. Those gifts were not why we were chosen to be Salvage Merc Ones. Those gifts were just a sign that we could handle having the artifact in us and not go supernova. Which, by the way, is what happens to normal beings it tries to inhabit. Boom.”
“Then what does it want from us?” Boss Seven asked.
“It wants us to choose,” I said. “It wants us to sort through the labyrinth of our own souls and find what truly, madly, deeply matters. Only then will we even get close to unlocking the artifact’s potential.”
They waited. I had them on the hook. It was just time to reel them in.
“So, right now, here today, in front of all of you, I’m making that choice,” I said. “I could choose anything from being super strong to possibly being able to navigate wormhole portals on my own, no ship needed, just a spacesuit and a lot of guts.”
“Oh, please do not choose that,” Mgurn said. “That sounds awful.”
“I agree with ya there, buddy,” I said. “But, back during the trials, Alya told me what her gift had been. I didn’t pay attention then, but the second, never to be spoken about trip, gave me a chance to revisit her words. And I realized hers was the greatest gift ever.”
I had them. They were waiting with baited breath.
“So, what I choose is this: I want to be remembered,” I continued. “I want people to know who I am and what I am and not forget either of those things within seconds of walking away. I want to be a person again.”
“Joe, that is impossible,” Boss Seven said. “It is something we all wanted when we were Salvage Merc One, but it’s not going to happen. Alya didn’t ascend to being a Boss, so her gift was not transferred. That isn’t how the artifact works.”
“It is now sucka,” I said. “Call the guards back in.”
They hesitated, but Boss Four finally snapped his fingers and the security guards came in fast, carbines up and ready for whatever threat had presented itself.
“Do you know who these beings are?” Boss Four asked them.
The guards stared at us and finally one spoke, “From her description, that is Miss Alya Horne, former Salvage Merc and listed as missing in action. The Leforian is Mgurn, of course. Hello, Mgurn.”
“Hello,” Mgurn said and waved at the guards. They waved back. Everyone loved Mgurn, they couldn’t keep their ire focused on him forever.
“The gentleman is, of course, the great Salvage Merc One, Joe Laribeau,” the guard said. He looked puzzled. “My visor is telling me he is deceased. I’ll have HR fix that as soon as I leave, sirs.”
Middle fingers went up from me. The Bosses all frowned.
“Yes, please do that,” Boss Four said to the guard. “That will be all.”
“Joe, you haven’t been around for a while,” the guard said as he was leaving. “There’s now an open spot in the security personnel’s weekly poker game if you want to join.”
“Hey, I might do that,” I said. “Thanks.”
The guards left, all looking a little confused, but none seemed hostile to me. If anything, just like the offer from the one guard to play poker, they were all happy to see me and completely content with the fact I was Salvage Merc One.
“Yeah, I think we’re done here,” I said. “Unless you Bosses have anything to add?”
“We will discuss this new arrangement and call for you when we have come to a conclusion,” Boss Six said.
“Yes, that,” Boss Five said.
“You may leave, Joe,” Boss Seven said. “Go enjoy your freedom.”
“While it lasts?” I asked.
“What? No, I wasn’t implying that at all,” Boss Seven said. “We’re all on the same side here, Joe. I hope you see that.”
“Oh, I see something,” I said then turned and snapped my fingers. “Joe out.”
 



Twenty-Six
 
“Joe out?” Alya laughed as we sat at my corner table, pitchers of beer in hand. “That’s how you wanted to leave it? Joe out?”
“I panicked,” I said, pouring us each a pint. “I’d pretty much said what I’d gone there to say, and I didn’t have anything left. Joe out was what popped into my head and popped out of my mouth.”
“Well, it worked,” she said and raised a glass. “To Joe being out.”
“To Joe being out,” I agreed, and we clinked glasses.
“Hey,” Mgurn protested as he set down two bowls of peanuts and a bowl of chips and one of salsa in the center of the table. “No fair starting toasts without me. I had to fetch snacks.”
“You can make the next toasts,” I said.
“Oh, I am awful at making toasts,” he replied as he took his seat. “Just show me the courtesy of including me in the rest this evening.”
“Hey, Joe,” a number said as she walked by. “Good to see you back.”
“Thanks, Margery,” I said. “Glad to be back.”
“Joe! What’s up?” a very drunk number named Balcon said. 
He was a Shiv’erna, an elephantine race with long noses, and he had his nose raised in the air, ready to spray beer everywhere. He was tackled by his drinking buddies first, and the beer leaked all over the floor. 
“These are the people you wanted to be remembered by?” Alya laughed. “You are hard up for friends, Joe.”
“Don’t I know it,” I said and hooked a thumb at Mgurn.
“What?” he asked. “What was that about?”
“Pay better attention next time and you’ll know,” I said.
“I would, but I just saw someone come into the mess hall that may interest you,” Mgurn said. He nodded his quad-jaw at the doorway and gave me a small smile. “Should we leave?”
“Leave? Why?” Alya asked. Then she saw who Mgurn was talking about and winced. “Oh. That’s the woman from the cabin, isn’t it? The one that tried to kill you?”
“The one that tried to kill me only looked like her,” I said. “This is the real Hopsheer, and she wouldn’t dare harm me.”
I stood up and cleared my throat. The real test was about to begin. All of my pontificating about what the artifact wanted was just bluster. All I wanted was Hoppy to stop forgetting me. I wanted to be with her and stay with her and—
“Joe Laribeau!” she roared when she caught sight of me. “You son of a bitch!”
“Oh, this should be great,” Alya said. “Right, Mgurn?”
“I am most uncomfortable with what is about to happen,” Mgurn said. “Maybe I should leave?”
Hopsheer shoved about two dozen numbers out of the way to get to my table. They weren’t small numbers either. She sent them flying. Her face was rock hard pissed off, and her eyes were full on stone. I don’t know what the fo I did, but she wasn’t holding back on how she felt about it.
“Uh, hey Hoppy,” I said as she reached us. “I’m glad to see—”
“Don’t!” she snapped and held up a stone-skinned finger. “Do not!” 
She looked at Mgurn and nodded then focused on Alya.
“Is she why you’ve completely blown me off?” she growled. “You found yourself someone new, and that makes it all okay to just not talk to me for months and months?”
“Whoa, hold on now,” Alya said and stood up. “This has nothing to do with me. I just got back here, and I do not need this drama.”
She patted me on the shoulder.
“Good luck, Joe,” she said. “I think you are about to experience the definition of be careful what you wish for.”
“You think you can just walk away?” Hopsheer snarled, blocking Alya from leaving the table.
Alya was a foot shorter than Hopsheer, but she held her ground.
“Little girl, you do not want to mess with me,” she said. “I was crushing halfers like you before your parents were even born.”
Hopsheer took a step back. You don’t call a halfer a halfer. Not when they’re the size of Hoppy and already ten kinds of rage pissed.
“Move,” Alya warned.
“Hopsheer, she is not romantically involved with Joe,” Mgurn said. “I would also advise that you move.”
Alya’s skin shimmered slightly, the look of scales appearing for a brief moment. Mgurn gasped, looked at me, looked at Alya, looked back at me, then looked at Hopsheer.
“Oh, yes, you will want to move,” Mgurn said.
Hopsheer saw the fear in his eyes and reluctantly stepped out of the way. 
“This isn’t over, girlie,” Hopsheer said.
“Yeah, it is,” Alya replied. She looked back at me. I knew what she was going to say before she said it, and I cringed. “I can still crash with you and Mgurn, right? Just until the Bosses assign me my own quarters?”
“Yeah, of course,” I said and tried to give Hopsheer an innocent smile. “Stay as long as you need.”
“I will,” Alya said and casually strolled away from the table. Then she turned on her heel, came back and picked up one of the pitchers. “For the road.”
“Mgurn, I love you, but leave,” Hopsheer ordered as soon as Alya had left the mess hall.
“I will do that,” Mgurn said. He nodded at the snacks. “May I take these with me? Or will you be eating them?”
“Go,” Hopsheer snapped.
“Gone,” Mgurn said. He left the snacks.
Hopsheer sat down across from me and glared for a very long time. Half the mess hall had emptied by the time she spoke again.
“Why, Joe?” she asked. I could hear the hurt in her voice. Lots of rage still, but plenty of hurt. “You just went away.”
“I didn’t go away,” I said. “I’ve been here the whole time. It’s a Salvage Merc One thing.”
“You’re going to throw an excuse like that in my face?” she snapped. “Weak.”
“It’s true,” I said. “Until just a couple hours ago, no one could remember me. Only Mgurn and the Bosses.”
“And what’s her name?” Hopsheer asked. “Could she remember you too?”
“Yes,” I said. “But that’s because she used to be a Salvage Merc One.”
“Sheezus,” Hopsheer responded. She let loose with a cold, harsh laugh. “There has never been a female Salvage Merc One. Everyone knows that. The legend states only males. Although, considering what a nutless, gutless, sack of crud you are, I’m suspecting that maybe you don’t even fit that description.”
The conversation was going downhill fast. I had to save it. I had to…what? Salvage it?
“I love you,” I said. “More than I love myself. More than I love being Salvage Merc One. Hell, I’d give everything up in a heartbeat if that made you happy. Happy Hoppy is all I care about. But life didn’t turn out that way. The artifact is messed up.”
I tapped my chest.
“No offense, artifact,” I said. “Don’t boil me from the inside out or anything like that.”
For the first time in a long time, I saw Hopsheer look worried. She caught herself and returned to pissed, but I saw the look.
“How can I believe anything you say, Joe?” Hopsheer asked. “You meant the galaxy to me and then you were gone. No note. No nothing.”
“That’s not true,” I said. “Dig deep, Hoppy. Search your memories. I wasn’t gone. We’ve played pool in my quarters and drank more than our share of pitchers together. You just weren’t ever able to hang onto the memories. Now you can. Just look inside. You’ll see it’s true.”
“Pool in your quarters?” Hopsheer laughed. “You barely fit your bunks in that box. You can’t…play…pool?”
I didn’t interrupt. I could see the wheels turning in her head. She was working it all out.
“Not your quarters,” she said to herself. “Salvage Merc One’s quarters. Your new quarters. It has a pool table.”
“It does,” I said. “Pretty sweet bed, too.”
Her eyes flashed with anger.
“Too soon, too soon,” I said. “I was just joking, anyway. I know we have a lot to talk about before we get back to the Joe and Hoppy boom boom show.”
That made her smile. Me sounding like an idiot always made her smile.
“A lot to talk about,” she said. She stood up.
“Wait? That’s it?” I asked. “Where are you going?”
“The same place you’re going,” she said. “My quarters. You obviously have company in yours, so we wouldn’t have any privacy there. So it’s my place. Unless you want to wait and talk some other time?”
“No!” I exclaimed so loud that more than a few numbers jumped in their seats. “No, I have waited too long. Let’s go talk. Now. Right now. All about the talking right now.”
“Good,” Hopsheer said. “But, just so you know, I’m not making you any promises.”
“Promises about what?” I asked.
“About not beating the foing crud out of you if I don’t like what you have to say,” she answered.
“You’ll like what I have to say,” I said. “You may not believe it, or maybe you will, but either way, you’ll like what I have to say. It’s all about you.”
“That’s a good start,” she said and picked up the remaining pitchers. “Come on, assface.”
“You have always been so sweet,” I said and grabbed two pint glasses. 
“Shut up,” Hopsheer said.
“Anything you say, my sexy stone lady friend,” I responded and smiled from ear to ear. “Anything you say.”
 
The End
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Chapter One
 
“Victorious warriors win first and then go to war, while defeated warriors go to war first and then seek to win.”
–Sun Tzu
 
The atmosphere of the woods was peaceful and picturesque. Birds flew from tree to tree, crying out their mating calls into the midday air. Other animals moved swiftly through the dense underbrush of the thick forest, some hunting, others gathering, all with a steady purpose to complete the circle of life. This deep into the vast forest, there was little sign of humanity's colonization of the small, alien world. It was a quixotic, tranquil scene of nature and life itself.
It was almost a shame that I was about to blow it all up in a few moments.
Almost.
I exhaled slowly as the first of the rebel scouts came into view. Despite the fact that I had whittled their numbers from somewhere near one hundred down to twenty over the past seven days while I've been on the run, they had continued with their dogged pursuit with a determination that had surprised me. I was running on practically no sleep, hadn't eaten anything other than something which may or may not have been poisonous since four days earlier, and I was almost certain that the sores on my feet were becoming infected. They certainly hurt like hell at the very least.
Granted, I figured that my pursuers were in just as bad shape. Their lone ATV had tipped over and fell into one of the many ravines that I had skirted during the chase, the men inside screaming as the vehicle tumbled down the steep slope. A few of the rebels had tried to recover the vehicle, but I had put four rounds into four heads to disabuse them of that notion. Naturally, that had pissed them off, and the next three hours were a bit of a blur as I barely dodged a non-stop artillery bombardment and somehow managed to not only escape, but continue to whittle their numbers down further.
My mission debrief, assuming I survived this, would include some choice words at the intelligence officer who had given my now-dead Special Forces platoon the pre-op briefing. “Lack of obvious artillery presence” doesn't ever mean “no artillery around, you guys don't need to worry about it.”
That rat bastard. I briefly wished that the guy's starched and ironed BDU's would slit his throat while he was taking a dump in a field latrine on a rainy day in the middle of a swamp. It was the kind of death that a horrible intelligence officer like that deserved.
I shook the random thought from my head as the rest of the beleaguered unit of rebels came into view. For rebels, they maintained a certain degree of professionalism during the chase, which I probably would have lauded them for, if not for the fact that they were trying to kill me. Experience also told me that professionalism would go the way of the dodo if they managed to catch me. I had heard stories about what the Socialist India Revolutionary Army did to soldiers they captured, and could only surmise what they would do to me if they caught me alive. Everyone seemed to hate Special Forces, and especially hated the snipers in those units. I can't blame them, really. I hate enemy snipers as well. They’re dicks.
My heart rate slowed to a crawl as I zeroed in on the radio operator. It would be a tricky shot, taking out the radio and the man simultaneously. The wind was always unpredictable from this range, and while my .50 caliber rounds should easily destroy the comms, if the rebel was wearing reinforced armor under his camouflage, I'd have to take more shots than I wanted. I’d probably end up giving away my position either way.
Fuck it. I was tired of running, my feet hurt, and I really wanted a beer.
Their voices rose faintly in the distance as they discovered my trail, growing more excited when they saw the blood. The stray round had grazed my hip – shallow, but leaky enough to leave the equivalent of a sign that said “This way!” It burned like crazy, and the constant rubbing drove me nuts. It had continued to ooze and bleed due to the friction. However, it had also given me an idea. 
Two days before, I had circled back to the ruined ATV. Ignoring the smell from the decomposing bodies, I snagged a few supplies, grenades, and a couple blocks of C-4. To my surprise, a few detonators had survived both the environment and the fall. I added them to my stash, figuring they would come in handy, as would the remote detonator. The command radio was still inside, thanks to my earlier insistence that the rebels not try to recover the ATV. It joined the rest in my pack. 
It was Christmas come early. You could say that I was extremely pleased, but that would have been an understatement.
The remaining twenty rebels stepped closer to my kill box, excited by their find and completely unaware that they were supposed to find it. A few heads were up and looking around, but, at over a mile away, mostly buried in muck and dead leaves, there was little chance that they would see me until I took my shot. I clucked my tongue under my breath. It surprised me that they hadn't questioned why they were still following my blood trail so easily. It should've been their first clue that something was just not right.
Not that I was complaining. It’s my policy to never interrupt the enemy when they’re making a mistake.
The kill zone was set. The carefully placed explosives were ready. The electronic reticule of my high-powered scope was fully zoomed in. I held the detonator in my left hand, ready to squeeze the detonation sequence. My right hand rested on the grip of the sniper rifle, finger poised on the trigger. The gun was hidden better than I was, and the tripod I had rigged out of broken sticks and small rocks kept my aim steady. I was ready and in a second I would bring Hell down upon the bastards who were trying to kill me.
Granted, I would need more than a little luck on my side, as well as a healthy dose of religion to intercede on my behalf, but I figured that all the gods in the universe would align to help me out against a bunch of godless Communists hopped up on peyote and hash.
I mentally shook my head to clear my thoughts and get the train back on track. I was more than ready. “Never trust something that bleeds for seven days and doesn't die, you stupid fucks,” I whispered and stroked the trigger.
Even though the design was almost 150 years old, the Barrett M82 .50 caliber sniper rifle was still in high demand despite the vast technological advances of the day. With its distinct recoil, an effective range of just over 2,000 yards, and a maximum range of 4,400 yards, it was the preferred rifle of a classist who knew his weapons. People might have said I was a bit snobbish when it came to rifles, but that would be a lie. I was extremely snobbish about my firearms, and the venerable .50 caliber was one of the best rifles I'd ever fired.
The newer titanium alloy and composite material weighed less than its ancestor, but was still heavier than most modern firearms. Any sane human would have discarded the rifle long before in the pursuit. A normal individual would have used speed to escape instead of retreating at a slower pace and using their wits and rifle to whittle down the enemy numbers.
I was a Marine, though, and there was nothing sane nor normal about a Marine.
I fired a second shot almost instantly after the first and began to mentally count.
One.
I wonder if they've informed my family that I'm missing in action yet, I asked myself as my heart rate slowed to a calming beat.
Two. 
That would really suck. God, I could cut a bitch for some of Mom's enchiladas right now. And a cold beer.
Three.
I clicked the detonator and watched as my pursuers were swallowed by a massive wall of flame and debris. The directional anti-personnel mines were filled with steel ball bearings and jagged metal bits, perfect for causing maximum carnage against unarmored troops. The rebels were caught completely off-guard and men were flung violently into nearby trees and rocks, their bodies torn asunder by the force of the explosion. Smoke filled the little clearing and would have made visibility hard and any further shots extremely hazardous had I not been prepared for it.
I peered through my scope and began to target anything in the kill zone which moved. I was down to guessing which direction they would move before I fired at this point, which wasn't entirely a bad thing. I had already scouted out where the most likely places to hide would be and the barrel of my rifle was moving before conscious thought took hold. The rebels were painfully aware of my presence now, though they still didn't know exactly where I was. They scrambled around, though a good majority of them were lying on the ground, broken from the explosion. The radio operator, the target of my second round, was missing his head. My first round had struck true and destroyed the radio he'd been lugging around.
There would be no artillery cover for them this time.
A warm, gentle breeze began to blow through and I adjusted my angles, taking the strength of the wind into account while shooting. It wasn't too difficult to judge how strong the wind was once it really started blowing, thanks to the reed-thin pine tree which sat near the front of the clearing. The rhythmic swaying told me all that I needed to know, and years of training helped with adjusting my shots.
I began to methodically scythe through the survivors, switching easily from target to target as they tried to find cover. Most of them were still suffering from the massive explosion and were in no condition to retreat in an organized manner. This was fortunate – for me, in any case – as it made tracking them that much easier. They lay on the ground, their rifles firing in every direction but the correct one. I fired again and removed another person from the equation. Three more shots in rapid succession and I waited.
The smoke began to clear, courtesy of the steady wind. Nobody was moving. I stayed calm and waited patiently for someone to twitch. Nothing. My breathing remained slow and steady for another five minutes, just in case. Still nobody moved.
I slowly dragged himself out of the shooting blind and looked at my ammunition count. I grimaced. Only three shots left with the .50 caliber, then all that would remain would be my pistol. I usually preferred to eliminate any threats from as far away as I could. The idea of someone shooting back at me from close range made me decidedly uncomfortable. Death from afar and all that.
The mile and a half walk took me almost an hour, slowed by the steep descent and my own natural cautiousness. As I drew closer, my senses grew heightened in preparation of further conflict. Smoke assaulted my eyes and made them watery. I could smell something sweet and pungent burning, like mango, which paired well with the all-too-familiar scent of charred flesh. I carefully approached the kill zone, looking for any sign that some poor soul had managed to actually survive this deadly trap. I couldn't see anybody moving during my initial approach, and as I drew closer I began to understand why. 
I had timed the detonation and my following shots perfectly. The lead element had borne the brunt of the blast, ten bodies peppered with debris and ripped apart. Any exposed skin had been shredded by the force of the explosion and heat, leaving nothing but charred remains inside their camouflage. Half of the pursuit team had died without even realizing what was going on. The other half had not been as lucky, and there were signs that a few had died in agony, their guts ripped open by the blast and debris making short work of their skin and clothing. A few lay on the ground with massive holes in them, including one individual who was missing an ungodly chunk out of his shoulder and chest. I recognized the work of my .50 caliber. I began to root around, looking for the flamboyant young man I'd identified as their leader two days before. 
I found him ten minutes later. The dashingly attired leader had been blown to the side of the clearing, his body largely intact and surprisingly unbloodied. I prodded him with the barrel of my rifle before I turned him over with a boot. The man's head flopped about limply, which told me just how he had died. The concussive force of the blast had snapped the rebel patrol leader's neck clean in half. Pleased with not having to perform a coup de grâce on the now-deceased rebel, I began to rifle through his pockets and search for something useful.
I hoped to find something good.
A few minutes of searching turned up a few bills of local money (which seemed to proliferate despite being banned and not officially worth anything; the black market was an amazing thing), MRE's that looked suspiciously similar to the ones that the Corps issued, and the only item of real value– a map. It was in excellent condition and covered the quadrant in fine detail. It also showed fire locations and varying rally points for the rebels. I smiled. Good maps were always a nice bonus when one was on the run.
I looked over the pristine map and blessed my relative good fortune. Sure, the situation absolutely sucked, but at least I had shed my tail at long last. Granted, it took me killing every single one of them. I quickly pulled out my GPS locator and used it to determine my position in relation to the map. While the GPS was handy, the area in question wasn't covered in as fine detail within the computer as it was on my new map. Used jointly, I could figure my way out of this Godforsaken jungle in no time.
After a close inspection and comparison, I let out a heavy sigh, folded the map, and stuck it in my back pocket. I looked at the overhead sun and cursed in every language I knew, as well as a few I undoubtedly invented.
I was still eighty miles from the secondary extraction point and the heat and humidity promised to be another day in hellish paradise. The hills made me long for the days of my relatively flat hometown and single-story homes. I made a mental promise to myself that if I ever owned a home, it would be a single story in the middle of the flattest part of North America. Screw climbing. I needed easy walking conditions, not what I had found so far on Soma.
I also needed a secure radio because I was also fairly certain that there would not be anybody on the side of the angels waiting for me at the extraction point. Not after this long.
I sighed and looked back at the pulped and mashed bodies. I shuddered. The jungle air was already growing thick from the heat and humidity, and the planet's version of mosquitoes were beginning to come out in full force. I tried to talk myself out of it, but I really didn't have a choice in the matter. What if one of them had a personal comm link of some sort? It could potentially save me a lot of hassle. I took a deep breath and headed back into my kill zone. Would a personal comm even work this far out?
There was only one way to find out and it was probably going to give me nightmares for months.
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