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    Totalus by Andrew Gates 
 
    The powerful Totalus Empire has constructed its secret weapon: The World Ender Base, the largest, most advanced battle station in the universe. But with a crew so large, it is easy to forget about the little-guys. Told over a series of five vignettes, meet the ordinary people who make the universe’s deadliest battle station what it is. 
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    The best and brightest from across the galaxy attend the Star Academy… and so do these guys. When Johnnie Jacobson was sent by his admiral dad to Forcus Three to start his training to be an officer in the fleet of the Galactic Alliance of Planets for a Better Tomorrow, he knew he’d be miserable. But maybe he can make the best of it and manage to graduate with the help of his new friends. After all, the alternative is going to prison. 
 
      
 
    Miss Planet Earth and the Amulet of Beb Sha Na by S.E. Anderson 
 
    It’s been a full month since Katra awoke thirteen thousand years in the future, and she’s been adjusting well to the life of a space pirate. But when a heist goes wrong, she suddenly finds herself as a long slumbering deity’s Chosen One. With powers to alter probability, and FunCorp hot on her tail, the suddenly purple former pageant queen has got her job cut out for her. I would help if her ex-fiancé wasn’t sharing her brain! 
 
      
 
    Delta Team 4:  A Fool’s Gotta Feed by M. D. Cooper 
 
    With the Disknee World finally in their engine wash, the crew of the Van hopes to get back to normal—as much as they ever can. But with Lashes’ transformation by the Fairly Goodmothers into the ancient vampire Jujubilee, they need to stop for blood. And fast. As if that weren’t enough, a certain artifact has been left on the ship, forgotten when the crew made their hasty departure from Neverevereverland Station. An artifact that will change one of the crew forever. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 The Evil Neon Octopus Overlord Vlog 
 
    by L.A. Johnson 
 
    Ex-Neon Octopus Overlord will share her evil tricks of the trade… for a price. 
 
    Soda, now an ex-Neon Octopus Overlord, finds herself spending the holidays hiding on a spaceship with her former enemies in an uneasy truce. 
 
    To raise the cash needed to get her Overlord job back, she decides to start a vlog to instruct all of the future evil overlords in the tricks of the trade. For a price. 
 
    When she accidently reveals the ship’s true location, her surly ship mates are forced to deal with bounty hunters, space ghosts, and an unexpected vlog guest star.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 1 
 
    Soda, former Ruler of Galaxies and until recently, the Neon Octopus Overlord, looked around the spaceship that she now called home. Ugh. She shook her head in disgust and tapped a tentacle on the console.  
 
    The ship was nice she supposed, maybe even elegant. Rock star elegant, seeing as it was owned by Fleek, the founder of the band Chemical Zombies. It just wasn’t the kind of accommodations she was used to. She was also not used to being nearly broke. The stupid Galactic Oversight Board had frozen all of her accounts when they threw her out of office.  
 
    To get back in power she was going to need lots of money, and desperate times call for desperate measures. Up until very recently, pimping herself out on a vlog was unthinkable. Not anymore. 
 
    She looked down at the watch on her tentacle. Almost time. She glanced around to confirm that she had the entire bridge area gloriously to herself.  Check.  
 
    She tapped the go button and saw a video blast of all the faces who had signed up for her vlog.  
 
    “Hello and welcome to The Evil Octopus Overlord Guide for Newbies, Episode One: Pathways to Power. Okay, first a little bit about me. You must all know by now that until very recently I was the Overlord of this particular backwater galaxy. And it had never been run better by the way, until I was deposed by that idiot Preying Mantis ex-intern with too much time on his hands. Help me spread the word here, that guy is an illegal species and therefore ineligible for the position. And I assure you, I will be Overlord again soon. But, since I find myself with a little bit of downtime right now, I figured why not help a few wannabe future overlords out?” 
 
    Bling. She looked down at the console to see that the bling noise was apparently a notification sound that a question had been entered for her. Oh, that’s a pleasant noise. 
 
    Bling. When does this vlog get useful? 
 
    The question was from the username froggy42. Soda tried very hard to roll her eyes, but it simply wasn’t possible with her anatomy.  “Hang in there, froggy.” 
 
    “What are you up to?” a voice behind her asked.  
 
    Soda whirled around.  
 
    It was Ari. Soda sighed. The other idiots on this ship were bound to find out eventually anyway. “Vlog people, this is Ari. The galaxy’s resident know-it-all.”  
 
    Ari waved. 
 
    Ari read the title at the top of the screen out loud. “The Evil Octopus Overlord Guide for Newbies. That’s not very catchy. You have to be catchy with these things to make any money.” 
 
    “Read it and weep, Staar-girl,” Soda replied.  “87,312 entries at 550 Galactic Credits a pop. Oh, and that reminds me. Listen up, people, achieving the highest rank of power in your world through non-legal and nefarious means is far more challenging than it looks. I’ve been there and done that, and I have some invaluable advice to help you on your way. The important word in that sentence being invaluable, so consider this your notice that the price on this vlog will be subject to change from week to week going forward.” 
 
     “Wow,” Ari said, obviously doing the math in her head. “I should start one of these.” 
 
    “Don’t bother, Ari, nobody wants another smart person vlog, even if it’s by someone with a very cool face tattoo. Am I right?” 
 
    Bling. Bling. Bling. Soda looked down at the questions. “Hey Ari, they don’t want you to vlog, but they do want to know more about your face tattoo.” 
 
    “Pass,” Ari said. 
 
    “Fine. Look, Ari, I’m putting a poll on the screen asking them whether they do or don’t want more vlogs from really annoying, insufferable know it-alls.” She glanced down at the data. “You probably don’t want to look at these results. I have to admit that, this vlog thing is more fun than I thought it would be.” 
 
    Ari could and did roll her eyes.  
 
    Soda could see them reflected in the screen before she walked away. “Bye, Ari.” 
 
    She turned back to address her viewers when somebody else popped up behind her. The figure was brandishing a short, curved sword and pointing it at her. She slapped it away with a tentacle. “Put it away, Kirian. I’m busy.” 
 
    Bling. Bling. Bling. Is that Kirian, Destroyer of planets? 
 
    “Yes, yes, this is really Kirian, Destroyer of Planets,” Soda said. The sword swung back around toward her again. She continued to swat it away. 
 
    Bling. Bling. Bling. Bling. The questions were coming in and scrolling down faster than she could read them, but they were all about Kirian, so it didn’t matter. 
 
    “Kirian really is more annoying to live with than you’d think,” she told her rapt audience, “and apparently she can’t think without that stupid sword in her hand.”  
 
    “Aren’t you wanted all over the galaxy?” Kirian asked. 
 
    “So? Don’t you have someone to punch? I’m kind of in the middle of something here.” 
 
    “If you can see them, then they can see you.” 
 
    “Yes, Kirian, that’s the whole point. Duh.” 
 
    “And in an ironic twist of fate, because it’s exactly what you did to me and Ari, the Council has sent a gazillion bounty hunters after you.” 
 
    “So? Try to stay on topic, Kirian, we’re talking Overlord stuff here.” 
 
    “So now that you’ve made our location visible to the world, the bounty hunters can find you. Us.” 
 
    “Eh, I pushed this button over here,” she pointed to a yellow button on the console, “I’m pretty sure that scrambles our location. Happy? Besides, the vlog’s only for an hour. And if we do get invaded, then at least you’ll have something to do other than distract my viewers.” 
 
    Bling. Why do we need your vlog when there are other, more powerful overlords like Krull? 
 
    “Good question. Are you a sixty-foot, indestructible, hairy ape creature?” 
 
    Bling. No. 
 
    “Didn’t think so. If you were, then you wouldn’t need my vlog, would you?” 
 
    “Are you sure it’s a good idea to encourage more people to become evil overlords?” Kirian asked. 
 
    “Don’t you have enemies to best in combat?” Soda shot back. 
 
    Kirian looked around and shook her head. “Not at the moment.” 
 
    “Pity. Anyway, let’s keep going, people. The number one thing you have to do once you make the decision to become an evil overlord, is to really commit to it. I’ve been in your shoes, just starting out. Be careful who you tell. You’d be surprised how catty people can be if you shoot for the stars. They told me to lower my expectations. They tried to tell me I was just one person among trillions and that I’d never make a difference. Did I believe them? No. And now I’ve been the Ruler of Galaxies,” she pounded a tentacle on the console to make her point, “and now I’m wanted in multiple dimensions. I made a difference in my world. It happened to me and it can happen to you, you just have to believe in yourself.” 
 
    She caught Ari rolling her eyes in the background again. “Even Ray is better than this,” she said. 
 
    “No, he’s not,” Soda countered. 
 
    Bling. Who’s Ray? 
 
    “Nobody,” Soda answered. “Certainly not any Oracles running around the galaxy. Anyway, moving on, I’d say the next step in your journey toward conquest is to choose your galaxy wisely. I cannot overstate this point. Vet, vet, vet. Otherwise you end up in a middle of a nowhere galaxy overrun with a bunch of hidden species in disguise popping up all over to thwart you, or even worse, goody two shoes out to save the galaxy.” 
 
    Bling. Really?  
 
    “Oh yes,” Soda answered. “Really. Oh, I have to go and save the galaxy,” she falsettoed. “For no good reason at all, mind you. Wannabe superheroes are the worst. Believe me, I know.” She turned around to glare at Ari and Kirian, and then continued. 
 
    “What you want to do is avoid galaxies that have excessive competition or boring, clichéd heroes. Trust me on this one, I know what I’m talking about.” 
 
    Bling. So with you here and you already complaining about competition, is this galaxy pretty much out of the question for us? 
 
    “That’s a good point. Not out of the question, necessarily, but it may push your timeline back a little. And that’s not a bad thing as it leads me to my second point. Preparation. You’re going to need a long-term plan with a bunch of short term goals.” 
 
    Kirian butted in, “Fleek said that the yellow button doesn’t scramble our location. It only slightly boosts your signal.” 
 
    “Tomato, tomato,” Soda responded. “Excuse me,” Soda said to her audience, “just attending to a small matter here.” 
 
    An alarm sounded on the console. 
 
    “On screen,” Kirian said, and the myriad faces disappeared to reveal several ships approaching. 
 
    “Any chance that these incoming ships are my fans coming in for a closer look?” Soda asked and waited, but there were no additional blings. Drat.  
 
    “Vlog on screen.” She changed it back to what was important, her vlog. It was live, after all. 
 
    “Incoming,” a voice said behind her. It was a sultry male voice. Drexyl. My favorite. 
 
    “I told you it was a monumentally bad idea to let her stay on the ship,” Drexyl said, “I know I’m the new guy and all, but doesn’t anybody ever listen to me?” 
 
    “It’s okay, pet,” Soda told him, “I know you’re still mad, but we’ll get past this.” 
 
    “Stop calling me that,” he said.  
 
    Through the glare on the screen, Soda saw enemies materialize in the large room behind her. She heard the fighting sounds of steel on steel.  
 
    “Careful, dear,” she said to Drexyl then turned back to her vlog.  “Now where was I with you people?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 2 
 
    Ari dodged swordfights around the bridge area of the ship trying to make it to Fleek’s room. She knocked on the door. One never knew what Fleek was doing in there with his fractals, and she had learned the hard way to never barge in. But this was an emergency, so she gave it a second and then entered. 
 
    “Hey, Fleek. We’re under attack again. Soda’s in the middle of a vlog and while it’s live people can see our location.” 
 
    Fleek groaned. “What do you want me to do about it?” 
 
    “Take your pick. Weapon or computer. You can either fight the intruders or hack into the ship and try to manually scramble our location.” 
 
    “That sounds like a lot of work,” he was lounging on the bed with his tablet, “I’m currently busy responding to fan mail. Rock star stuff, you wouldn’t understand.” His flame orange Mohawk flopped from side to side the way it does when he’s being stubborn. Ari could tell most of his moods by his hair. Rock stars. 
 
    “No, I wouldn’t.” Ari was somehow surrounded by those with money, power, and fame which had somehow carefully avoided her when they were passing themselves out. Ray was a fabulously wealthy and famous oracle. Fleek, already rich and connected, had become and Intergalactic Rock Star recently. And Kirian was mythologically famous due to her fighting prowess and her own efforts to self-brand on the dark web. And then there was Soda, who’s wealth took a hit when her accounts were frozen after being deposed from the Overlord position, but she was still powerful and sassy and kept vowing to get her position back. Ari didn’t doubt her for a second, but she’d never admit it.  
 
    Drexyl, Soda’s former prisoner, was gorgeous and a prolific gambler who was already amassing wealth Ari had never seen before. So even though she was one of the smartest beings in the galaxy and had saved the galaxy and Soda and Kirian plenty of times, she had nada. No wealth or fame or power for her. And she wasn’t bitter about it at all. 
 
    “It has to be now, Fleek! Unless of course, you’d like to be dead. Hard to respond to fan mail when you’re dead. Am I right, girls?” Ari yelled loud enough to let the girls communicating with him hear.  
 
    There was a new notification noise. “Send out the police. And the army. Save Fleek!”  
 
    Ari rolled her eyes and then the impact hit her. Oh no. The authorities. If these girls call the cops, then we are in way bigger trouble. 
 
    “Oh, no, girls. Kidding. Fleek’s not in any danger,” Ari said, getting close to his tablet so they could hear. “Please don’t call the police, no matter what you do. We don’t want you calling any authorities, do we Fleek?” 
 
    “Hey, no cops, girls. Be cool, okay? I got this.” He turned off the tablet and frowned at her. “Who, or what, exactly, has boarded us?” 
 
    Ari shrugged. “Looked like garden variety bounty hunters to me. The only thing we know for sure so far is that they are not Soda’s vlog fans.” 
 
    “Fine,” he said and grabbed a weapon. 
 
    “You’re not going to scramble our location?” 
 
    “Of course I am, but you said there were bounty hunters already on board. So, it’ll have to be both weapon and hacking, not one or the other. You should grab something too. Not the Stingr, you’re junk with that thing. You’d probably cut one of our arms off.” 
 
    “I swing it around having fun with it one time and nobody ever forgets.” She picked out a small laser pistol. They weren’t powerful or sexy, but they were compact and reliable. Like me. 
 
    They exited the room together and headed back toward the bridge area of the ship where everything was happening. Ari could see that Kirian was happily fighting and Drexyl was keeping pace just fine so far. Soda was droning on and on. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    “Make sure you kill your enemies quickly,” Soda said, eying Ari’s approach back into the room. “If you let them hang around there will be no end to the amount of trouble they could cause you.” 
 
    Bling. None of your information so far has addressed the question of how to get started. 
 
    Soda heard the notification and turned back to what she was doing. “Fine, looks like we have a question. How to get started.  I would add some visualization to the segment on advanced planning that I covered. You have to break it down into small, achievable steps. Make your own bridge to get there.” 
 
    Bling. What were some of your very first steps in coming to power in this galaxy? 
 
    I applied for the job, marched right in there, and then used my considerable power to convince them that I was the only option, lying my tentacles off the entire time. And they never had a chance because they are a group of absolute idiots. I can’t tell them that, though. 
 
    “Okay, one of my first steps. Well, one of the ways I always start in this sort of undertaking is to scan the top job openings. Look around, do your research. Find out what’s out there for the taking before you blaze your own path. For instance, I found the open Overlord position for this galaxy one day at a coffee shop on Ankora on my way out of a dreadful system of planets a long way from here. See? Something as typical and boring as a help wanted ad could be a new beginning. I thought to myself, huh, I wonder what it’s like over in the unfashionable part of the universe that nobody cares about. So, you guys, if you’re local, have the first step half done. You go to the outer edges, the dregs of the universe. You never start with the big-time, those people will chew you up and spit you out.”  
 
    Bling. We are supposed to be evil and take over the galaxy, right? Not just worm our way to the top. Applying for an open job seems to violate the spirit of the thing. 
 
    “I see what you’re getting at here,” Soda said. “One thing you have to understand about those in power in any given galaxy is this: it’s mostly the idiots that rise to the top. The weakest minded, morally bankrupt, and easiest to corrupt are there. It’s easy pickings. I never said that I won the Overlord fair and square, I simply said that I did, in fact, apply.” 
 
    Bling. What’s one of the next steps in your pathway to power? 
 
    “Oh, I fully plan on jumping right back into politics.” 
 
    “Great idea,” Drexyl jumped in, “hey, if she wants to jump back into politics, let’s just drop her off at the capital. Today.” 
 
    “Not yet, Drexyl, these things require planning, haven’t you been listening to everything I’ve been saying in the vlog?” 
 
    “No. I’ve been kind of busy fighting bounty hunters. I caught pieces here and there, though,” he said, out of breath. 
 
    Ari, apparently lurking nearby and eavesdropping, jumped back into the conversation. “Wait. You were kicked out.  Deposed. You can’t just walk back in and apply again like nothing ever happened.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    That shut Ari up, but only for a second. “Oh, you know,” she answered, “the whole planetary destruction thing, secret spy armies, illegal weapons systems. All of that.” 
 
    Soda continued,  “Did I have scandals? Sure. Every politician does, but I’ll just run on my record.” 
 
    Everybody stopped fighting, including the bounty hunters, to look at her. 
 
    She turned around and waved three tentacles at them dismissively. “What are you people looking at anyway? Back to your fighting.” She waited a second for them to resume before continuing.  
 
    “Now, where was I? Oh yeah, say what you want, but when I was the Overlord, things hummed along quite nicely. I was the only female Overlord ever, too.  And this new guy? Well he’s royally screwing up the place. I mean, name another candidate who has my kind of experience?” 
 
    “You have got to be kidding me,” Ari said. Then paused before continuing, “The sad thing is, she’s probably right. This is why I hate politics. You do realize that Fleek and I have to leave soon. To do that thing. At Ray’s. The Holiday Special.” 
 
    Fleek crossed behind Soda and was briefly on the screen. “Let me just try to get this locator thing re-scrambled first,” he said. 
 
    Bling. Bling. Bling. Bling. Soda scanned the messages, but they were all variations on the same thing. “Yes, that’s Fleek, the singer from Chemical Zombies. Let’s try to focus, people.” 
 
    Fleek took the opportunity to pose in front of the screen and give his rock star smile, his red Mohawk on full display. “Hi, guys!” 
 
    Bling. Bling. Bling. Bling. Bling. 
 
    An idea popped into Soda’s head. “Stick with my advice and even when you’re not running entire galaxies you can travel around with rock stars, and” she looked around, “mythologically famous warriors—” 
 
    “Thanks,” Kirian said. 
 
    Ari gave her a look. 
 
    “And really good gamblers like Drexyl here.” 
 
    “I am really good at that,” Drexyl said. “And look at my hair, even in the middle of battle, it’s perfect.” 
 
    “And?” Ari asked. 
 
    “And really smart annoying people too. If you’re really unlucky. There, are you happy?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 3 
 
    There was a loud bang on the top of the ship. 
 
    “What was that?” Ari asked. 
 
    “Oh, I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” Drexyl said.  
 
    “We already have bounty hunters on board trying to kill us. Just now you’re getting a bad feeling?” Ari asked. 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, he’s good at that too,” Soda said, “nearly has a sixth sense, that one. It could be anything, I mean I haven’t been this far out into the middle of space in eons. Just short trips for me, some teleporting—” 
 
    Bling. Bling. Bling. 
 
    “Oh yes, fine,” Soda said, “back to the vlog. Although aren’t you even the slightest bit interested in what’s out there, attacking us in the middle of the worst part of deep space? I mean it could be giant space spiders, or artificially intelligent apocalypse insects, or space harpies or—” 
 
     “Hordes of artificially intelligent apocalypse insects in space are a thing?” Ari asked. “Thanks for the nightmares.” 
 
    Bling. Bling. Bling. Bling. 
 
    They were all angry and all wanted her to get on with her overlord advice. Except for one. 
 
    Bling. Is it true that your true form is a giant space Kracken? 
 
    “Hey,” Soda shouted, “that last one is a vicious lie.” It wasn’t, but it would probably come across as cheating even more, so she decided not to admit it. “That is, unless you’d pay more to hear ex-overlord advice from a giant Kracken? Starting a poll.” She tapped in the poll and hit enter just as another loud bang rocked the ship, this time on the other side. Even the bounty hunters were looking nervous now.  
 
    Bang. Bang. Bang.  
 
    Bling. Bling. Bling. 
 
    Soda could see bounty hunters, obviously startled by whatever was attacking the ship, disappearing back to their ships in the peripheral of the screen.   
 
    “Okay, fine, where was I. Oh yeah, vet the galaxy carefully, make a plan, visualize. What’s next? Oh yeah, special talents. You probably have something that makes you different, unique, fun, and hopefully dangerous. Otherwise you’d be just another drone in the cog of everyday normal society, which is what I saved Ari from. You’re welcome.” 
 
    “You didn’t save me from anything, you sent Kirian to kill me!” Ari objected. 
 
    “But she didn’t, did she?” 
 
    “Then you tried to kill me too,” Kirian said. 
 
    “And you two returned the favor. Fine. I’m sorry I mentioned it. So special skills and talents.  For instance, I’m immortal.” 
 
    “You’re only mostly immortal, and even that’s because of some weird magic spell,” Drexyl said. 
 
    “Shut up you, that’s privileged information,” she turned to yell at Drexyl and then back to her screen. “But on that subject if you find that you don’t have a special talent or skill, then there are ways to even that advantage out. There’s magic, money, and technology just for starters. There are any number of ways if you put your mind to it to gain an advantage. Remember, you will need to best all of your peers to illegally gain power, but make no mistake you will need an edge, sometimes more than one, and it’s better to be safe than sorry. This is all in the planning phase. In fact, take a minute right now and look around you at the faces and avatars of the other people in this vlog. Those people are your opponents. Visualize yourself kicking their—” 
 
    Bling. What’s the next phase after the planning phase? 
 
    Soda glanced over at the clock on the wall. Only ten minutes in? This was going to be more boring and take longer than she had thought. Bang. Bang. Crash. It sounded like whatever was outside of the ship had finally made its way in. 
 
    Soda turned away from the console in time to see the last of the bounty hunters disappear. Ari screamed. What had breached the ship appeared to be, in fact, ghosts. 
 
    “I don’t believe in ghosts!” Ari yelled. “This doesn’t make any sense! Whatever broke in was banging on the ship! Ghosts aren’t real. Or at least they aren’t material, so they can’t bang on anything!” 
 
    Soda heard Drexyl scream. She turned to see that a couple of the wraiths had pounced on him. He wriggled away, kicking his way free, but not before they bit him.  
 
    “Why do they have teeth?” Ari yelled. “Again, for the record, I’m trying very hard not to believe in ghosts.” 
 
    “I don’t care what you believe in, Ari,” Drexyl said. “these things look real enough to me. And believe me, their teeth are real.” 
 
    “Can you people shut up?” Soda asked. 
 
    Bling. Bling. Bling. Bling. Bling. 
 
    “Not you guys,” Soda said. “I was talking to them. Calm down, people,” Soda said. “Everything’s just fine.” 
 
    Ari screamed again. 
 
    “Except Ari,” Soda said, “she’s apparently having trouble processing reality.” 
 
    “You’re so smart,” Ari yelled, “you tell us what to do!” 
 
    Drexyl and Fleek joined Ari hiding in the galley. Kirian swung her Stingr light sword wildly at the wraiths, who seemed to dodge at the sword instead of away from it. The sword cut right through the middle of them without causing any damage at all. Kirian was backing up nearly to Soda now. 
 
    “Kirian, take it toward the galley, would you?” 
 
    “No!” Ari said. “Don’t take it toward the galley. Hey Fleek, can you warp us out of here?” 
 
    “Too late. They’re inside, they’d just warp with us.” 
 
    “Only the ones inside, right?” 
 
    “Nope. Any of them in the vicinity. They have a different spatial connection to things than you or I.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” Ari screamed to Fleek. 
 
    “Don’t you ever read?” Fleek shot back. 
 
    “Whatever, fractal boy. What do we do now?” 
 
    Bling. Bling. Bling. Bling. Soda turned back around to the vlog people, she wouldn’t miss anything looking at the screen anyway the way everybody was shouting. “Keep it down over there, you guys,” she yelled, knowing full well they wouldn’t. 
 
    Bling. Death by Space Ghosts seems like a good title for a movie. 
 
    Bling. Already been done. There are six Death by Space Ghosts flicks, but only the first three are any good. 
 
    Bling. Bling. Bling. Back to overlord stuff. What’s the next phase after the planning phase? 
 
    Man, these people are needy, Soda thought. She peered at the username of the last question. It kept popping up over and over again. It was the neediest, most pushy, and seemingly serious attendee of them all. It was froggy42 again. What a surprise. 
 
    “Okay, we just received another on-topic question from froggy42, what is the next phase after the planning phase? I think that’s where we should continue.” 
 
    Bling. Suckup. 
 
    Bling. Loser. 
 
    Bling. What about the space ghosts? And the hot girl with the sword? 
 
    Bling. I want to see Fleek. Chemical Zombies Rule! 
 
    “Back on topic,” Soda said, “obviously after the planning phase and the visualization phase comes the implementation phase. You’ve made your plan, and now you make it happen.” 
 
    Nobody heard the end of her sentence, though, because that’s the moment that the ghosts floated into the galley, and more screams filled the room. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Now that Ari was getting a better look at these space ghosts, it was like she had stepped into a horror movie.  
 
    “Uh, guys?” Ari said. “Anybody know what to do now?” Please know, please know. The answer, as usual, was no as they all shook their heads and continued to back up. 
 
    Fleek and Drexyl’s reaction to the galley invasion was priceless. The terrified look on their faces was exactly the sign that Ari was looking for to know that she was totally screwed. As usual, she was the one who was going to have to come up with something. 
 
    “Then you guys are going to have to cover me while I look the whole thing up online and sift through whatever information I find.” She tried to take a picture of one that was way too close with her phone so that she could feed it into the computer. She snapped the shot. Yup, she thought, that’s it. Now how can we make all of you horrors go away? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Ari ran screaming to the computer console next to Soda on the bridge and tried to find out what in wormhole space to do next. 
 
    “Go away, I’m busy here,” Soda said as Ari threw herself into the chair next to her. 
 
    “Too bad, I’m trying to save our asses,” Ari said. “As usual. Any helpful advice on the life or death situation that’s going on all around you would be helpful. Anything? You mentioned these stupid ghosts, any ideas on how to get rid of them and/or survive?” 
 
    “Nope. Just heard of them is all. I’ve been around the universe a lot longer than you and I’ve also travelled across many more worlds—” 
 
    “Save me the worlds’ traveler routine. Just say no. For once in your life, just say, ‘No, Ari, I have no idea how to help, even though I’ve been alive for eons and been to dozens of different worlds. Because when push comes to shove, I really am quite useless in a pinch.’” 
 
    “Has anybody ever told you that you get really crabby in the midst of a crisis?” Soda asked. “And useless, like I was against that entire space fleet? Who saved our ass then?” 
 
    “Who killed Spika?” Ari retorted. 
 
    “Fleek.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it was my idea,” Ari said. “Stop distracting me.” She fed the picture and the relevant info into the computer, casting worried glances over her shoulder. The ghosts were mostly massing outside of the galley and hissing at Kirian’s Stingr light sword, which was apparently mesmerizing them. Weird. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 4 
 
    For a brief moment, Kirian missed fighting Soda’s holographic weapons. At least those had the decency to be full size and come in waves like a video game. These stupid ghosts actually liked her sword. They were taking all the fun out of fighting.  And her arm was getting tired. Most of the time, she could use her sword to cut down the enemies and they would stay down. They never hovered there glaring at her with glowing eyes and sharp, pointy teeth. She had been in deep space a very long time and had never come across any creatures like this. The more she swung, the closer in they got, with no sign of backing off. Kirian was fine now, but she would eventually wear down if there was no way to win. Winning was what she was used to. I’m Kirian, Destroyer of Planets. I can’t go down like this. “Ari, we’re not going to last long forever.”  
 
    She doubted that her curved, steel sword would have any more impact than the Stingr, which meant that she was very nearly out of ideas. She had already used a ray gun and a light sword. She took a swing at the closest purple spectre, hoping to connect. Of course, she knew on some level that it was never going to work, the opponent being a ghost and all, but she figured if they could bite and injure and draw blood then there had to be some way to injure them. 
 
    The right hook that should have connected swung right through the ghost and didn’t do any damage. What it did do was cause Kirian’s momentum to draw her out of the galley and into the open. 
 
    They pounced. A green wraith chomped down on her left forearm. “MOTHER—” 
 
    “Here!” Ari yelled to Kirian. She threw an object, luckily toward her right hand. Kirian caught it. It was a phone.  
 
    “Who exactly am I supposed to call, Ari?” Kirian asked sarcastically. 
 
    “Lay the phone on the ground and back away,” Ari said.  
 
    Kirian did what she asked. “Ok, but so many of your plans don’t make any sense at all to me,” Kirian added. 
 
    Much to her surprise, the ghosts pounced on the phone. Everybody watched to see what would happen next. Except for Ari, who was for some reason busy going through all of the drawers in the room. Kirian watched Ari to see what she was doing since the ghosts seemed distracted. 
 
    “Can you people keep it down a little, I’m trying to make some money here,” Soda yelled to all of them.  
 
    Ari was practically in Soda’s lap opening drawers. 
 
    “What in stars name are you looking for? Get out of my way,” Soda said. 
 
    Bling. Bling. Bling. Bling. 
 
    “Old electronics,” Ari said, “hopefully something with more charge left in it than that burner phone.” 
 
    “Hey, that was mine,” Drexyl objected. 
 
    “Look, if I’m right, the phone will be fine, just completely drained of charge. These things will attack us only if they can’t get their primary source of nutrition.” 
 
    “Electricity,” Kirian said, observing the ghosts hungrily sucking the essence out of the phone. “Ari, I think you’re right. And I think we’re going to need some more juice really soon. They still look hungry.” 
 
    “Your light sword,” Ari said. “They like it because it has a battery pack, it should distract them while I can find some more electronics. Come on, people, give them what you’ve got. Cell phones, communicators, tablets. Don’t worry, it won’t damage them, they’ll just feed off of them until they’re drained and move on.” 
 
    “Those things are nothing more than electricity parasites?” Soda asked. 
 
    Kirian continued to wave the Stingr at the hungry ghosts, backing her way into the galley. Several were now taking swipes at her with their gaping jaws. “Hey Ari, it would be great if you could hurry.” 
 
    “Drexyl, grab any electronic devices with a battery from the galley, toss them out.” 
 
    “It makes perfect sense,” Ari yelled, “which is why they aren’t attacking me or Soda, because we aren’t carrying cell phones or any other devices.” 
 
    “Why aren’t they attacking the console?” 
 
    “The console doesn’t run on battery. I think they could sense the console and all of the juice through the ship and that’s why they were banging, trying to get in. But they can’t feed on it so they got frustrated.” 
 
    Drexyl screamed. Kirian watched as he put his phone down and slid it out the door of the galley and into the middle of the room. Again, they all pounced. “Hey, Ari,” he asked, “how much juice do these things need in order to leave us alone? And what kind of life force just drifts around deep space waiting to pounce parasitically on people and drink their electronics?” 
 
    ”I don’t know. I’m looking it up now,” Ari said. 
 
    “Take your time,” Kirian said, “really, this is easy. And I’m barely bleeding at all.” 
 
    “We can switch places if you want,” Ari replied. 
 
    “No, no. You do you,” Kirian said.  
 
    “All of you shut up,” Soda yelled. 
 
    Ari ignored Soda, even though she was sitting right next to her.  
 
    “Wait, if my calculations are correct, I think it’s going to get better in a minute,” Ari said. 
 
    Everybody looked to see if there would be a change. There was. The ghosts finished feeding on Drexyl’s phone. They looked up. They rushed Kirian, knocked her down, and continued on into the galley. 
 
    Every ghost in the room swarmed back onto Drexyl. 
 
    “AAAIIIIIIAAAAIIIII,” Drexyl yelled, “not the face!” 
 
    He jumped up from his spot and ran out of the galley, probably in a bid to get them to latch onto somebody else. They picked Kirian again. Or more specifically, her Stingr light sword. 
 
    “NO!” Kirian yelled. “That’s my favorite one.” She reached a hand over to retrieve it from the midst of the feeding wraiths, but Ari stopped her. 
 
    “No. Kirian. Let them have it. The special internalized battery in that thing could feed a dozen of them for a month.” 
 
    “But it’s not rechargeable,” Kirian objected. 
 
    “You can buy a new one later.” 
 
    They watched in silence as the small horde sucked in the electricity from the weapon until it no longer glowed. Then they backed up. 
 
    “What happens now?” Kirian asked.  
 
    Already, they looked different though. Their eyes had far away expressions and their edges were fuzzy instead of sharp. Kirian wondered what it all meant. 
 
    “Hey, look at them,” Ari said. “That’s a good sign. Fuzzy edges mean they are full.” 
 
    The ghosts let go of the now dead Stingr light sword and drifted away, in all directions, until they had faded out of the ship entirely and out into space.  
 
    Kirian ran to the window. From the space ship, the ghosts now looked like different colored jellyfish drifting into deep space. They were actually quite beautiful. 
 
    “Let me get this straight,” Drexyl said. “They get to just come in here uninvited, suck our devices until they’re dead, and float off into space scot free?” 
 
    “What do you want to do?” Ari asked. “Go back and get them and bring them back so you can yell at them?” 
 
    “Fine,” he said, looking himself over. “I am going to need a few Band-Aids though.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
     “No way. I can’t believe that worked,” Soda said, looking at Ari. 
 
    “Aren’t you supposed to be making a bunch of money fleecing overlord wannabes?” Ari asked.  
 
    Then she turned to Fleek. “Fleek, how long until we can warp? That is, if it’s okay to warp now that they’re gone,” Ari asked. 
 
    “I don’t see why not,” answered Fleek, coming out of his corner hiding place in the galley. “I’m pretty sure the last of them are gone now.” Fleek joined Ari and Soda at the ship’s console. 
 
    “Hey, wait a minute,” Soda said, “won’t my vlog be interrupted if we warp?” 
 
    Another loud bang rocked the ship. Apparently, not all of the ghosts had gotten the meal. 
 
    “Sooner rather than later, Fleek!” Ari yelled. 
 
    Then Ari appeared in front of Soda’s face on the screen again. “Hello. We apologize for the interruption, but very soon there will be a very slight ten to fifteen second pause in the vlog. Then she’ll continue telling all of you overlord wannabes the tricks of the trade so that you can enslave us all, ok? Why don’t you guys go grab a cookie or something and she’ll be right back.” 
 
    Soda pushed Ari out of the way. Fleek put in some new coordinates, and they warped. They arrived in another position in space that could have been a carbon copy of the first one, only without the interstellar ghost swarm. 
 
    “The view hasn’t improved any.” Soda sniffed, attempting to reconnect her vlog. 
 
    “What did you expect? Vega?” Ari asked her, but did not expect an answer, she looked around out of different windows to make sure that everything was clear.  It was. 
 
    Soda reconnected her vlog and continued. 
 
    “Okay,” Ari announced, “you ready, Fleek? We have that Master Oracle Holiday Special Infomercial taping at Ray’s, remember?” 
 
    “Oh yeah. See you guys later,” Fleek said. 
 
    “Bye, guys,” Drexyl said. 
 
    “Have fun, you guys,” Kirian called out.  
 
    “I hate all of you,” Soda said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    “Okay,” Soda said. “At least that distraction is over. I’m back, people. No more space ghosts, and no more Fleek and Ari to distract us.” She turned to peek behind her. “Right. And only Kirian and Drexyl are left, and they look like they’re going to lick their wounds or whatever. Where was I again?” 
 
    Bling. The next stage after the planning stage. 
 
    Nerd, Soda thought. 
 
    “Oh yeah, now we’re implementing. Very fun. I’ve got to say, few things in life are more fun than putting a good plan into action. I mean, the possibilities are endless.” 
 
    Over the screen, Soda could see another ship. She was pretty sure that it wasn’t there when they warped. That can’t be good. “Hey, Kirian? What’s the deal with that ship over there?’ 
 
    Drexyl and Kirian approached to look out the window.  
 
    “Uh-oh, Soda,” Drexyl said, “you’re not going to like this at all.” He tapped some instructions into the console in order to magnify the ship on the screen. “I told you it was risky to do that stupid vlog, looks like he found you.” 
 
    “Who?” she asked again, moving Drexyl out of her way and elevating herself higher so she could see. “Oh stars.” 
 
    “Mantix,” said Kirian, summing everything up. Indeed, there was a large Preying Mantis Head logo on the front of the ship. 
 
    “On screen,” Kirian said, as they were hailed. 
 
    “No!” Soda yelled, “Don’t hail. I’m in the middle of a vlog. In fact, here,” she said, tapping out instructions to add an additional screen so that they were both up at the same time. “Talk is cheap people, why not show you how it’s done? Right here, right now.  In case any of you are living under a rock, Mantix, or Floyd as he’s known to the people who hate him, is now the acting Overlord of the galaxy.”  
 
    Floyd’s boring face popped up onto the screen. 
 
    “See?” Soda asked her vlog people. “Ugly, boring, common. And the galaxy is seriously getting screwed up right now, all thanks to this guy.” She thought about it for a moment. “In fact, if anything, I guess that fact should give even you guys some hope.” 
 
     “Hello, Kirian and Drexyl,” Floyd said. 
 
    “Drop dead or drop zombie or whatever the expression is nowadays,” Kirian said. “Why don’t you come over yourself or are you afraid of me?” 
 
    Floyd leaned in to the screen. “Kirian, Destroyer of Planets! Why, you’re my very favorite minion. You must realize that you are one whispered word away from being under my power.” 
 
    “Man, I can’t wait for you to be dead,” Kirian said. “In fact, I might even help you if it would get me closer to him,” Kirian said to Soda. 
 
    “For the record,” Soda said to her vlog audience, shaking her head, “I don’t need Kirian’s help to do anything.” 
 
    Kirian scowled at her.  
 
    “Well, I’m afraid he’s right,” Soda continued, “you’re simply an Overlord minion warrior twice over now. And if you don’t like that fact, then I simply don’t know what to tell you.” 
 
    Bling. Bling. Bling. Bling. Bling. 
 
    Soda looked down. Her viewers were getting agitated. “Fine, she’s a really, really popular minion. Okay?”  
 
    “Who is it that you’re talking to?” Floyd asked Soda. 
 
    “None of your business,” Soda said, crossing tentacles over her chest. 
 
    “I’m kidding, I know all about your stupid vlog. Desperate for cash, are we?” 
 
    “You take that back, stupid intern.” 
 
    “Was. I was your intern. Now I’m swimming in cash and power. And do you know what the best part of it all is?” He was distracted for a moment by somebody off screen who was talking to him. “Oh yeah, boys,” he said to the other person, “you can go and kill her now, along with anybody else on that ship. What in stars name are you waiting for?” He turned back toward the screen and Soda, Drexyl, and Kirian. “Ok, now where was I?” 
 
    “You were droning on and on,” Soda said, “last I heard it was something about the best part,” Soda said, tapping a tentacle on the console table trying to perfect the most annoying thwomp sound ever. 
 
    Floyd brightened. “Oh yeah, the best part is that I didn’t even need your stupid job to take over the galaxy, I already had this galaxy right where I wanted it. She’s right about that, by the way, boys and girls, you make a plan and you follow it and you adapt and you move forward. And the special skills part is essential. It’s basic common sense, though, really. And how much are you people paying for this?” 
 
    “Shut up, Floyd,” Soda said.  
 
    Soda whirled at the sound behind her, it was a dozen armed men materializing.  “Not again. Is this all you got, Floyd? I ought to go over on that ship and take you out myself.” 
 
    He raised a ratty eyebrow at her. “Like you did last time? Before your lair burned down? You didn’t win that fight. Besides, I’m not on that ship, I’m just giving the orders. See, people? I am in charge. I am what real leadership looks like.” 
 
    “Well, I’m sorry to be the one to tell you, leadership, but you have spinach in your teeth.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 5 
 
    “Fleek, Ari, welcome! Two of my favorite people.”  
 
    Ray crossed the room and came at Ari with a hug. She had to admit, he was nice enough in his own way despite the flowing, opulent, silk robes and the untold wealth and fame.  His new stage, if anything, was even more expensive and gaudy than the last one. The one that Ari and Soda had played a hand in destroying not long ago. The new throne was mahogany with a silk overlay, and the carpet was twice as long and luxurious. Ari, as usual, had to fight the instinct to take off her shoes and go barefoot. 
 
    “I’m still really sorry about what happened to your old place,” Ari began. 
 
    “Water under the bridge, my dear. Are you ready for my Holiday Infomercial Spectacular?”  
 
    “That’s why we’re here,” Ari said. The big difference, though, was Fleek was here as a celebrity testimonial to the Master Oracle’s future telling and advising powers. Which were available twenty-four seven with cash, check, or charge. Ari assumed she was simply here as the hired help. Incredibly well paid hired help, thank goodness. And since it had been months since Ari had a job and therefore an actual paycheck, this job and its money was very welcome indeed. Besides, show biz, even infomercials, was pretty exciting. 
 
    “These holiday specials are always off the charts as far as revenue,” Ray continued. “After all, the Holidays is when people start looking back, reflecting, and thinking about the future. Then they realize that they need a little bit of a boost. Oh, where are my manners.” He clapped his hands and servants appeared with food and drinks. Ari helped herself to an appetizer and a drink.  
 
    She took a sip. Something was missing. There were cameramen everywhere, and television crew members setting things up. It took her a minute to figure out what was wrong. “Hey, Ray, where’s your troll?” 
 
    Ray pointed to a giant door just off of stage left. “He hides in there during taping. As you, know, he can be excitable and disruptive.” 
 
    “So, he’s really more of a pet than a bodyguard, eh? I truly apologize for putting him in danger when we were trying to keep the entire Galaxy from being destroyed. It’s not my fault that you described him as a bodyguard. Besides, when you’re not worried about collateral damage, then he really is very helpful. If you point him in the right direction.” 
 
    “Fine,” he answered, “you’re right. Found him on the side of the road, intergalactically speaking. He was orphaned off of Vigron Six and I found him as a tiny kid. He was so cute, then. Couldn’t just leave him there, and I’ve had him ever since. And he’s a decent bodyguard because he scares that stars out of everybody he meets.  You should probably pop in and say hi. He likes you a lot.” 
 
    Ari decided to say hi as Ray had suggested. After all, it couldn’t hurt to be on the good side of a troll, especially since she had thrown him into danger not so long ago. For the sake of bygones and all. Fleek took a step also, probably intending to join her. 
 
    “Not you,” Ray said. “He hates you.” 
 
    Ari made her way over to the giant door. She waited a moment, and then went in slowly. The giant room was cheerfully decorated with a bed, colorful accent lamps, and a giant screen television. Video game consoles, cords, and controllers were everywhere.  
 
    From what Ari could see, he was in the middle of a level. His character on the screen was jumping around on giant clouds and shooting green aliens. He paused the game when he saw Ari come in.  
 
    “Hi, big guy. Um, I’m here helping with the Holiday Special and just wanted to stop by. Are you doing okay?” 
 
    He pointed to his left leg where there was a bandage, a battle wound.  
 
    “We’re lucky you were there. You saved us all you know,” Ari said. He brightened. “So, I just wanted to say thanks and no hard feelings, ok?” 
 
    He nodded and went back to his game. Ari let herself out. 
 
    She was back in the lair turned giant television studio. She snagged another drink off of a roaming waiter, who pointed out that he was very into chicks with tattoos on their faces.  
 
    “Good to know,” she said and headed back toward Ray. 
 
    “Oh good,” he said, “you’re back. Where’s Fleek?” 
 
    “No idea. I was saying Hi to your troll. Is his leg okay?” 
 
    “Oh, he’s tough, barely a Band-Aid. Nearly healed now.” 
 
    “Not to pry, but is he really the only security you have?” 
 
    Ray led her to the stage proper for the walkthrough. “Frankly, I never even needed any security until you guys showed up here unexpectedly, ironically scaring the crap out of my troll. Like I said, I allow very, very few visitors. So you should consider yourself lucky. And special.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she said, frowning. “And I do. For the record, consider myself both lucky and special. But it’s almost time and I was really wondering what exactly my role here is tonight?”  
 
    “It’s a surprise.” 
 
    “My own paid job here tonight is a surprise?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I hate surprises,” Ari said. 
 
    “I know,” he shot back with a smirk, “I’m an Oracle.” 
 
    He just stood there smirking at her. Daring her to bite on that one, but she fought the urge. She hated to admit it, but like everybody else this time of the year, what she really wanted was some direction in her life, and she was just desperate enough to ask him.  Maybe. She took a deep breath and swallowed her pride. Or maybe she was simply getting into the Holiday spirit of things. Yeah, that’s it, she told herself. 
 
     “Hey, Ray,” she said and chuckled, hey Ray, lol. That made her stop and think about how many of those drinks she had grabbed since she arrived. She lost count at four, but by the time she really thought about it she had lost count and had to start over.  “Um, Ray, do you think after the show you could, um, you know, maybe—”  She swallowed and fidgeted, but just couldn’t bring herself to say it. 
 
    “Give you your own roll of the dice?” he volunteered, an eyebrow arched at her. “Why, Ari, I thought you’d never ask.” He smirked again, and it was getting annoying. “Oh, I think, even in addition to the large sum of money that I’m paying you to be a part of tonight’s festivities, you’ll find tonight both exciting and enlightening.” 
 
    “I doubt it,” she blurted out, able to breathe again. Followed shortly by. “Sorry, Ray, force of habit.” 
 
    “No problem, I get that all the time. I have to admit, winning you over has been a longer process than I thought, but a rewarding one just the same.” 
 
    “Listen, Ray. You are, other than Fleek, and Kirian, and maybe perhaps Soda the most confident person I’ve ever met. Does anything ever shake you?” Ari reflected again on all of the rich, powerful, and famous people in her life and the unfairness of it all.  
 
    “No,” he replied with a wink, “nothing ever does.” 
 
    Then he whirled toward his throne. “Okay, everybody. Places. Dirk? Where’s Dirk?” 
 
    A tall, thin, beatnik guy appeared, nearly out of thin air.  
 
    “Hey, there you are. Dirk, Ari. Ari, Dirk. Dirk is my new stage director. He comes highly recommended. I assure you. Met him this morning. Super happy already. Okay, I think we’re ready to go. Dirk, can you find Fleek for me?” 
 
    Ari took brief moment to scan the room looking for Fleek. When she looked back, Dirk was gone. “Hey, how’d he do that?” 
 
    “Oh, he’s part ghost.” 
 
    “Part what?” Ari asked. She remembered the ghosts from Fleek’s ship and wondered if they were really ghosts in the first place. All of the day’s events were getting fuzzier in her mind the more of those drinks she had.  “Is that what he told you? Because that’s not a thing, Ray. How do you biologically become part ghost?”  
 
    She was talking to herself at this point, so she kind of trailed off, which was a real shame because she was just getting started. 
 
    Ray was off to perform his hosting duty. Ari felt a surge of adrenaline. She had never been involved in a live television show before, not even an infomercial, although reminding herself of that last part helped her calm down about the whole thing. That and another drink. 
 
    Dirk shushed everybody, and started a countdown. “Places everybody, we are live in five, four, three, two, one.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    “Welcome, friends, esteemed clients, and the new and curious. This is the Master Oracle Holiday Infomercial Spectacular! I don’t think that I have to tell you how excited we all are here, and I assure you this year’s show will be one that you won’t soon forget.”  
 
    He was all flowing robes and platinum smile as he moved from the middle of the room to his throne and sat down.  
 
    “As most of you already know, I am a certified Oracle in dozens of fabulous galaxies, and now here I am, local and offering my expansive talents to you. Do you need some direction in your life? Facing a murky future? Stuck in a rut? If you answered yes to any of those questions, then I am the answer you’ve been waiting for, but don’t take my word for it. Let’s hear it for my special guest and client, the Intergalactically famous, lead singer and founder of Chemical Zombies, Fleek!” 
 
    Ari felt like the artificial cheer track may have been a little over the top until she looked around and realized that all of the walls had become a mosaic of live, cheering fans. Clever, that. Even Ari could feel the excitement as Fleek walked over to the chair next to Ray and sat down. Dirk must have found him. 
 
    Fleek had to hold out his hands to the crowd assembled electronically around him to get them to quiet down.  
 
    “Okay, okay everybody. Thank you so much for the warm welcome. Yes, as you know, I am Fleek from Chemical Zombies. Believe it or not, less than a year ago, I was just a nobody travelling around on a luxurious spaceship with one of the hottest warriors in the known galaxy, Kirian, Destroyer of Planets.” He stood up when he said that last part and shouted her name, drawing a huge response from the crowd. He hammed it up for a moment, shared a smile with Ray and then sat down and continued. 
 
    “Okay, people, settle down a little,” Ray said. 
 
    Ari noted that Fleek was an absolute natural on stage and on camera. She could have noted that was probably due to being a rock star, but she knew him before then and was quite certain that he had not changed, not even the slightest bit. Not in confidence, not in demeanor, and not in behavior. He had always acted like this, fame or no.  
 
    And she, in fact, still had no idea why she was here. She assumed that it would be some sort of assistant role. Like a magician’s assistant, where she simply pushed the button on the dice machine like an interstellar Vanna White. Now that she looked around, she wasn’t so sure. She probably should have pressed the issue, but the money had been so good, to be honest, she really didn’t even care.  
 
     “I’m going to be honest with you people for a moment,” Fleek continued. “Sure, my life didn’t exactly suck at the time, but I knew there was something missing. I just knew, somewhere deep inside, that I was destined for greatness.” 
 
    Luckily Ari was off-camera, because she rolled her eyes.  
 
    Fleek continued, “I knew that I had something inside waiting to be unlocked, or unleashed, depending on how you look at it,” he finished and looked at Ray. 
 
    “Now that’s a great point,” Ray said, knees crossed and looking slightly down on Fleek. It was, after all, his show. “There are times where you do believe in yourself, and you know you have lots of things going for you, and you need just that little bit of extra information, that additional context in order to get to that next level. Am I right?” 
 
    Ari wondered how long he had to work on the script to get that many buzzwords in a row. 
 
    “Exactly.” Fleek nodded. 
 
    “So, I’ve been your Oracle, what, eight months now?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Fleek said, with a shake of his green Mohawk, “that sounds right.” 
 
    “And in that time, well in the last six months really, a lot of things have happened in your life. First of all, there was that concert on Regulus.” 
 
    “Yes, that was our big debut.” Screaming and cheers again filled the room. Fleek stood up. “That concert was the biggest, unsanctioned, kick-ass, pirate rock and roll event in the history of the galaxy!” 
 
    It took at least five minutes for the crowd to die down as Ray and Fleek smiled and soaked it all in. Fleek sat back down.  
 
    “Talk us through that,” Ray said. 
 
    “Well, I remember I was in contact with you throughout that time and you said something big was coming. And I remember asking you if this was the big break I had been looking for, and I’ll never forget it because you looked right at me and said, ‘Sure. Why not.’  And that’s when I knew it would happen for me.” 
 
    Ohmygosh. Ari couldn’t believe he was taking credit for that. She had been there when it happened. Fleek asked him, he wasn’t even paying attention, and had just shrugged. And now he gets credit for everything? You’ve got to be kidding me. 
 
    “Okay,” Ray said, “and you followed that up with, oh yeah, the live, on-air streaking through the Regal Casino in Vega in the middle of one of the greatest heists of all time. Let’s play that clip.” The clip of Fleek streaking through the casino played on the giant screen above them to more cheers. 
 
    Ari watched Fleek, her own cheeks pink, but he never flinched. It was like he was so confident or ignorant that he was incapable of being embarrassed.  
 
    “I keep forgetting about that. That was a very fun trip. I’ll have to make it back there one of these days.” 
 
    “And then there was the concert festival,” Ray continued, “that featured real space pirates and a guest appearance by the then sitting Neon Octopus Overlord herself.” 
 
    “Yes, that concert set Intergalactic ratings numbers that I doubt will ever be repeated. Or so they tell me.” 
 
    “So there you have it everybody, Fleek the magnificent. Rock Star, Streaker, Believer in himself, and best of all, my Client. Fleek believed in himself and listened to me and look where he is today. Who’s next? Will it be you?” He pointed randomly at the surround sound faces cheering him on. “What about you? Are you ready to take the next step? Say goodbye to Fleek, everybody. You’ve been a great guest. We’ll be back, live, right after these messages.” 
 
    Ari approached. “I gotta hand it to you Ray, selling commercials inside of an infomercial, well, that’s genius. Oh yeah, one question. Why am I here again?” 
 
    “Patience, Ari. Trust me, you won’t find it taxing in any way.”  
 
    She didn’t like the look in his eye one bit, but the only thing she could do about it was to grab the next drink on a passing catering tray and bide her time. The lights dimmed for a second and then came back up to full strength.  
 
    “And we’re back,” Ray cooed. “What a great guest, Fleek from Chemical Zombies. Am I right, everybody? So, what we did in that first segment was look at a guy who was super confident, believed in himself, and just needed that last little bit of confidence and guidance to get him over the hump. But what if you’re not supremely confident? What if you have doubts? What if you’re broke, aimless, and just being pulled along by life’s current. Is there hope for you as well?” 
 
    Ari swallowed and snarled. She knew exactly where this was going.  
 
    “Let’s welcome our next guest. Please put your hands together for Ari!” 
 
    Polite applause dotted the room from the stage hands. The wraparound adoring fans of Chemical Zombies were long gone. Ari made her way to the stage, wishing that her job had, in fact, been to simply hit the button on the fortune telling machine that she knew full well was simply a modified Halo Dice Game from a Vega Casino.  She sat in the chair formerly occupied by Fleek and took a deep breath.  
 
    “Hello, Master Oracle, thanks for having me.” 
 
    “Let’s talk about you, Ari,” Ray said, “less than a year ago you were what, a level eight bureaucrat?” 
 
    “Seven.” 
 
    “Okay, yes. But you’re not in that profession anymore, is that right?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right,” Ari said. 
 
    “Will you tell us what profession you are currently in?”  
 
    Ari froze. Was he really going to make her say it on air? Live? That she was currently unemployed and living on Fleek’s ship. That wasn’t fair at all, as she had spent the last, oh more than six months opposing the Octopus Overlord and saving the entire galaxy of Arcturis. “Hey,” said Ari, “I’ve spent the last six months as sort of a hero-for-hire type work.” 
 
    “And who hired you?” 
 
    “Okay, fine, hero-for-free.” 
 
    More polite applause. Ari could feel her cheeks get hot. She decided to start planning revenge in her head. She tried to estimate how many times she could kick him in the crotch during the next commercial break before the troll came out and pounded her. 
 
    “Listen, people, I brought Ari up here for a reason, okay? She has the same fatal flaw that many of you out there in the audience have right now, and that’s appearance versus reality. In appearance, she’s an unemployed bureaucrat. In truth, and I happen to know this for a fact, she is one of the galaxy’s most brilliant, intelligent citizens. She was hunted by the Neon Octopus Overlord for her intelligence, turned the tables, and helped bring the Overlord Octopus herself down.” There were ooohs and aaahs from the crowd. “That’s right, Ari here had a direct role in having Soda deposed. You were also there live, pulling off the greatest heist of all time in Vega, weren’t you?” More robust applause this time. “Do you guys remember that? Hey, I watched it live and I loved every minute of it. That was incredible.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Ari said.  
 
    “What I’m saying is that in reality, as opposed to appearance, you have a lot going for you. You’ve accomplished amazing things— most of which are still classified, and yet nobody’s paying you for all of this. No medals, no money, no fame.” He looked around. “You guys are looking at a true hero.” 
 
    Aint it the truth. “That’s correct,” Ari answered. 
 
    “So what do you think it will take to get you over the hump and into the next phase of your life?” 
 
    Ari thought about it and shook her head. “I really don’t know.” 
 
    Ray looked dramatically at the camera. “An honest answer from a true hero. And the best part is, it’s probably what the majority of you are thinking right now.  I’m sure that many of you at home can identify with her and are even rooting for her.”  
 
    He stood. “Let’s try a spin of the machine,” he said, waving his arm at the Halo Dice Game lovingly and reverently. “You know how this works, Ari, you’ve seen Fleek do it lots of times. You’ve seen Kirian have a turn as well. Everybody but you. You didn’t believe the machine then, do you now?” 
 
    Oh crap. He was right. Kirian had asked the machine a question. She was one hundred percent sure at the time that the machine was wrong. It wasn’t, though, against all odds it was right.  
 
    Ray watched her face and watched her come to her own realization. It’s like he was reading her mind and could feel her own hope for the machine. In that moment, she believed. And it was broadcast live all over the galaxy. She made a note to give Ray more credit, he was playing her like a fiddle and it was going to make him a fortune.  
 
    Ten minutes ago, she would have thought of a stupid, snarky question to show her disdain for the machine, but now she did, in fact, want a turn. She saw that it was right for Kirian. She watched Fleek become an intergalactic rock star. What she wanted more than anything else was to find her own place in the world. And money. 
 
    She approached the machine hopefully and ran potential questions through her mind. 
 
    “What do you say, Ari?” Ray asked, his fingers poised above the button. 
 
    Ari opened her mouth to speak, and then all the lights went out. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 6 
 
     “Showtime,” Kirian said to Drexyl, throwing him a few of her extra weapons. 
 
    “You’re always prepared aren’t you?” he asked. 
 
    “I need it,” she said, “the fighting. Even though I’m not a Celestial anymore, I miss it. I guess I need a hobby.” 
 
    Floyd’s minions charged. 
 
    “Hobbies are overrated,” Drexyl shouted and joined the fray. 
 
    “Ugh,” Soda said, “it’s so loud in here, but just look at the ratings. What is wrong with you people, anyway? I’m here giving out priceless advice and the part you guys like the most are space ghosts and Floyd’s lame assassination attempt? Oh, that reminds me. There’s kind of a grace period at the beginning in the brainstorming and planning phase. At that point it’s your fun little secret, but once you actually begin to put your plan into action and put yourself out there as an evil villain then it’s game on. It’s a blood sport, and it gets serious and deadly very quick, so make very sure you’re prepared.” 
 
    “Good point,” Floyd jumped in. “Oliander.” 
 
    Kirian stopped fighting. “Hail, Mantix!” 
 
    “Oh no, not this again,” Drexyl groaned. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” Soda asked. With Kirian not engaging Floyd’s men along with Drexyl, she was quickly getting overrun. She was having to deal with three or four of Mantix’s minions at a time with her tentacles, and the floor around her was getting all wet and sticky with their blood. Ew. 
 
    “He’s a hypnotist, brainwashing, remember?” Drexyl asked her. “He reprogrammed all of your Celestials somehow, before Ari freed them. Oliander.”  
 
    Drexyl said the code word again and turned Kirian back to normal. 
 
    Kirian blinked and rejoined the fray. 
 
    “Voodoo backstabber,” Soda said to Floyd. 
 
    “From your perspective, yeah. From my perspective it was using my ‘special skills’ as you call them. What do you think, evil overlord learners? Can any of your beat hard core mass hypnotism? Because frankly, people in this galaxy are so, so weak minded that the whole conquest thing has been a big disappointment. You idiots can’t break free of the spell of your own mindless cell phones, much less any real manipulation. You never had a chance.” 
 
    Bling. Bling. Bling. Bling. Hey, maybe mousy guy could start a vlog. I’d pay good money for that one. Jawes98. 
 
    Soda sneered at the screen and the comment. The fighting raged around her. She slapped the weapon out of a nearby fighter with a tentacle and concentrated.  
 
    Then, to Floyd, to Drexyl and Kirian, and to her viewers it looked like she disappeared. 
 
    Everybody stopped fighting, wondering where she had suddenly gone. 
 
    She reappeared holding a teenager by the neck with a tentacle. “This is Jawes98.” She lifted him off of the ground until his face started to turn red, he squirmed and flailed. “Anybody else want to complain about the vlog? Do you think that mousy idiot is more powerful now? Oh yeah, by the way, being able to astrally project yourself across the galaxy and kick some ass is a very, very good special skill to have.” 
 
    Bling. Bling. Bling. Bling. Bling. 
 
    “Boss,” said one of the minion fighters, “should we try to free the kid?” 
 
    “No, idiot. I don’t care about the kid, kill the cephalopod. The orders only change when I change the orders. Did I contact you and change the orders?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then kill the Cephalopod. Stop pretending to try and think. It’s not what any of you people do best.” 
 
    Soda placed the kid’s feet back on the ground, but didn’t release him. She disappeared again and reappeared without the boy and turned her focus back to Floyd. 
 
    “Fine, you have some fancy special skills. Granted. But so do I.” She turned and grabbed the last four fighters on the ship each by a tentacle and held them off the ground in front of the screen for everybody to see. “So, what’s it going to be, Floyd? Or should I say Mantix? I could play this game all day. After all, nothing says the holidays like a big brawl in space. You could send dozens and dozens of fighters and I could kill them all and before you can really amass for a war, we’ll have warped away. But I’m in the middle of a vlog. So, do you mind, or do I have to kill your dumb minions here? No wonder you wanted my Celestials, these guys are the worst.” 
 
    “I have lots of minions,” he said. “And I’m not done yet.” 
 
    Four more ships appeared outside of the window.  
 
    “Stars,” said Drexyl, “I’m not liking the odds anymore. Stop taunting, him, Soda!” 
 
    “I should teleport over there and ring your scrawny neck,” Soda said. 
 
    “Nuh-uh,” he countered. “Have you forgotten my true form?” 
 
    Soda’s tentacles deflated. “Oh yeah.” 
 
    “Maybe your viewers deserve a real show,” he said. 
 
    Dozens of fighters appeared on the ship now, surrounding Kirian and Drexyl.  
 
    “Hey, Soda?” Kirian singsonged at her, “how much longer is that vlog thing of yours?” 
 
    Soda looked over at the countdown clock that she had set. “Fifteen minutes, why?” 
 
    “Great question, Kirian. What I was wondering was will you still be broadcasting live when you’re killed on your own spaceship,” Floyd said, grinning. 
 
    Soda laughed. It was a loud, squishy, haughty laugh. “On my, you have to be like the only one in the galaxy that still doesn’t know that one of my other special skills is being immortal.” 
 
    Floyd’s face fell. “You’re lying.” 
 
    “Do you really think so? I faced down a rogue Staar Bounty Hunter. And I’m still here.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Kirian said, “about that—” 
 
    “Shhhh. Shut up, Kirian, adults are talking. You fight. And do it quietly for a minute, would you?” 
 
    “Look,” Kirian said, “whatever did or didn’t happen with the Staar, I don’t know. But you’re really pushing the odds with just me, you, and Drexyl, and not really you, because you’re barely helping. I applaud your taunting ability, however, you’re not half bad at it.” 
 
    “Maybe we should just warp now?” Drexyl asked, fighting and out of breath. 
 
    “Can’t,” Kirian replied, “Fleek and Ari aren’t back yet.” 
 
    “Well, they’re going to miss us when they get back and we’re dead,” he said. 
 
    “Is she really immortal?” Floyd finally managed to cut in. 
 
    “That’s the rumor,” Drexyl said. “Either that or she’s just really, really, really, really, really, really, really old.” 
 
    “Knock it off, Drexyl. Fine, keep sending your boring, tired minions all you want. I’ve got one word for you: Immortality, I’ve got it and you don’t.” She turned to her viewers. “And that’s how it’s done. Special skills, people. Have them, find them, get them, steal them. Whatever you have to do, because they come in very handy.” 
 
    “Maybe I ought to show them my very own special skill? Because if you people think she has the illegal special skills market cornered, then you have another think coming.” 
 
    “Good idea,” said Soda to Floyd, “why don’t you enthrall my viewers with your weirdness? Show them your true form.”  
 
    She watched his face as he received her challenge. That way he could enthrall her viewers with his grotesque appearance, and she could knock out some of these fighters and even up the odds while her ratings went even further up. She figured it was a win-win situation for her and the more people that saw Floyd’s true, illegal form the better, the idiot showoff was forgetting about the Galactic Oversight Board and what a pain in the ass they can be. Good. 
 
    The deliciously ironic idea of knocking him out of the Overlord position the same way he had done to her, with a technicality, was an opportunity she never saw coming. And as she always believed, you never look a gift space dragon in the mouth. You kick it in the teeth when it isn’t looking. True story. 
 
    “Watch this, guys, it’s Mantix. You really won’t believe this. And don’t get discouraged, you don’t necessarily have to be a powerful, illegally hidden species to be Overlord.” She held out her tentacles in a dramatic, meditative position. “After all, there are many paths to power.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Floyd stood there grinning like an idiot for a second like he was actually thinking about it. 
 
    Come on, you idiot, do it, Soda thought. 
 
    “Nancy,” he called out, “bring in my special lunch.” 
 
    Floyd turn right to the screen, flickered for a moment, and then turned into Mantix. Now standing before them on a screen was a giant Preying Mantis creature with dead eyes and creepy antennae.  
 
    Bling. Bling. Bling. Bling. Bling. Bling. Bling. Bling. 
 
    Soda didn’t even bother looking down at the messages. “Wait for it,” she said. 
 
    A human was shoved into the room.  “Here’s your two-thirty appointment.” The door slammed behind him. The guy pushed into the room looked around and started screaming. 
 
    Bling. Bling. Bling. Bling. Bling. 
 
    “I know, right? Disgusting,” Soda said as she went around the room strangling eight men at a time, their weapons clunking onto the floor. She was catching up on the battle while her viewers were distracted with the freak show. 
 
    “Oh wait,” said Mantix. “That’s right, illegal species. Clever girl. I almost left civilian witnesses.” He flickered again and turned back into Floyd, allowing the human snack to run back out of the room. “Almost got me, didn’t you?” Then he turned to the viewers. “What you just saw was pure fiction. Nothing but cheesy special effects, I assure you. And if you cross me not only will you not survive to the trial, it wouldn’t hold up in court anyway.  After all, you can’t believe everything you see on television.” 
 
    Drat, thought Soda. So close. 
 
    “As you people can see, it’s a cat and mouse game. A dance, if you will. And it involves everything. Politics, power, money, armies, manipulation. You have to be in it to win it and as much as I hate to admit it, my former intern here has, so far, become a worthy foe.” 
 
    “Thank you. It’s all I ever wanted to hear. Oh yeah, except for Supreme Overlord Floyd. That’s what I wanted to hear. And now that you’re gone there’s not a single girl at any of the board meetings, so suck it. Also, the board loves it that I don’t strangle any of them during meetings.” 
 
    “Pansies,” Soda replied. “Too bad they don’t know you like I do.” 
 
    Soda felt a flash of heat and turned. “Floyd, you crafty devil, you snuck a mini dragon on the ship? How did you—” 
 
    “A little help?” Drexyl screamed. “The laser gun isn’t doing anything to it, its hide is too thick.” 
 
    “Oh, it wasn’t easy,” Floyd said. “But I heard you pulled the same thing recently, only with a troll.” 
 
    “Not the same thing at all, we were just distracting someone so that we could kill them.” The implication dawned on Soda when she saw the smirk on his face. 
 
    “Warp now! It’s a trap,” Soda yelled, trying to figure out which button warped. It wasn’t her ship though, and she hadn’t gotten the hang of all of the controls yet. She just ended up pushing a bunch of random buttons on the console that caused all kinds of weird things to begin and also to stop happening. 
 
    “Stop trying to warp! Ari and Fleek aren’t back yet,” said Kirian, slashing at her tentacles with the sword. “And we’re still a little busy here, so maybe you could help instead of causing more problems.” 
 
    Another blast of heat and flame.  
 
    “How does he know what went down with the Staar?” Soda turned to the screen and the wildly grinning Floyd “You don’t understand, Kirian! If the dragon’s just a distraction, then what’s he really up to?”  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 7 
 
    Ari couldn’t believe how dark it was. Usually, even when lights go out there are lamps on, or a light in the distance, or somebody reading something on their cell phone. But the room was completely and utterly dark. She sat in the chair listening and waiting for Ray to say something. 
 
    “Now!” Ray’s voice boomed out in the dark and echoed around the cavernous room. 
 
    In the middle of the room, a large glowing collection of globes appeared. Ari gasped along with the live studio audience. It was one of the most beautiful things she had ever seen. 
 
    Gorgeous spherical holograms hung in the air, rotating slightly in the midst of a very realistic snow storm. 
 
    “Ray,” Ari said, “is that—” 
 
    “Yes,” Ray cut her off. “That is our galaxy. Exactly to scale, rotating perfectly with all of the moons and stars in the right place. Every single planet.” He walked into the midst of the spheres, pointing out the details. “This little project took me weeks, hand crafted with love. And as my special Holiday gift to all of you, I’m sending the code to you for free so that you can dazzle your family and friends. Let’s celebrate this time and our galaxy. Consider it my little reminder to you that both your future and this galaxy that we call home, can be whatever you make of it.” 
 
    “Ray, it’s beautiful.” Both the display and his words took her breath away. She walked around the orbs, reaching out to touch them because they looked so real.  
 
    Then the house lights came back on and she remembered she was still in the middle of a Holiday Special Infomercial. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Once again, the sound of applause sounded live on the stage. Ray let some of it die down and then raised his hands to settle them all down. “Let’s bring her back out on stage. Ari, where are you?” 
 
    She reluctantly made her way back to her seat. Then he turned back to her.  
 
    “I’ve seen Ari here her do some pretty amazing things with my own eyes. And I’ll tell you something else, and you may not even believe this, but she has saved the life of Kirian, Destroyer of Planets.” 
 
    He encouraged the applause and then let it die down. “For real, if you ever come across Kirian, who I also know, just ask her if Ari here saved her life and she’ll tell you, more than once.” 
 
    Ari felt heat in her face again, but this time it was not from being humiliated. She felt like she was in a whole weird place now and wondered where Ray was going with all of the praise.  
 
    “And so, Ari. We come to your turn with the machine. Your future, your fortune, and before you decide, I have to tell you one more thing. What you’ve accomplished already is impressive, and you certainly deserve all of the good things in life that this galaxy has to offer.” 
 
    Is he reading my mind? Ari thought. Get out of there, you. She tried to gather herself as he rose and went to the machine. He beckoned for her to follow. 
 
    She got up and her heart was beating like a hummingbird. At this moment, she believed in everything. She believed in Ray, she believed in the machine. For the first time in a long time, she even managed to believe in herself. But what should she ask? She couldn’t just blurt out what she really wanted, that would be unseemly. 
 
    “Don’t think about it, Ari,” Ray sounded sincere, and again like he was reading her mind, “what you want is what everybody out there wants, if they’re honest with themselves. They’re rooting for you.” He waved a hand at the audience and then stooped down a little to make a frightening amount of eye contact with her.  
 
    “All you have to do is be honest with yourself and go for broke. For once in your life, be a little bit selfish. Don’t you deserve it? With all that you’ve done for this galaxy? Isn’t it time you got a little bit back? What do you think, folks?” He let them clap again. “What’s it going to be, Ari?” 
 
    A stifling silence filled the room and enveloped her. She looked from Ray to the machine and back again and took a few more tentative steps forward. 
 
    “Yes,” Ray said. 
 
    She took a deep breath.  
 
    “Say it,” Ray said, “speak your truth and your desire. Don’t hold back.” 
 
    A chant grew around her, in the room and online. “Ari. Ari. Ari. Ari.” It was intoxicating hearing her name. 
 
    “Fine!” She blurted out. “Yes, I want fame and fortune and power. I want it all. I want what others around me have that I don’t have despite the contributions I’ve made.” She covered her mouth with her hand. 
 
    “Yes,” Ray said, “that’s it. But you know the rules, Ari. In the form of a question please. Just one more step toward the machine now.”  
 
    “Ari. Ari. Ari. Ari. Ari.” 
 
    Ari took a big step forward. “Will I achieve the money, power, and fame that I’ve wanted all of my life?” It felt good, saying it out loud, and at the same time terrifying. She felt empowered and naked all at the same time, and the chants continued as Ray hit the button on the machine. 
 
    The sound of the dice rattling around inside filled her ears. Then the machine spit out the dice with a loud thud, and the whole process was over. 
 
    All eyes were now on Ray as he crept forward to peer into the machine that tells the future. It had worked for Fleek. It had worked for Kirian, and now it was her turn. She held her breath. 
 
    “And the answer is,” Ray said, looking down at the dice and sounding every bit like the game show host that he was now, “yes!” 
 
    Ari started to breathe again. Whether the machine was right or wrong, she was not humiliated. The chants of her name started up again. 
 
    Ray pointed at her. “Keep an eye on this one, people. She’s going places. Straight to the top, I tell you. And if she can do it? Why not you? Representatives are standing by right now to book private sessions.” 
 
    Ray waved and vamped for the crowd. “Well, we’ve come to the end of our time for now. What a show tonight, Even for a Holiday Special, it was spectacular,” Ray crowed, “we had Fleek, the Rock Star du Jour, a beautifully elegant snow galaxy hologram, and Ari here, who perfectly laid out all of the hopes and dreams of the masses.” He turned to her.  ‘You can do this, Ari. How about another round of applause for Ari? Okay, people, see you next week, have a good night and don’t forget to reach for the stars!” 
 
    “And we’re clear,” said a cameraman in the back.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 8 
 
    After everything started to calm down, Ari grabbed another drink from catering. Whatever was in the red glasses, it really was delicious. She approached Ray. 
 
    “Hey, I just wanted to thank you for the job. And the kind words. It really was an amazing show.” 
 
    “But,” Ray said. 
 
    “What?” Ari asked. 
 
    “There is a big but coming after that statement. You’re dancing around it, but it’s there.” 
 
    Ari was starting to hate the way he was always in her head.  
 
    “Fine, allow me,” he said, grabbing a drink of his own off of the tray. He walked over toward the machine and she followed. “But, Ray,” he falsettoed, “you’re the only one who ever looks into the machine, so how do we now if your yeses are really yeses and if your nos are really nos. After all, without verification, we can’t be sure, can we?”  
 
    A chill ran through Ari. The show was over, why was he continuing with the charade? 
 
     “I always liked you,” he said, “from the very beginning. You know that. You deserve these things, Ari. I believe it and the machine believes it too. The machine really did say yes, see for yourself.” He took a step back and allowed her access. 
 
    She looked at him to see if he was being serious, and he was. She felt awkward and looked around, but the after party was in full swing and nobody cared that she was looking at the machine. She took a few steps closer, glanced one more time up at Ray, and then peered into the bottom of the machine, the part where the dice were spit out after the question was asked. 
 
    The world around her swirled into the size of a pinhole and everything disappeared. Then she saw her life as it was in the past, as it had been since Kirian saved her, and then she saw another life. She was well, known. She was sitting, sipping coffee in a very fancy cup on a very fancy table surrounded by servants, scowling and reading a story about herself in the newspaper. Her hair was shorter, her clothes were expensive, and she was preparing a statement for the press in her mind. She could almost make out the other Ari’s thoughts when the swirl of the world around her came crashing in. 
 
    She lost her balance and Ray caught her. 
 
    “Whoa there,” he said, “that’s about enough of that.” He leaned in. “Tell me, what did you see?” 
 
    “What was in that drink you gave me, Ray?” The last thing she remembered before the swirl was standing there with the glass in her hand, but now it was on the floor and Ray’s minions were cleaning up the mess.  
 
    Ray shook his head. “It wasn’t the alcohol, Ari. You know that. Now tell me what you saw.” 
 
    “Fine. It was like you said, it was everything I ever wanted. Everything around me was expensive and I think there were servants and great food and drinks, and I was reading an article about myself in the newspaper. I could almost make it out.” 
 
    Ray smiled down at her. “See? Now do you believe?” 
 
    “It was incredible, Ray. I’m so sorry I ever doubted you. I never knew that machine was so powerful.” 
 
    “Don’t be so sorry,” Ray laughed. “It really is just a halo dice machine. How gullible are you?” He strode off toward his private end of the building. 
 
    “What?” Ari yelled after him. “It really is magic? You know I hate it when you pretend to be fake.”  
 
    Ray continued down the hallway and she chased after him.  
 
    “Ray, are you listening to me?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    “Fine,” yelled Soda to Kirian. “Stop waving that sword at my tentacles and I promise I won’t warp.” 
 
    A burst of heat and flame reached the console. Both Kirian and Soda turned to see that Drexyl was losing the fight with the dragon. 
 
    Kirian left the console to go help him. 
 
     A razor-sharp claw reached out and grabbed Drexyl. He dropped to his knees. 
 
    Kirian charged and brought her steel sword around across its neck in a move that should have decapitated it, but the sword only bounced off of the thick hide. It did let go of Drexyl, though. 
 
    “Do you really want to know how I found out about your street-fight-in-space with the rogue Staar bounty hunter?” Floyd asked. 
 
    Soda turned from the dragon and Kirian and Drexyl back to the screen when she heard his voice. Then she realized she had forgotten entirely about the vlog. This wasn’t going well at all. She looked down at a string of dozens of vlog questions. 
 
    “Hold on, vlog people,” she said, “I’ll be with you in a minute.” Hopefully. 
 
    “And yes,” Soda said, answering Floyd. “I’ll bite. I do want to know how you knew that. Nobody knows that.” Then it hit her. “Oh yeah, your minion Kracken told you.” She smacked her forehead with a tentacle. 
 
    “Yes, boys and girls,” Floyd said, talking to her vlog, “my minion told me how the whole thing went down, details of the ship and the crew. That, I believe, is the planning thing you were talking about. And do I have a plan for you.” 
 
    “Do tell,” Soda deadpanned. 
 
    “Prepare to die,” he said. 
 
    Soda sighed heavily. Why me? “How many times do I have to go over this with you? Read my lips, you stupid bug, I’m immortal. Immortal, immortal, immortal. What about that aren’t you getting?” 
 
    “I was talking to them,” Floyd said, pointing to Drexyl and Kirian. “Kracken told me all about that last encounter, how it took every one of you to survive, and it got me thinking. Just kill them.” 
 
    “Then what?” Soda asked. 
 
    The wicked grin came back. “Then, you don’t have a choice. The ship blows up and you turn all Space Kracken, floating around alone in space for the Holidays. Are you dead? No. But it’ll still make my Holiday more joyous to ruin yours.” He turned to a minion. “Prepare to fire on the ship.” 
 
    A new blast of heat and flame rocked the inside of the ship. 
 
    “Don’t think we didn’t just hear all of that, Soda,” Kirian said, continuing to fight the dragon and bob and weave. She was taking the brunt of the fight now, since Drexyl was injured. “I really wish Ari were here.” 
 
    Me too, thought Soda. Then she hated herself.  
 
    “I’ll make it sporting. You have twenty seconds,” Floyd said calmly, inspecting a fingernail and humming a holiday tune. 
 
    A thud sounded behind Soda and she turned in time to see that the dragon had knocked Kirian down. She started to roll away as fast as she could, but that beady eyed dragon had a very good angle on her. She was rolling toward a wall and there was nowhere else for her to go. It lowered its head at her and drew in a deep breath. 
 
    Soda turned back to the window above the console to look at the ship that lurked there about to blow them to smithereens. Then she made a decision. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 9 
 
    “Hey, where are you going?” Ari asked, finally catching up to him. 
 
    “I have something for you,” he answered. 
 
    Ari stopped. “What? You bought me a present? But I don’t have anything for you. I mean, I’m so sorry, but I never expected—” 
 
    “Please stop all of that,” Ray said, “I’m begging you. Why do you have to make everything awkward? Honestly, it’s something I’ve been meaning to give you for quite a while, so if it helps to not think of it as an unexpected Holiday present, then please do that.” 
 
    Ari had no response to all of that, all she could do at this point was tag along. Ray led her back to the Staar chart room, as she suspected. She had only been in the room once and it had been a very strange and life altering experience, which was basically how things went when she came to visit him, so why should the Holidays be any different? 
 
    Ray threw open the plain looking door that held the extraordinary room. Inside, it was beautifully decorated and yet also looked lived in. It was plain to see that he spent a good amount of time here. There were bookshelves lining the walls and an ornate wooden dresser that Ari knew contained the Staar chart communications that only she could read because she happened to be part Staar. 
 
    “Is my present one of the Staar charts?” Ari asked. 
 
    “No, but that’s a good guess. This room holds a lot more secrets than the few that I showed you last time.” 
 
    Ari was obviously trying and failing to mask her excitement.  
 
    He looked at her and grinned. 
 
    “Fine,” she said. “I’m very, very curious as to what it is. Are you happy?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, and with a flourish of robes, he went into a closet in the back of the room. He began rummaging around for something. Ari came up behind him. 
 
    “Back off, Ari, or I’ll make you wait in the hallway. Not all of this stuff is for you to see.” 
 
    Ari took a few steps back and looked around, trying not to stare at Ray. She went to the dresser that held the Staar charts. On top of the dresser were a bunch of tiny figurines that she hadn’t noticed when she was here the last time. There was a dragon, and an octopus, and what looked like a wolf, among others. 
 
    “Hey,” Ari said, “I love these little figurines that you have.” She reached out her hand. 
 
    “Don’t. Touch. Those,” Ray said.  
 
    Ari turned toward him, and discovered that he was out of the closet now and staring at her. He had a very old and worn box in his hand. 
 
    “What?” she asked. “I really do like these little figurines. Why can’t I touch them?” 
 
    “Why can’t you touch them? They have magical spells woven into them. Magic that’s every bit as powerful as the magic that made Soda immortal.” 
 
    “Sort of.” 
 
    “What?” he asked. 
 
    “Well, she’s sort of immortal, because of the magic. I’m pretty sure that’s what we landed on. There’s been a lot of debate on the subject.” She pointed at the object in Ray’s hand. “Oh, is that mine?” She tried to mask her disappointment with the old, tattered, cardboard box it was in. 
 
    “Yes, this is the present that I’m giving to you,” he said. “For the Holidays.” 
 
    “Hey, you said you weren’t going to call it that.” 
 
    “That was before you came in here trying to touch everything. Sit, please.” He indicated the chair she sat in last time. There were only two chairs in the room, and he grabbed the other one and brought it close. 
 
    “Now I want you to listen to me carefully,” he said. “What’s in this box is also magic. And it’s powerful. And it’s the kind of magic that can only be worked if you happen to be part Staar.” He opened the box. Inside was a beautiful, gold, wraparound dragon ring. The body was the ring part that wrapped several times around a finger. The head had what looked like Onyx eyes and a red mouth, and the tail looked like it would snake around on top of the hand. 
 
    Ari stared down at the piece of jewelry and wanted it more than anything she had ever seen. It held a weird emotional pull for her. She wanted it, and yet it felt strange that she had such a strong emotional connection to it already. She stopped herself and looked up at Ray. 
 
    “Ray, is this like the ring of power or something? Am I going to have to go to Mordor or turn into Smeagle or change into a bunny?” 
 
    “No, no, and maybe.” 
 
    Ari rolled her eyes at him. “I’m going to turn into a bunny?” 
 
    “No, you’re obviously not going to turn into a bunny. And yes, the ring has tremendous power. It was meant to be wielded by you. Or at least you’re literally the only one that I know of in this galaxy that actually can wield it. And therefore, the wearing and the wielding may, in fact, change you, hypothetically into something you haven’t been before. But it won’t change you into something that you’re not. Does that make any sense?” 
 
    “Believe it or not, yes it does. You’re saying that it’s very powerful and will change me, but not into something that I was never meant to be.” 
 
    Ray brightened. “Exactly. I knew you’d understand. The question is, are you ready for real change?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ari said.  
 
    “Great,” Ray said, and pulled out an expensive looking fountain pen and paper from a nearby desk. 
 
    Ari was aware of the fluttering of papers, but she couldn’t take her eyes off of the ring. “What are the papers for?” she asked, more because she wondered when he was going to hand her the ring than her curiosity in the papers. 
 
    “Contract.” 
 
    Now she was interested. 
 
    “What contract?” 
 
    “You gotta sign for the ring, and then hold me utterly blameless, legally speaking, for anything that happens after you put it on.” 
 
    “You’re kidding me,” Ari said. 
 
    He raised an eyebrow at her and handed her the pen and paper.  
 
    Ari knew that all of this should give her pause. She took a minute to think about it, but the pull of the ring and of the piece of her ancestry that she knew nothing about was too much. She signed the contract. 
 
    He handed her the box.  
 
    “I don’t know, Ray, it looks a little big.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” he said, “once you put it on, it’ll adjust to your hand.” 
 
    She pulled out the ring and placed it on her left index finger. The minute it touched her hand, Ari felt a jolt, like electricity. It molded itself around her finger just like Ray said it would, as she watched in amazement. Once it was on, the world seemed to go back to normal. 
 
    “Thanks, Ray,” Ari said, admiring it. “I can honestly say it’s the best gift I’ve ever received. When does everything change, though?” 
 
    “I have absolutely no idea,” he answered. “But happy holidays and best of luck with it. Hey, where’s Fleek?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Ari said. “Why does he always go missing every time we come here?” 
 
    It didn’t take long to find him, though, and then they were off back to his ship and Kirian, Drexyl, and Soda.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 10 
 
    Soda grabbed Kirian by the ankle and pulled her across the room to the console. The heat blast was still nearly unbearable, and she wrapped a tentacle around her own face for a moment to shield herself from it. 
 
    The dragon looked up after the blast and roared in anger. 
 
    Soda tapped instructions to vlog people frantically on her computer and then looked down at Kirian, who along with Drexyl was staring at her like she had just morphed into the tooth fairy. 
 
    “You saved me,” Kirian said. 
 
    “Don’t get used to it,” Soda answered. “Okay, you two deal with the dragon. I’m going to take care of that ship.” 
 
    “Ten seconds,” Floyd said. 
 
    Soda closed her eyes. To Drexyl and Kirian it looked like she disappeared. What she actually did was astrally project herself onto the enemy ship. She looked around. Drat. It would have been nice if Preying Mantix had been here since I need somebody to strangle.  
 
    She grabbed the captain instead, wrapped a tentacle around his neck and squeezed. She instantly felt better. In fact, it felt like most of the Galatic Board meetings she had been to. He was like her own little stress ball. 
 
    “You. Turn off that timer,” she told him. 
 
    He shook his head no. 
 
    “Wrong answer,” she said. The minions on the ship were now running to get weapons. The last thing they expected was to get boarded by an angry Neon Octopus. “Fine, who’s the second in command? I’ll work with him.” 
 
    She loosened her grip on her stress ball and as expected, he spoke, “I’ll do it.”  
 
    She released him. He ran to the console and turned off the timer. 
 
    “Now take back your dragon.” 
 
    “I can’t,” he said, “do you have any idea how much damage that thing can do to the inside of a ship?” 
 
    “Do it now.” 
 
    The captain nodded, and an underling began typing in coordinates to get the dragon back. 
 
    “Fire at this ship, Kirian,” Soda said into her own communicator. 
 
    “Not with you on it,” Kirian answered. 
 
    An angry Floyd appeared on the console. “What are you idiots doing? Fire on Soda’s ship. Send the dragon back. I will personally eat each and every one of you for this.” 
 
    “Listen up, Floyd, I have one more thing to teach you. This goes for you vlog viewers too. There is one thing you absolutely must know about this Galaxy. Good help is nearly impossible to find.” 
 
    “Now, Kirian, go ahead and fire.” 
 
    “Not going to happen. Come back first.” 
 
    “See what I mean?” Soda said into her communicator, exasperated. “Nobody listens to orders anymore.”  
 
    And then she projected herself back onto the ship with Kirian and Drexyl. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Soda reappeared. A second later, Kirian sent every weapon in Fleek’s ship after the enemy, which annoyingly warped away before being destroyed.  
 
    “Why wouldn’t you fire on the ship?” she asked Kirian. 
 
    “You saved me. I wasn’t going to blast you.” 
 
    “Silly girl, I can survive in deep space, remember?” 
 
    “After being blown to bits?” Kirian asked. 
 
    “Immortal,” Soda sing-songed back to her. 
 
    “Fine,” said Kirian, “but it would have probably at least hurt a little if the ship had been destroyed while you were on it, right?” 
 
    “Fine,” Soda said. “Yes, it would have probably hurt. And thank you.” 
 
    Ari and Fleek rematerialized. 
 
    Ari looked around and saw Drexyl bandaging his wounds and Soda and Kirian talking. “Hi,” she said, “what did I miss?” 
 
    “Oh nothing,” Kirian said. “How did it go?” 
 
    “It was fun,” she answered. “You know, show business and all. Are you guys ready for the Holiday meal?” 
 
    “Let’s eat,” Fleek said, “I’m starving.” 
 
    Soda got up to join them in the galley. Floyd’s words had hit her hard. The whole idea of floating around space by herself.  She would have actually missed these people had he blown them to smithereens. How strange. Then she remembered the vlog and sat back down for a second. 
 
    “Oh yeah, hope you guys learned from this episode. If nothing else, it was very exciting. To wrap things up, make sure you visualize, make a plan, and above all else have fun with it. Have a happy Holiday and see you next week.” 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
    —  —  — 
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 CHAPTER ONE 
 
    “The problem with trying to change the world is that you need to work twice as hard for half the pay,” said Austin, and not without feeling. 
 
    “No,” said Kerry. She had her face down in the silicon, hair cascading about her head as she worked. Her voice was distracted, like she was only giving him half the cycles he deserved. That felt like the status quo these days. “That’s women. That’s what women have to do. You’re just a, a,” and here, she raised a hand without looking up, waving it through the air, “a common criminal.” 
 
    They were in the lab they shared, crates of packaged dreams around them. The crews had scored big last night. They’d hit an automated Reed Interactive truck taking the latest batch of memory-based entertainment out for distribution. Reed had always been a little old school, fabricating silicon instead of distribution over the link. It made compromising the memories a little harder; you needed a tech good with silicon, equally good with crypto. Kerry was that tech, and it’s why Austin kept her around. This latest haul? A mix of the usual: my-first-date, wedding-night, race-driver-victory, secret-agent-fantasies, and so on. If you were the kind of asshole who couldn’t get yourself a date? No problem. Drop some credit down on the counter of your local convenience store and you could live someone else’s better, shinier encounters. 
 
    “Is there something you want to tell me?” he said. Austin stretched, his back popping. When he had a little more cash, he’d replace his spine with something more durable, but since those fuckers at Reed had tossed him out on the street—him! On the street!—times were a little tough. Kerry was good at what she did. One of the best. Her talents were wasted here cutting black market porn crystal, but—like him—her options were limited.  His eyes strayed from the top of her head, currently sporting ruby-red hair that wasn’t at all natural (but still in style, after all these months of not-enough-cash to get the latest color growths at a clinic). Austin surveyed the heart of his empire. Empire. Hah. Synthesizers for chip production. A decent deck for editing out a few of Reed’s more obvious watermarks, like the blonde-blue-eyes thing. It’s like the entire syndicate was trapped in a time warp back to 1940. It’s a wonder their share price hadn’t tanked prior to the brutal beating it saw after that Seattle business. Spirits. Mind control. Gates to other words. 
 
    Bullshit, A-grade, but bullshit regardless. People wanted mind control? He’d give ‘em mind control. 
 
    The rest of the equipment was in various states of repair. There was an older deck with its innards exposed to the air and poor lighting in equal measure, components being harvested like organs to breathe life into some other project of Kerry’s. Nothing here was new. Not a single scrap of it was shiny. 
 
    His comment caused her to look up, meeting his gaze. Those expensive Nikon eyes, a brilliant green, looked out at him under the cascade of red hair. She’d never have the cash to get work done like that, not again, unless they were successful. “I don’t know. Is there something you want to hear?” 
 
    “C’mon, Kerry. You know we’re on the right trail. A little more time in the oven, that’s all it needs.” Austin stroked his beard. He kept it close enough for a job interview without being an asshole about it. People who had the time for close trimming and beard oils were people without enough real work to do. Not that he wanted a job interview. The time for slaving over other people’s dreams was done. 
 
    “Like you know how to cook.” 
 
    “Sure I know how to cook,” he said, taken aback. “I take the food out of the packet and put it in the oven.” She stared at him. “Or,” he offered, “you put the food in the oven.” 
 
    “There’s poor work distribution going on around here,” she said. “Anyway. You said that back at Reed. You said—” 
 
    “I know,” he said. 
 
    “You said,” and here she deepened her voice, but also tossed a little nasality in there for good measure, “‘Kerry Forsdyke, we’re on the brink of—’” 
 
    “I know,” he said again. “Also, I don’t talk like that.” 
 
    “And I said, ‘Boss? Mr. Ainley, sir? We’re messing with people’s minds. Someone from HR or PR will come down here.’” 
 
    Austin sighed. “Those fuckers,” he said. “Fucking PR.” 
 
    “At least it wasn’t HR,” said Kerry. “They’d have sent you in for reprograming.” 
 
    “PR just wanted to steal my tech,” said Austin. 
 
    Kerry looked bored, like they’d had this conversation a hundred times before. Which they had. “All the good it did them. The tech doesn’t work!” 
 
    “The tech works,” said Austin. He realized he’d clenched his fists. He made himself relax. The thing about being in charge was you needed to look like nothing got in your grill. No cheese in your taco? No problem—fire someone, move on. “It works better than we imagined. Just… not in the right ways.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” said Kerry. “Since the rain came down and people started losing their minds, shit’s got real, you know?” She was, of course, referring to the A-grade bullshit in Seattle. ‘Spirits in the rain’ or some nonsensical line noise. The aftermath left Reed’s tower a smoking ruin, the head of Apsel Federate missing, and Metatech on top. Because what the world needed was a genuine syndicate of arms dealers like Metatech ruling the world. Business moved on, of course, and Reed had relocated ‘key personnel’ to the sewer of New York City. Austin had come along—it was that or get sidelined. The fuckers had sidelined him with extreme prejudice anyway after they’d found out about Austin’s mind control tech. Won’t scan with the shareholders, they’d said. Turns out if your entire company gets turned into a smoking ruin via experiments in mind control? They get a bit gun-shy. Which left Austin on the street, one good worker to his credit, and an entire empire to build from scratch. 
 
    Austin’s link chimed a comm request. It was old tech, very limited bandwidth, just the way he wanted it, what with his breakthrough innovation. It wouldn’t do to have your own mind hijacked by your invention, would it? His overlay fed him details on the request: one of his workers was paging him. “Ugh,” said Austin. The same damn worker, the same damn time, every damn day. Kara… he checked the overlay. Kara Mantle. That was it. Thank God for the link. He didn’t need to remember the names of painful people. The tech did that just fine. 
 
    Kerry had her face down in the silicon again. Given a normal lab, she’d use the equipment’s optics to get a view of the silicon, but this ‘lab’ ran a little lightweight on the necessary gear. Her Nikons were better at fine work than any of the tech around them. Just one more thing he’d owe her for. And Austin Ainley hated owing people a damn thing. When she spoke, it was with that distracted tone she used on idiots trying to interrupt her work. “No rest for the wicked.” 
 
    Before he went to see what… Mara? Kara?… wanted, Austin let his eyes stray to the table that held a more special cargo. A derelict, if you will: a body, laid out, cold. They’d both been ignoring it, because the man who’d died on that table was just the ninety-ninth in a long series of failures. Sure, they’d given the guy a decent meal last night. Szechwan take-out. His request, and whatever: as last meals went it wasn’t bad. Not that any of them knew for sure that it was going to be a last meal. Number 99 sure as shit hadn’t known. Austin and Kerry had suspected, because of the ninety-eight previous experiments. So they’d fed the guy well, given him a beer to wash it down with—Zhujiang brand, which was just horrible, but what can you do?—and then connected him to the device. The man had blinked twice, swallowed his tongue, and died. At least his skull hadn’t ruptured as his internal link architecture overloaded. Number seventy-three had been a popper, but the’d got better since then. Much better, but still no gravy. Austin sighed, stood, and headed towards the lab’s exit. Time to face a little more music. 
 
      
 
    • • • 
 
      
 
    “Mara,” said Austin, “whatever’s the problem?” 
 
    “Kara,” said Kara. She was burly in a way that Austin found slightly intimidating, but she was also ex-Reed, which he’d initially thought would made her a useful asset for the team. Hah. ‘Team.’ Like they know what it’s like to be a part of something… courageous. As chance had it, she was essentially worthless, but he lacked the social capital for a serious recruitment drive right now. 
 
    They were in the antechamber to the lab, a clean room of sorts in an otherwise dirty facility. Austin was shucking his lab gear in favor of clothes a little more street. The clothes were a little more worn than he was used to, but that would all change soon enough. He waved his hand. “Kara, right, Kara. Sorry.” 
 
    “The problem,” she said, her eyes narrowing, “is the same as it was yesterday.” 
 
    “Yesterday,” repeated Austin. 
 
    “Yesterday,” agreed Kara. “And the day before. And the day before that. All the way back many, many days. We were talking about a more… equitable distribution of the wealth.” 
 
    “The wealth,” said Austin. “You do know we’re running to the wire here.” 
 
    “The wealth,” said Kara, “paid for your very nice ride.” She was referring to his Mercedes, which sat—alone in splendor, although crowded by rabble (much like Austin himself, he liked to think) out in the lair’s parking lot. It nestled shoulder-to-shoulder with horrible Toyota-Mitsus. It’d been a long six months since that Mercedes had sat in security underneath Reed’s tower.  
 
    “That was a long time ago,” said Austin. He gave a thin smile. “Back before I was an… independent businessman.” 
 
    “Can I ask you a question?” said Kara. Or was it Mara? No, it was definitely Kara. Austin checked his link. Yep, Kara. 
 
    “Coffee doesn't ask me stupid questions in the morning. Be more like coffee,” said Austin. 
 
    “That a yes or a no?” 
 
    “That’s a qualified maybe,” said Austin. “Stupid questions? No. Anything else? Fine.” 
 
    Kara sighed. “It’s just that… I feel like we could be doing a little more. You know. Pick up the production some.” 
 
    Austin thought about that, a pause growing between them like an unwanted pregnancy. “That’s not a question.” 
 
    Kara’s eyes hardened, chips of flint in her flat face. “Oh, so you want a question, huh?” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “Here’s your question, Mister Bossman. Give us more money!” She had stepped up too close, and Austin could smell the stale nicotine and leftover booze waft off her. 
 
    Austin held up a hand, creating a little distance. Not a huge amount, but enough. The smell, you know? “Kara?” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Ainley.” 
 
    He leaned close—nasty but necessary—and softened his voice. “That’s not a question either.” He watched her process that as he pulled away, her meter rising from what-the-fuck through to so-that’s-how-it-is and right into the redline of I’m-gonna-murder-this-motherfucker. Before she could rupture something, Austin smiled. “Of course, I have good news.” 
 
    That seemed to halt the impending eruption. “Good news.” Kara spoke like the words tasted of tequila without lemon or salt. 
 
    “The best kind,” agreed Austin. He smoothed his jacket, which just wasn’t holding the press like it used to. Too damn many creases. “I have a small surprise.” 
 
    He could see the cogs of her mind working. They weren’t working very fast, because she wasn’t gifted in that way. She wasn’t, as near as Austin could tell, gifted in many ways at all unless they were smoking too much and drinking on the job. Neither of those vices were things he could begrudge, given the circumstances. “A surprise like Reed’s gone and perfected the tech you promised us?” 
 
    “Finally, a question,” beamed Austin, then stopped himself. He replayed that line in his head once or twice. “What do you mean, like Reed?” 
 
    “Your big invention,” said Kara, with what could only be called a smirk on her face. “Mind control. Reed made the announcement this morning. Their stock’s up a hundred points. A hundred. Points.” 
 
    “It needed to do something other than bellyflop,” said Austin, feeling adrift. “After that little problem in Seattle.” 
 
    “So here’s you, Mr. Austin Ainley, promising mind control tech. We all work a little longer, for a little less pay. Your deal is to make the tech work. And here’s Reed, with the big announcement.” 
 
    “Uh,” said Austin. “Did they say ‘mind control?’” 
 
    “You stupid?” said Kara, possibly forgetting who she was talking to, but Austin could see she was caught up in the moment. “They did not call it mind control. They said that you’d be able to share a sim with a friend. You’d be able to, hang on,” and Austin saw her eyes look up and left as she accessed her link, “‘provide a guided experience for a partner.’” 
 
    “‘Guided experience.’ Sounds like mind control,” said Austin, smiling. 
 
    “Yeah, it… what?” Kara had seen his smile, which derailed her train of thought. Which wasn’t hard to do, Austin reflected, because it was rickety and in need of a lot of maintenance. And usually still boarding at the station. 
 
    “Here’s the thing,” said Austin. “‘Guided.’ But it’s not perfect. You’re not going to be able to, I don’t know, make the homecoming king go out with you.” 
 
    “Not the way I roll,” said Kara. 
 
    “Or homecoming queen. Their tech will… be imperfect.” 
 
    “Still better than yours.” 
 
    “Ah,” said Austin. “Remember. I promised a surprise.” He walked away from Kara’s smell to a corner of the clean room. There, a box: inside the box, a collection of equipment, shiny and ready for deployment. He flipped through the contents until he found the case he wanted. He offered it to her. “Slot this.” 
 
    “What is it?” she said, but taking it from him like it was the holy grail itself. Because she wanted, like all small minds, to believe. 
 
    “A surprise,” said Austin, “but I take from your expression you know what it is.” 
 
    “Mind control?” 
 
    “Hell no,” said Austin. “Something a little more immediate. This little baby is a better sim than even Reed can make.” He frowned. Reed’s whole business was in synthetic entertainment, and Austin’s team had been selling black-market riffs of Reed stuff for as long as he’d been out of stock options. “It’s real, Mara.” 
 
    “Kara,” she said, but absently as she turned it over in her hands. The case caught the dim light; it was shiny, a blank, no label on the outside to give away the contents. Her eyes looked up, meeting his. “Real?” 
 
    “Real,” said Austin. “No post-integration jitters. No off-color. It’s a stepping stone to mind control, of course. When Reed stole my technology, there wasn’t enough there in the documentation for them to complete the project. That’s why they’re releasing these half-measures. Also-rans. Nothing to worry about, because they don’t have that.” He pointed to the chip she held. “Making things believable is the first step to controlling the mind. Set the stage, then you can manipulate it.” 
 
    “So I… just put it in a deck?” 
 
    “A hard link is fine,” said Austin. “It’ll work through the connection in your palm, if you’ve got one of those.” 
 
    “Course,” she said. She looked around, then propped herself up on a nearby bench. “Let me check it out.” She held the case in her palm, aligning the contact points against the meat of her hand. Kara closed her eyes as her link connected. Nothing happened for two heartbeats, and then her whole body stiffened, shuddered, and she made a keening noise. Austin watched as she tried to release the case, but it was too late. The link had her, forcing her hand closed, electricity melting metal to metal. It was perhaps too much, or perhaps not enough, depending on your point of view. The smell of burning plastic filling the small room. 
 
     Kara then made small noises like a rat coughing, then nothing at all for a few moments, before she toppled over, smoke trailing from where her hand had fused with the case. When she opened her eyes, they were blank, without any thought, expression or emotion. 
 
    Austin opened a link to Kerry. “Kerry! I have good news!” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “Number one hundred is a winner. The subject survived.” 
 
    There was a pause before she spoke. “We weren’t going to do number one hundred until tomorrow.” 
 
    “I found an opportunity to accelerate our timeline,” said Austin. “I have also found a new business venture. Get me a crew of runners, and we’ll prep them in the briefing room.” 
 
      
 
    • • • 
 
      
 
    The ‘briefing room’ wasn’t so much of a darkened, moody affair like they’d had at Reed Interactive. Reed spared no expense; their walls were pressure sealed, allowing no vibrations through for voice harvesting. Many of them were inside Faraday cages, which was problematic if you wanted link access, but stopped wireless forms of attack and compromise. 
 
    Sadly, there was none of that here. Austin had managed to spring for a cheap display, a deck, and some plastic chairs. The carpet was aged to the point of being necrotic, and he imagined some form of life taking root there. It didn’t take a whole lot of imagination, dark blooms of mold taking root here and there. Perhaps if the mind control shtick doesn’t play off you can weaponize carpet fungus for profit. He almost laughed, but steadied himself, because laughing at your internal voices was a sure sign of insanity. 
 
    Or was it megalomania? 
 
    He didn’t much care, but other people might, and—for now—he needed them to follow his lead. Unlike Mara—no, no, it was Kara, Kara—they needed to do as they were told. Then it’d all work out. 
 
    The people in the briefing room were a motley group. Off-grid runners for the most part. Sure, there was the telltale marks of link activity on his overlay, but these people didn’t even have credit cards. How you’d get by without one was a mystery that he’d love to solve, but at another time. Cash payments only. Which was good news: Austin hated paper trails. Paper trails were what meant Reed fired him instead of a corporate scapegoat. 
 
    Before she’d gathered these runners here, Kerry had taken a look at Kara and said something like, It doesn’t look like number one hundred worked great either. That was the problem with having hired help: so often, said help lacked any kind of vision or imagination. She was correct, at least in part. The mind control module that Austin had hijacked Kara’s body with worked great. It’s just that it left her a husk, lacking in meaningful autonomy. He wanted slaves, sure, but he wanted willing supplicants. Reed’s tech—his tech—would give him that. Prior to being thrown out—those fuckers didn’t have the common decency to leave him with his health plan—he’d been on the cusp of making the breakthrough. Some other, lesser researcher had made that breakthrough, and now his tech was being used for, for… porn. The assholes were using this beautiful technology in such an inelegant way. 
 
    That wouldn’t do at all. Austin was certain that the conflicts of the world could be resolved in a more… efficient way if people didn’t argue all that time. If they started on an even footing. And he was going to sell them the shoes to do it. 
 
    The analogy didn’t fit quite right, just like his jacket. Once upon a time his clothes fit fine, but a few skipped meals and no more regular trips to a clinic? Well, his body wasn’t what it was. Sure, the metal under the skin did what it was supposed to do, but the skin looked like it was feeling the touch of time. But in a few hours, days, weeks at most, he’d be back on top. King of the world, if he had his way. And Austin Ainley got his way. 
 
    “You going to say something or just stand there?” said one of the runners, lounging back against the hard plastic of his chair. Decent-sized guy, looked like he worked out, although drugs could do that without all the hard work. 
 
    Austin steepled his fingers. “You’re being paid by the hour.” 
 
    “Yeah, so?” 
 
    “If you can think of an easier way to make cash other than sitting in a hard plastic chair and watching me, be my guest,” said Austin. “No? I didn’t think so.” The lounger scowled muttering something. Austin’s hearing—augmented by top-shelf bionics—picked up crazy asshole and carve me a piece of that. Austin frowned. His mistake—his, he was able to admit it now—with Mara was that… 
 
    Wait. Mara? Kara? Fuck’s sake. His mistake with Kara was that he’d let the horse have too much play in the bridle. She’d got the bit between her teeth. It wouldn’t do to have that happen here. People were expensive—the costs of recruiting, not to mention the costs of training, were high—and so wastage was crucial to manage. There were nine or ten people in this room right now: Austin, Kerry, and seven contracted runners. The ‘maybe’ was Kara, or what was left of her, standing off to Austin’s right, a long rope of drool extending from her jaw to the carpet. Not like the carpet would be made materially worse by the experience, but it was a sight to see. That the runners hadn’t commented on it was a mark of their professionalism, or more like, a mark of their ability to give zero fucks. Zero fucks was a good asset, if directed in the right ways. Kara was one of the right ways. A lack of respect for the boss? Definitely not right at all. It’s best to get the wastage at the front of the process where it costs the least. Austin let out a sigh. “Did you,” he said, “call me a crazy asshole?” 
 
    “What?” said the man in the chair. 
 
    “Did I fucking stutter?” said Austin. He tapped the side of his head, just below his ear. “Had a little work done in my time.” 
 
    “What? Uh, no.” 
 
    “I’m after quiet fingers to do dirty work,” said Austin. “I’ll take loud fists to do ugly jobs, if I must. But what I won’t take is some asshole coming in here, getting in my grill. My grill. Did you know? I had to let one of my staff go today.” He jerked a thumb at Kara. 
 
    “She’s,” said the man in the chair, “still here.” 
 
    “Is she? Is she?” said Austin. He pulled a long, thin metal probe from the collection of tools on his desk. He stamped towards Kara, who showed no sign of knowing or caring. He took the probe and inserted it, very slowly, into the side of her face. It took a bit of doing, the skin taught under the probe at first until it punctured through, and then—with a bright burst of blood—it slipped inside her flesh. She didn’t move at all. “Does that,” said Austin, turning away from Kara, leaving the probe sticking out of her face, “look like someone who’s still here?” 
 
    “Uh,” said the man in the chair, now sitting up a whole lot straighter. 
 
    “I asked you here with great courtesy,” said Austin. “I’m fucking paying for you to be here. And you—” 
 
    “Boss,” said Kerry. 
 
    “Not now,” said Austin. “I’m mentoring someone.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said, putting her hands in her pockets, looking down, a cascade of red hair falling forward. “Do your thing.” 
 
    “I’ve always said,” said Austin, “that if someone dislikes you for no reason, you should give that motherfucker a reason.” 
 
    Kerry cleared her throat, eyes looking up through the hair. “Technically, it wasn’t you that said it first—” 
 
    “Not now, Kerry,” said Austin. She stayed quiet after that. 
 
    The man in the chair looked behind him, then back at Austin. “You… you’re mentoring me?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Austin. 
 
    The man laughed. It was a big sound, full of false happiness. “Oh, someone’s getting learned,” he said. “But it ain’t me.” And with that, he reached towards the sidearm slung low against his hip, raised it, and filled Austin full of metal. 
 
    At least, that’s what he wanted to do. It was a practiced move, full of the liquid motion of repetitive use. The man was used to that particular draw, with that particular weapon. Austin didn’t know the man from any of the others, as indistinguishable as the filaments of carpet under his feet, but he was used to challenge. In the syndicates, challenge was a way of life. Perhaps not so immediate: in a boardroom, you didn’t draw down on someone. HR might not have cared, but PR did if gunplay got caught on cam. If your systems got hacked, the footage spread all over the public networks like the moneyshot on a bad porno? Bad. So, Austin was used to not drawing down in the boardroom, but he didn’t let shit just slide. He might not have worked for Reed at this particular moment, but his previous position had afforded him top shelf bionics. 
 
    Top. Shelf. 
 
    The gloss of overtime slipped around him, the light in the room taking on that opaque, treacle-like texture. His nervous system now running at a greatly increased rate to human normal, he would appear to be moving almost too fast to see to the non-augmented human. He reached behind him, his body’s meat not liking this speed of movement quite so much, pulling out a gold-plated Glock. It was a ‘retirement’ gift from Reed, a decent-sized sidearm with multiple firing modes. He’d taken the precaution of loading it, twenty rounds of promised death slung below one already in the chamber. Austin wondered about this particular gift from Reed, as if they knew his tendency to leave his colleagues dying from a sucking chest wound. As his hand gripped the weapon the hard link came online, the sidearm’s telemetry filling up his overlay. Rounds left in the magazine (20+1). Optics from the sidearm’s forward-facing camera. Heft and weight of the weapon (900 grams, loaded). Drag of atmospheric effects (zero). He let his arm swing back towards the man in the chair, whose own hand hadn’t even made it as far as the grip of his weapon. 
 
    Austin selected semi-automatic from the Glock, then squeezed the trigger. He placed a round in the middle of the man’s forehead, and then—because runners had an annoying tendency for sub-dermal armor—he put another round in the man’s throat, and two dead center in his chest. A bright bloom of blood blossomed from the throat wound’s rear exit, spreading like gossamer taffy in overtime’s slow grip. Austin let overtime relax for a second, tasting burnt almonds on his tongue. Smoke curled from the barrel of the Glock, drawn towards the air conditioner’s mouth in the ceiling. 
 
    “You killed Riley!” said a stocky man behind—presumably—where Riley now lay, in a spreading pool of blood. The carpet would never be the same after this.  The stocky man had surged to his feet, a short pump-action shotgun dangling from its sling. This one had full chest armor and a helmet, which was inconvenient. 
 
    “Riley a friend of yours?” said Austin, not lowering the Glock. 
 
    “Yes,” said the stocky man. He looked down, then back at Austin. “He is. Was. Aw. Fuckit.” And with that, he grabbed for the shotgun, squeezed the trigger, and blew Austin’s torso in half. 
 
    At least—again—that’s what he wanted to do. Austin let the overtime kick in one more time. While it wasn’t wise to overuse it—he didn’t have Metatech milspec enhancements, because that shit left you a real psychopath after two tours balls-deep in the mud of another country—this particular situation had some extenuating circumstances. First, no one called Austin an asshole—a thing the PR clowns at Reed were going to learn. Second, it was back to mentoring. You needed to show people the good, and then penalize them for the bad. The Glock twitched sideways in his grip, his overlay reporting he still had 17 rounds of good, wholesome leadership and guidance left in the weapon. 
 
    Austin lined up the chin strap of the helmet, the Glock’s camera showing him exactly what it was pointed at. He pulled the trigger twice, casings spiraling in slow motion from the breach, the rounds slicing through the stocky man’s helmet strap. Austin lowered himself into a crouch through gravity’s slow embrace—angle was very important—and fired three more times, the shots knocking the helmet up, up again, and then off the man’s face. Austin fired twice more, once for each eyeball, and then let time march on as it was supposed to, overtime taking a backseat. 
 
    The stock man’s body swayed, the shotgun dangling from one hand, before he toppled back to join Riley on the floor. Austin looked around the shocked faces. “Plenty more mentoring to go around,” he offered. 
 
    A woman at the rear of the room, straddling her chair and wearing an expression slightly less shocked than the remaining runners, looked him in the eye. “I think I speak for all of us when I say that the lesson was understood, loud and clear.” 
 
    “Excellent,” said Austin, settling the Glock behind him on the desk. “Where were we?” 
 
    “Well,” said Kerry, from her position by the wall. How she’d gotten there so quickly was a mystery, but understandable with gunfire. “I figure you’re telling us about the job.” Her voice hardly shook at all. 
 
    “Yes,” said Austin. He lowered the Glock, taking in the people around him, all sitting still like they’d been epoxied in place. “Kerry. I need to know where the device is being held. What can you do about that?” 
 
    “Well,” she said, brushing a strand of red hair back from her face, “I still know a few people at Reed. I can make some calls. I need to know, Austin. Is this the big one?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because it’ll burn those contacts. If this is the big one, it’s worth it. If it’s not, we should save that play for when it’s going to matter more.” 
 
    That’s what Austin liked about Kerry. She was a forward-thinker. A strategist. She understood the value of a good plan. She wasn’t questioning his direction, just whether the time was right to drop some atomics on the situation. “Let’s say that this is the biggest play. The leagues, Kerry. We’ll be managing those fuckers at Reed before the week is out.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll burn some bridges,” she said, with a nervous smile.  
 
    “Let the flames light our way,” said Austin. 
 
      
 
    • • • 
 
      
 
    In the end, only five of them remained. 
 
    Kerry: always there. Able. She had schematics of the facility that Reed were using as the test site for the device. The device had a code name and a number, but Austin had always called it the Decider because of how it worked. It helped you make the right decisions. His new invention that Kara was modeling for him was far less subtle, and together they would form a stable product base to grow his empire from. If you couldn’t make the right decisions from the Decider’s gentle nudges, he’d pull in the big guns of the other module. It needed a name, something as catchy as Decider, but that could wait for another time. First, extract the Decider. 
 
    The Decider was in a secure location, surrounded by armed guards. The ways in or out? Well, many. On foot, sure. You could saunter up to the gate and get shot. There was a sewer system, but while Austin figured on needing some new clothes regardless, wading knee-deep in human shit wasn’t a trial he wasn’t ready for. Which left the helipad. They’d grab an air car—rent by the hour, not the day—and drop in. The surprise factor coupled with Kerry’s auth codes would ensure their dwindling supply of mercs wasn’t wasted. 
 
    Said dwindling supply of mercs: while there had been no further need for excessive tuition, a few had decided they didn’t want the money. Austin could respect that. Some jobs didn’t feel right, and he’d prefer people who were all-in versus the alternative. He was left with just three. Ruby Page, the woman who’d said she’d understood the lesson at the briefing. She wore a smile and some sass that said under other circumstances we’d be good friends. She was pure augmented brawn, her slim form belying a hefty level of milspec hardware under the skin. There wasn’t enough meat left amidst the metal in her to make a decent burger. Olivia Simons professed to be a hacker just trying to get by; in Austin’s experience there was no person ‘just trying to get by,’ and when he’d pressed her she’d admitted that she was journaling the whole thing to pay her way through college. Austin was fine with that. He didn’t even want a percentage. Fame had its own rewards. The final member was a man built like a lumberjack wearing the name Lancelot Leck like it was an old shirt he’d just grown too comfortable with to throw out. Austin had given the older man a look-over, his bionics the ‘heavy lifting’ kind. Leck had said that he’d worked construction for a Reed facility before they’d ‘fired my ass,’ and he was ready to come out of retirement. A little pay-back would help him sleep easier at night what with all the automation in construction these days, and the money wouldn’t hurt neither. 
 
    One more completed the crew: Austin. Because he was going in, and he was going in with fire. No way he was sitting on the back line waiting for another’s play like some kind of has-been quarterback. No. He’d be at the front, and he’d be spilling Reed PR blood. And if PR weren’t there? He’d settle for any other blood. 
 
      
 
    • • • 
 
      
 
    Kerry pulled up the schematics on the tired display, highlighting a central room. “Here,” she said, “is all the bacon we could ever need.” 
 
    “I’m not really into bacon,” said Olivia. “I mean, I understand the taste thing? I do. But pigs.” 
 
    “Filthy?” said Ruby. She was cleaning a pair of short, custom sub machine guns. They looked to Austin’s eye to be a matched pair; one had RUBY written on it, the other PAGE. Austin figured it on being some kind of calling card, which was fine. It’d help Olivia’s story some, and all publicity was good publicity. 
 
    “No. Crate farming is inhumane.” Olivia sniffed, holding her deck a little closer. “If you see the vids, they—” 
 
    “Pork tastes like the tears of fucking Jesus,” said Leck. “How can you not eat bacon?” His voice was a rumble, like a worn down gasoline engine. He had an assault rifle which looked well-maintained, and he also packed a 10 pound sledge hammer, the bright yellow paint on the head flecked and worn from much use. 
 
    “I feel like we should bring this meeting to a focus,” said Austin. “Kerry?” 
 
    “Thanks boss. Look. Basic in-and-out. Clean sweep. You’re looking for a box about so big,” and here, Kerry held her hands apart about the width of her shoulders. “Probably fixed to a wall, a little bit like a safe. It’ll be locked, so that’s where you come in.” She nodded to Olivia. 
 
    “Won’t be locked for long,” agreed Olivia. “Pigs or not.” 
 
    “There are… forget the pig thing,” said Kerry. “There are no pigs there.” 
 
    “What about a vending machine?” said Leck. “I mean, there might be a BLT or something.” 
 
    Austin sighed. “Do you have your weapons? This is a night op. There will be resistance. You’re being paid to eliminate that resistance. It goes without saying that ensuring Olivia gets to the safe alive is important.” 
 
    “What about after the safe?” said Olivia. 
 
    “Once we have the device,” said Kerry, with a smoothness that Austin admired, “it’s out, into the air car, and back here to our super secret lair for burgers and beer.” 
 
    “I’d prefer a BLT,” said Leck. 
 
    “Sure, you can have a BLT,” said Kerry. “It’s figurative, anyway.” 
 
    “As long as we’re clear.” 
 
    “Crystal,” agreed Kerry, narrowing her eyes. Then she looked to Austin. “Anything else, boss?” 
 
    Austin gave that a little thought. “I’d like to sweeten the pot some,” he said. “I will pay a bounty on every Reed employee you kill. How does that sound?” 
 
    “Sounds rough,” said Olivia. 
 
    “You afraid of a little blood on your hands?” said Ruby. She leaned closer to Olivia. “Blood is… exciting.” 
 
    “It’s not that,” said Olivia. “I don’t have a gun. How am I supposed to compete?” 
 
    This was definitely Austin’s kind of team. He bent over, snaring the shotgun from where it was lying on the floor next to its previous owner. They really should clean that up, but later. “Will this do?” 
 
    “Point and your target prays, I like it,” Olivia said, taking it from him. “We’re good to go.” 
 
      
 
    

 
 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWO 
 
    The trip in the air car was smooth, quiet, and uninteresting. Austin had dropped credits right into the virtual slot of an all-night rental vending kiosk, linked the vehicle to him, and here they were. Rain lashed the outside of the air car, the autopilot not caring even a little bit. The sun had set hours ago, leaving the heavens a bruised black. The New York skyline was painted in neon, advertising screened on most buildings stretching from ground to scrape the sky. It made money, maybe, but it was such an old tech way of advertising. Ruby pointed at one ad, from Toyota-Mitsu. It was done in a looped video style, projecting an idyllic commute to a nice syndicate office, and then home again to deal with the little bundles of joy waiting at the home hearth. She sneered, something brittle showing through. “Like those are places you want to go.” It’s possible she was just a little upset at what Austin had done back at the lair. 
 
    “What do you mean?” said Leck. 
 
    “Well, fuck going to the office, and fuck kids,” she said. “I fucking hate kids.” 
 
    “Noisy, right?” said Olivia. “Still. Might be nice to have one.” 
 
    “Only if it’s a dead one,” said Ruby, looking out the windows of the air car. 
 
    Definitely she was still riled about the lair. She didn’t care that Austin kept calling it a lair; this group of runners was used to eclectic bosses with arbitrary ways. They just wanted the cash. It wasn’t even that Austin had gunned down two other runner prospects to make some kind of statement. No, Ruby Page had looked ill when Austin had done his ‘Kara trick’ on the rest of his employees. He’d left his warehouse full of mindless drones packaging up off-brand porno. Last thing he needed on the eve of a great victory was some asshole trying to get famous on the network, so he’d gone and cored out their minds by subverting their link architecture. It wasn’t a thing he was proud of, but it did cut down on the noise. Right now? He needed less noise. A little time to focus on the important things. 
 
    Thing the first: this mission. They were finally—finally—going to Reed. They were going to steal—if you could use that term for a thing you’d made, that was your life’s work—an invention that would remove all conflict. Conflict about whether kids were important. Conflict about percentages. Conflict about who owned the IP. In Austin’s future world, everyone would get theirs, and they’d get it straight from the tap. The Decider would help everyone reach consensus without the tedious meetings and stakeholder management in the middle. 
 
    Thing the second: his link chimed, an incoming comm request. It came painting his overlay with the usual information about the caller, and when Austin saw who it was he considered just ignoring the call. But maybe, just maybe, it was time to gloat. So, against at least a part of his better judgement, he answered. While link comm was done without any real use of voice, everything internal and synthesized, he felt that a clearing of the throat was important, so he opened with that. Then he said, “Asshole.” 
 
    “Fucker,” agreed Cayo Moody, on the other end of the link call. “Catch you at a bad time?” 
 
    “Not at all, Cocoa.” 
 
    “It’s Cayo… look, never mind.” Austin could almost feel the sneer coming down the link. “I just called. For old time’s sake. Like that time… do you remember? Where I tossed your sorry ass out on the street.” 
 
    Austin remembered. He remembered well. Cayo Moody, company man right to the spun fibers of his powered armor. An enforcer, and while not a hundred proof from the top shelf, definitely up there in his caliber and quality. Cayo had led the ‘investigation’—Austin thought of it as a sham—into his Decider device. It was Cayo who’d got the bonus—an extra fucking percentage—from Austin Ainley’s fall from grace. “About that,” said Austin. “I feel like we should talk.” 
 
    “About your super-secret raid on the Reed facility up state?” 
 
    Austin paused. “No.” 
 
    “Aw, c’mon, Austin.” Cayo’s voice was smooth like honey for a moment. “Don’t get down. We’ve had our eye on you, Ainley. We’ve had our eye on you from a long way away.”  
 
    The man was a primitive and probably didn’t realize the word play here. Reed Interactive’s logo was a giant eye. Best to test that. “Like the logo?” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” said Austin. “Look, Cocoa? Last time we met you had a hundred other assholes with you. This time, well.” 
 
    “This time, there’s still gonna be another hundred assholes,” said Cayo. “I’ll be waiting. It’s a date, Austin.” 
 
    “You and your team?” said Austin. “This some kind of group therapy session?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Cayo. “My team.” 
 
    “Did you know,” said Austin. “There’s no ‘I’ in team?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “But there’s a ‘U’ in cunt,” he said, and closed the link connection. He cleared his voice in real space, the car’s occupants—his whole team bar Kerry, who was back at the lair running operations support—looking at him. “So.” 
 
    “They know we’re coming,” said Olivia. 
 
    “Yes. 
 
    “Fucking awesome,” said Leck, with some enthusiasm. He had a wraparound vest on over ripped denim. Austin figured he was hoping they wouldn’t shoot for the legs or head. 
 
    “I like you, sugar,” said Ruby, winking at Leck. She drew her SMGs, checking the action, then holstered them again. She was sporting a thin polymer armor done in matte black that definitely didn’t come off the rack. There were abrasions at the shoulder and chest that looked like someone had spent time filing off a syndicate logo. No helmet, which probably meant her skull was made of diamond or a polymer laminate. “Doesn’t matter if they know we’re coming. They don’t know the how of it, or the what of it. Or even the when of it. They’ll be wired and jittery, and in we swoop, guns a-blazing, vengeance of old coming from the sky above.”  
 
    “I’m not on board with this plan,” said Olivia, hugging her deck to her chest. No armor. Just a portable deck and a shotgun. Austin admired her approach: hide behind the bullet sponges. It’s what Austin himself would be doing, despite the kevlar weave of his jacket. 
 
    “Don’t fret,” said Leck. “Stay behind me, kid, and let’s have us some fun.” The way he said ‘fun’ spoke of a level of visceral enthusiasm that Austin had only observed in the audience of a prize fight. He liked having a man like this on his team. 
 
    “Let’s,” said Austin. “Wheels down in five.” While the air car didn’t have wheels in the typical sense, they were only five minutes out. Five minutes to the start of a rain of death on those who’d wronged Austin. Much like Leck, he really couldn’t wait. 
 
      
 
    • • • 
 
      
 
    Four minutes out, their air car communicated with the landing bay. It was using codes bought at some cost through Kerry’s contacts, Olivia having hacked the car’s electronics to talk like a syndicate vehicle would. Austin figured he’d loose his bond on the car, but after tonight it wouldn’t matter. He’d buy his own damn fleet of cars. 
 
    The expert system in the car talked to a smarter expert system on the ground, and between them they agreed that landing was going to be just fine. Four minutes and thirty seconds away from the Reed facility, the helipad winked at them from out of the gloom, dirty acid rain on the windscreen smearing the landing lights into whites, oranges, and reds. Despite Cayo’s gloating, there didn’t seem to be a party waiting for them. No anti aircraft turrets. No missiles tearing their vehicle from the sky. Just rain, and darkness, and the landing lights. 
 
    Fifteen seconds from touchdown, Leck tore open the air car’s doors as it was decelerating into a landing. He whooped into the rain that lashed in at them all. Not waiting for touchdown, he leapt from the air car, falling into the gloom. Austin’s eyes—top shelf, nothing but the best—picked Leck out in IR. He watched the big man land in a crouch, the big sledge held low and ready. There were three people down there with Leck. One was surprised helipad tech, who hadn’t been expecting anyone to land, especially not a large angry man with a hammer. The other two were Reed soldiers, shoulders slumped in the rain, because nothing says my job sucks like having to wait in the fucking rain at a helipad where visitors are not expected. The poor assholes didn’t even have a guard station. Austin’s assessment? That was the least of their problems considering Ruby’s unholstering of her SMGs, one of her legs already on the deck as the car touched concrete. 
 
    Leck ran straight past the helipad tech and at the Reed soldiers. There was a yell—difficult to tell if it was from a syndicate man or Leck—and Austin watched the hammer swing through wind, rain, and helmet at roughly the same velocity. The noise of the impact was torn away by the howl of the storm, but the Reed soldier dropped like a dress on prom night. The other soldier was raising a weapon to bear, but a little too slow. The top of his face peeled open as both of Ruby’s SMGs chattered into the night. Austin had to admire the effects of whatever work she’d had done: her shot grouping was on point, both sets of fire concentrated on the head, boring through helmet and the flesh underneath. It was like the kick of weapons was something that happened to other people. She must have some killer recoil compensation in those arms that worked through the guns’ hard links. 
 
    Austin put a foot down, stepped out, and looked at the helipad tech. He walked towards the man. “How’s your day going?” He had to raise his voice more than was comfortable, squinting into the rain as he did so. 
 
    “Wh… What?” 
 
    “Your day,” said Austin. He unholstered the golden Glock. “Mine’s good! Thanks for asking.” 
 
    The tech’s eyes widened as he looked at Austin’s weapon. “I’m working overtime,” he offered. “I shouldn’t even be here.” 
 
    “Always the way, isn’t it?” said Austin. “The fuckers, right? They grind you down with compulsory overtime. You haven’t seen your wife in a month.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Well, the good news is, I’m here to end all that shit.” Austin gave a smile that he hoped was visible through the dark and the rain. 
 
    The tech brightened a little. “Really?” 
 
    “Really,” said Austin, and shot the man through the heart. Reed fuckers. All of them. He sauntered after Leck and Ruby, Olivia trailing at his heels. Austin didn’t even mind that he was getting wet; he’d killed his first Reed Interactive employee, which cast the day in a whole new light. 
 
    Leck and Ruby hadn’t made too much more progress, fetching against a sealed door leading in from the helipad to a—hopefully—drier interior of the complex. The complex itself? Just like the schematics promised. Low-slung. Featureless. The helipad had this one access door leading to the interior, and an external ramp leading up from the road access below. That road access would be filling with Reed troops in less time than it took to brew a good mocha, so time was of the essence. “What’s the hold up?” 
 
    “Door’s locked,” said Ruby, leaning against a wet wall without seeming to care whether the door was locked, the fact that she was wet, or that it was dark. Possibly she’d lost touch with her humanity a ways back. 
 
    “Let me get that,” said Olivia, unslinging her deck. Rain spattered against the screen and keyboard as she pulled an optic cable, jacking in to a small maintenance port under the door’s console. Austin took a little professional interest as she started slicing the door crypto. He’d dabbled with a deck in his time, and while he was never destined for greatness he knew what good looked like. Olivia appeared to be exactly that: good. Capable. Knew which end was black ice, likely to fry your deck and possibly your link and brain with it, and which was pure powder, soft snow that would yield secrets. She worked fast, programs spinning across the screen in rapid succession. 
 
    “Incoming,” said Leck, like he was hoping for it all along. Austin turned to see those predicted troops double-timing it up the ramp, lights on their armor bringing hope to dark places. Or that’s what they thought. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “Hold up,” said Olivia. The door hissed open. “We’re in.” 
 
    “Damn,” said Leck, looking at his hammer. 
 
    “It’s all good, champ,” said Ruby, sashaying on past. “They’ll be out here when we’re done.” 
 
    Leck brightened at that. “Cool story,” he said. “Let’s make it a true one.” 
 
    The slipped inside, rain still nipping at their heels before Olivia sealed the door behind them. The door was armored, thick glass and metal framing keeping hostiles at bay. The rain hissed against the outside as Olivia worked her deck a little longer. “Just sealing it. I don’t like surprises.” Ten seconds ticked past and she was done, slipping the optic cord back into the deck. She slung it over her shoulder, then readied her shotgun. “Good to go.” 
 
    The entrance was a double doorway affair, an internal door opening into a lobby designed to welcome… well, the sort of moneyed sararīman who would take an air car down to a secret Reed facility. The lobby was plush, arm chairs ready to accept the tired posterior of someone who had to wait more than twenty seconds. There were two other doors leading off the room; the first led outside, and the second was a big, vaulted security door. Behind that security door was pay dirt. A man with glowing blue hair waited behind a reception desk, his eyes widening as he took in Austin, Austin’s golden gun, and Austin’s three armed companions, in that rough sorting order. “Uh,” he said. Austin looked at the man, then at the door behind him, and thought, if we can get this guy to open the door, it’ll save some time. It was worth a roll of the dice. 
 
    “Now,” said Austin, “that is not very professional, is it?” 
 
    “I’m sorry?” 
 
    “Professional,” said Austin, but slower this time. He made sure to enunciate the syllables. “You’re a secretary, right?” 
 
    The man seemed to bristle, his blue hair glowing brighter for a second. “I’m the vice president of internal/external relations,” he said. 
 
    Leck looked at Ruby. “A what?” 
 
    “Secretary,” she said, looking bored.  
 
    “It’s all this position inflation,” said Olivia. “It’s why I can’t get a damn job out there. I think I’m applying for a job at a local cafe but they don’t want a waiter. They want a customer relationship specialist with experience in conflict resolution.” 
 
    “They might have a point with that,” said Ruby. “Last place I went to with real humans still serving the cattle? Rough ride.” 
 
    Austin wanted to seize the reins again. He faced the blue-haired man again. “Professional. You’re supposed to see what we want. Where we want to go. Offer to help.” 
 
    “You’re not on the schedule,” said the blue-haired man, pointing to a console next to him. 
 
    Austin raised the Glock and fired a single round into the console, smoke and sparks coming out in equal measure. “What schedule?” 
 
    “Uh.” 
 
    “Back to professionalism… no, look, sorry, this isn’t working for me,” said Austin. “I’ve got enough people I’m trying to mentor.” He waved at the three behind him. “You’re not my problem.” 
 
    “I’m… what?” 
 
    “I’m here for the Decider,” said Austin. He held his hands about shoulder width or so apart, gun still in one hand. “In a box about this big. You can’t miss it. Pretty sure it’s what this place is designed to protect.” 
 
    “That’s… secret?” The blue-hair man swallowed. “Even I don’t know what goes on here.” 
 
    “Can you call someone who does know?” said Austin. 
 
    “The console,” said the man, his hair dimming a little. “It appears to be broken.” 
 
    “Ah,” said Austin, and shot the man in the middle of his forehead. The blue of his hair cascaded to darkness as he fell to the ground. Austin turned to his team. “We’ll just have to stick to the plan. I was hoping they’d be reasonable about this, you know?” 
 
    “Fuckers,” agreed Leck. 
 
    “Syndicate assholes,” said Ruby. 
 
    “I’ll get the door,” said Olivia, unslinging her deck again with a sigh. She headed toward the security door, already unspooling optical cable. 
 
    “Speaking of doors,” said Ruby, walking with a sway of hips back towards the helipad exit. She slipped a single mine into place on the door frame. Austin was no expert—that’s why he hired in expertise, after all—but it looked like the kind of device you didn’t want to mess with. Compact arms gripped against the framing, holding it in place. Nothing else obvious happened, no laser lights, no trip wires, just… nothing. Which implied that it was using non-visible light or other radiation, or even sonics to detect people near it. Nice. 
 
    Outside the door to the helipad, a number of wet Reed guards were trying to hack their way in through the door panel. Austin watched them for a moment, then he swiveled to face the main exterior door. “Lancelot,” he said. 
 
    “Only my mother calls me Lancelot,” said Leck, sounding doubtful. 
 
    “Leck,” said Austin, “I was wondering if you could effect some percussive maintenance on that other door.” He pointed to the lobby’s other exterior entrance. 
 
    “Sure thing,” said Leck, sauntering over with his sledge. He swung the hammer in a big overarm motion, pounding into the door’s console like it had wronged his entire family. Austin had a moment to reflect: sure, construction by humans was on the fall, but good people were hard to find. Surely a man of Leck’s talents could have been repurposed into something better? Just another example of Reed arrogance and shortsightedness. All of that would change, soon enough.  
 
    After a few more swings of the sledge, resulting in broken metal, sparking electronics, and a door that would not open anymore, Leck walked back towards Austin with a smile. His hammer was slung over a shoulder. “I’ll wait for something else to hit,” he said. 
 
      
 
    • • • 
 
      
 
    Leck didn’t have to wait very long. 
 
    The door Olivia was working on was bigger, sure, vaulted, definitely, but what it really was became obvious. It was, in technical parlance, a smoke screen. Behind the door, Austin expected another room full of gizmos, knick-knacks, or other miscellaneous corporate IP. It’s what was on Kerry’s schematics. It’s what Austin would have put there if he’d been designing the place. What he got instead was a surprise. 
 
    Austin didn’t like surprises, and he didn’t like this particular kind of surprise. 
 
    The doors grumbled open, halves sliding back from the middle to reveal a number of things that caused Austin concern. 
 
    First: the room was a barracks. No other word for it. There were bunks. There was a big screen set off towards the rear where some has-been sportsball of some sort was playing (Austin didn’t follow those kinds of things; he was almost certain it was sportsball, but it could just as easily been a cooking show. He just didn’t keep pace with non-interactive entertainment). There was—completing the image—a set of underwear (used) adorning the side of a bunk. All of that was definitely surprising, but it wasn’t the kind of surprise that was bad, in and of itself. No, what made it bad was the second thing. 
 
    Second: soldiers. This being a barracks, a natural path of thought led you to expecting soldiers, so a few of them were going to be on the cards. But heavily armed and armored, and ready for them, was not on Austin’s concert schedule for the evening. If you played it through your head, yeah, you’d work out that them being ready was probably likely, what with the noise of gunfire and—no doubt—a bunch of comms across the link from other Reed soldiers, wet and currently unable to gain access to a facility that they believed they controlled. In the shoes of the exterior soldiers, Austin would have given a friendly heads-up to the team on the inside. It’s just that the schematics said something different. It was sloppy, it was messy, and if Austin was in charge he would have fired whichever asshole hadn’t kept the schematics up to date. 
 
    So as those big doors opened, revealing five soldiers, full combat armor, weapons, and a will to use them, Austin thought to himself: well, it was a good run. The soldiers had the drop on them, plain and simple. 
 
    Austin hadn’t factored in just how well he’d motivated his people. Sometimes true leadership paid rewards well after the fact, and this was one of those times. Leck was already wading in like these fuckers were in the way to an open bar. He peeled off to the left of the doorway, covering Olivia with his mass, his sledge tossed in an overarm throw at a Reed soldier. The hammer hit the man right in the chest, picking him up off the ground and tossing him back. Austin would have winced if he’d had the time. You could have all the bionics in the world, but a big guy could still run you over and leave you bleeding out like last week’s roadkill. Austin’s overtime fell in around him, his Glock coming up like it had a mind of its own, but—for the first time ever—he felt just a little too slow. Ruby Page was already on the dance floor, having gone right when Leck went left, and she was doing a mix of ballet, street beat, and gunplay. Her SMGs were blazing fire into the guards, one pointed low at knees, one raised high for headshots, working them left to right like long distance scythes. 
 
    There was a spray of blood from the home team as Ruby’s two targets got pulled apart like cheap piñatas. And also like cheap piñatas, nothing of value came out of the bodies, just a bunch of gore, chunks of meat and the odd bit of metal, and a lot of screaming. Although that last was brief, at least. 
 
    Leck, for his part, was in a spot of trouble. He’d raised his assault rifle, firing it like he remembered how it was supposed to work, but not really scoring a lot of hits. For his trouble he got shot in the hip, stomach, and chest. Austin’s take was that all his bionics were about physical strength, and he wouldn’t have been sporting the kind of autotargeting tech that made Ruby such an effective asset in this fight. Well, not everyone was good at everything. Austin had to remind himself of this. His own faults were obvious. He knew he had a tendency to reward people too much, and he also felt that he didn’t go far enough with teaching those who could benefit from his experience. 
 
    Time to remedy that. 
 
    The guard shooting Leck was side-on to Austin, having pivoted to follow the other man’s charge, which made targeting a more varied proposition. Austin liked to do things just-so, and having a side-on target places a little more variability into the situation. Still, you worked with what you had, and what Austin had was a gold-plated Glock loaded with high explosive armor piercing rounds, and that was probably going to work out okay. The Glock’s front camera lined up the guard who’d shot Leck, mapped the target in wireframe, and then hammered out five shots. Temple. Jaw. Throat. Ribcage. Miss (miss!). And then—afterwards Austin might have agreed it was a lucky shot—torso shot to a kidney. Everything after the temple shot was just for show, but Austin came from the school of excessive enforcement. Better to waste bullets than time, right? Rounds punctured the soldier, the bullets shedding their hardened exteriors as they penetrated armor. As they burrowed further they blossomed into fire, resulting in the guard jerking with micro explosions from each hit. His head burst like a dropped watermelon, and his torso ruptured with a couple of over-large cavities. 
 
    By Austin’s count, that was four down, one to go. His eyes moved through the treacle of overtime to see a guard drawing down on Olivia. Olivia, who was crouched by the door’s panel. Olivia, who was running a deck. Olivia, without whom they were all severely fucked. 
 
    He needn’t have worried. 
 
    The shotgun Olivia held blossomed with fire, picking up the guard and tossing him back, the armor of his chest plate torn into fragments. Whatever was packed in the shotgun shells wasn’t for hunting deer. 
 
    After the brief fight, Austin watched smoke curl from the muzzle of the Glock. He said, “How we doing?” 
 
    “Ready to rock,” said Ruby Page. 
 
    “Fucker’s got me, but you know, nothing like the time that clown dropped a loading press on me. I mean, that was bad,” said Leck. 
 
    “I think this gun is cool,” said Olivia. “Can I keep it?” 
 
    “You can keep it,” he said. “Feel free. Be my guest.” Austin pressed forward into the barracks, stepping over pieces of Reed employee and discarded takeout containers. The room had just one other exit, which was on the schematics. Behind that was a long corridor. At the end of the long corridor was an actual posted guard station, and behind that? Pure gravy. The lab.  
 
    The bleeding from Leck’s wounds was already slowing, his internal bionics staunching the flow. Say what you will about the manual laboring cadre, but some of their tech was great at keeping a body alive. A man who didn’t bleed to death might be back on the clock tomorrow. In the syndicates, that wasn’t a hardship. That was a promotion opportunity. It was all about the incentives. 
 
      
 
    • • • 
 
      
 
    Before they headed into what Austin was sure what a corridor of death, Leck held up a hand. “This shit feel easy to you?” 
 
    Ruby snorted. “You’re bleeding, Lancelot. There is red stuff coming out of your meat bag.” 
 
    “Yeah, I get you,” said Leck, rubbing at the hole in his shoulder like it was an itch that needed scratching. Austin figured it might feel a bit weird too as internal systems clamped down on arteries that would otherwise gush life-giving fluids all over Reed’s otherwise well-carpeted floors. Nothing like the floors back at the lair. Another thing to improve when the money situation wasn’t so tight. “It’s just, you know. Top secret facility.” 
 
    “And just five guys,” said Olivia. She was looking down at one of the bodies. “Well, five humans. This one’s female.” 
 
    “There isn’t enough OEM homo sapiens left inside those bodies to construct a five year old child,” said Austin. “It might look female, but that kind of surgery can be done over the weekend. Hell, a decent clinic would see you converted and back on the street in under twenty four hours.” 
 
    “Twenty four hours?” said Leck. “What about the sutures?” 
 
    “You’re not going to be doing construction work after they’ve returned your dick in a box as a souvenir,” said Ruby. “Why, you want to get a little work done?” 
 
    “Me? No,” said Leck. He frowned. “Still. All this feels… easy.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Austin. “There are only five… persons here, and while I’d like to believe that Reed is managed by incompetents and morons, this facility should be run with a more military hand.” 
 
    “Incompetents?” said Olivia. “They own the interactive entertainment market, even after that little spin in Seattle.” 
 
    “They fired me,” said Austin. Some people. “We’re here to… encourage a wider set of learning opportunities from past mistakes.” 
 
    “Got you,” said Ruby, spinning one of her SMGs by the trigger guard around one of her fingers. “Learning. But let’s get back to easy.” 
 
    “There should be no less than one hundred people here,” said Austin, “unless they don’t value the Decider.” Which boggled the mind: how could you not value a thing that could change minds? It made Marketing’s job easy to the point of banality. Was all this some kind of elaborate trap? A ruse? But what would be gained by luring Austin here? It’d take a lot of planning to set Kerry up with the schematics for the place and the codes to get Austin in. The only thing they’d gain would be access to Austin’s lair, with its off-brand porn. 
 
    “Well. Let’s hope it stays easy,” said Leck. “Still. I figure after that encounter… well, I’m feeling exposed.” He wandered up to one of the walls, then started working it over with his sledge. After a good series of hits, the metal of the wall buckled and popped free. “Here we go.” 
 
    “A shield?” said Ruby. “Quaint.” 
 
    “You say ‘quaint,’ but I say ‘cost-effective insurance,’” said Leck. He hefted the section of wall. “Also, it makes me feel better.” 
 
    “Being prepared, I like it,” said Olivia. “Let me get a link into the local net. I should be able to be a little more useful if I don’t have to use a hard link to doors.” She got to work. In five minutes, they were ready to move out. 
 
      
 
    • • • 
 
      
 
    The corridor leading to the guard station was white, well-lit, and free from surprises. This was a good thing. At the end of it was a sealed metal door, and above the door was a camera. The camera was housed in an armored surround, meaning from Austin’s point of view that this was a kill trough. You didn’t armor a camera on the inside of your facility unless you factored in a bunch of people getting shot. When someone came out of the sealed metal door, it wouldn’t be a surprise: it would be exactly according to plan. “Stay lively,” he said. 
 
    “I get you,” said Ruby, edging forward, side-on. She was taking step after carful step, one SMG leading the way ahead, one pointed back the way they came. Her head moved like it was on a swivel. Austin respected that; the SMGs would have a hard link through her hands, cams in the weapons providing a view of where they were pointed right into her overlay. Despite that, the human animal that lived inside all of them wanted to look with its own eyes, as if that made things better. Ruby’s eyes might have been better, at that. Austin didn’t see what make they were; definitely bionics, but without a telltale brand. It’s possible she was ex-military; they tended to scrub identifiers from… equipment. Regardless, she seemed by far the most competent of his motley crew, ignoring Austin himself. Acknowledge excellence and move on. 
 
    Leck was walking a step or two behind her, hunching behind his section of wall. Austin had figured the man for a take-charge kind of guy, but being shot three times did tend to alter your world view. At least he was still doing the work. 
 
    And then there was Olivia, her human-normal eyes wide as saucers, trying to take in all the light around them as she looked for the next threat. Her deck was slung behind her, the shotgun gripped in both hands. Austin wished she’d had a little more live-fire experience, but you went to war with the army you had, didn’t you? 
 
    They made it about half-way down the corridor—a distance of twenty meters, no more—and the big door at the other end started to open. Austin’s lips quirked into a half-smile. Exactly how I would have done it too. Make sure your ‘prey’ is caught between two exits, the farthest point from safety they can be, then spring your trap. 
 
    Through the door stepped… well, okay now, that was a bit of a surprise. The Reed soldier that stepped through was a total conversion, solid metal framing looking like a humanoid robot. It was a surprise because Reed didn’t have the necessary technology—or they hadn’t—to make one of those. They had a few in the lab, fractured experiments that didn’t work entirely well. Austin had heard rumors about a new type of synthetic body Reed were working on, but that had been before Seattle, and well before he was ousted from the syndicate. No, this was military, and hard line in approach. Which meant effective, because held in the TC’s hands was a rotary cannon. Six barrels. Large calibre—Austin’s overlay filled with details like .50 caliber and anti vehicle weapon—before he could blink. 
 
    Inside the TC was a human mind, or what was left of one. There would be some meat under the metal. A brain would be connected to the silicon. This wasn’t a machine piloted by a human; it was a machine that thought it was a human. It would act as fast, or faster, than a human. It would take a lot of pounding before it went down. It was possible that Reed had borrowed this from Metatech, or had stolen the tech from someone. All of that was largely incidental, because with the TC moving on them they were all going to die. After the cannon fired, they would die quickly, leaving nothing but red slurry and a few pieces of metal in the corridor. 
 
    Austin let the overtime wash over him, some stutters firing through his nerves—he’d used it a little too much, a little too often today. It wouldn’t be reliable without a couple days’ rest. He wasn’t an augmented enforcer like that clown Moody. He’d got the work done to help out with… internal negotiations. It worked fine for a few encounters against normals, but here? He was wondering if he might have overreached. Still. He’d done preparation of his own before coming out. He told the Glock to eject the current magazine and chambered round. The magazine started make its slow fall to the floor through the molasses of overtime while he pulled a new mag from his belt, sliding it home. The Glock chatted to him over the hard link as it slotted a round into the breach, reading the idents from the bullet. His overlay confirmed the loading: DPU. While taking on a TC was suicide, Austin wasn’t the kind of man who was going down without a fight. He was going to fire depleted uranium through this motherfucker, and while it might not put the thing down, it would leave a hell of a repair bill. 
 
    Although Austin would be much happier if it put the thing down. 
 
    Ruby opened a link to him, her body already on the move. “I need a distraction.” All business, no coyness, nothing in there to suggest he was the boss. She was escalating a problem to management, and he was the wide receiver for that option. She, like Austin, had overtime enabled. 
 
    “Leck,” said Austin in the real, the word feeling thick, half-chewed as he made his mouth move through the overtime. He made sure he said it loud, but it was hard to tell if he’d made any sense; he hadn’t had enough practice at talking in the real with overtime enabled. 
 
    “MOTHERFUCKER!” screamed Leck, who didn’t appear overly concerned with the clarity of the message. The man charged forward with his discount-aisle shield. It drew the TC’s eye, and that big rotary cannon started to turn, life breathed into a nascent system. The TC would be running overtime as well, but it had chosen a weapon that had a two second spin up time. It would have been smarter to choose a straight rifle, but this encounter was going to be a learning experience for everyone concerned. Austin kicked off a timer in the top of his overlay. In two seconds, the weapon would fire, and anything in front of it would be turned into chum. 
 
    0.10 seconds: Ruby began her sprint towards the TC, her SMGs starting to rise. 
 
    0.20 seconds: Austin raised his Glock, overlay mapping the TC for likely weak points. It didn’t give him a lot of options; the point of these suckers was not being weak. 
 
    0.30 seconds: Olivia looked like she might have been starting to respond to the situation. Like Leck, she wasn’t running an overtime module, which made her likely to respond in what would feel like an hour’s time. 
 
    0.40 seconds: Ruby had made it three meters further. Her RUBY SMG started to fire, first of the shells tumbling in slow motion from the breach. 
 
    0.50 seconds: Austin’s Glock made it to level. He might have had an overtime module, but most of him was still original fitment meat. There were no cybernetics in his arms to make them move faster or punch stronger. Later, he might get something done about that, if there was a later. For now? He lined up the leading elbow joint of the TC, and squeezed the trigger. 
 
    0.60 seconds: The Glock’s breach ejected the spent shell. His optics were still mapping an impact point on the elbow. No time to wait; Austin moved his sidearm further up the TC’s form. 
 
    0.70 seconds: rounds from Ruby’s SMG were impacting against the TC’s armored head. No effect on target. The PAGE SMG had joined the conversation. She had traversed another three meters. Four bullets from the RUBY SMG had impacted with the TC without obvious effect. Austin’s overlay helpfully noted her likely fire rate was around 600 rounds per minute. 
 
    0.80 seconds: the TC’s rotary cannon was engaging shells into the firing system, ready to start spitting brass at them. Or tungsten. Or whatever else it was loaded with. 
 
    0.90 seconds: new target for the Glock. Austin lined the weapon up with the TC’s shoulder, squeezing the trigger again. The overlay reported that his first round had done damage to the TC’s elbow, a straight-through shot that left a glowing circle of superheated metal in its wake. 
 
    1.00 seconds: we made it to a second! Don’t celebrate too soon. Impact on the shoulder from the Glock. Ruby was nearing the half-way point to the TC. 
 
    1.10 seconds: Austin’s overlay predicted—a set of predicted firing lines mapped over his vision—that the rotary cannon would fire at Leck. That would be a bad situation for Leck, because the man was holding a piece of wall, not a piece of armor. Austin selected a new target. What about the throat? Throats were generally good, although the TC probably didn’t breathe through that anymore. 
 
    1.20 seconds: Ruby was closer again. The TC didn’t seem to care. Maybe it was that Leck looked like the bigger threat because of his size. That old animal brain housed in the TC’s shell was making the wrong calls in the face of hard data. Leck was probably good in a bar fight. Ruby was good in a war zone. The TC most likely computed that a slim figure was running at it, SMGs firing useless bullets that bounced off like rain, and prioritized Leck up the kill list. Austin lined up the TC’s throat, and squeezed the trigger. 
 
    1.30 seconds: Time was getting tight. Ruby had a fifty-fifty chance of making it to the TC before it fired. In Austin’s experience, fifty-fifty meant ninety-ten to the house. It didn’t look good. He didn’t know what she was going to do when she got there anyway. She had two useless SMGs. But hell, Austin liked the way she smiled, and if he was going to die, a blaze of glory wasn’t a bad option. If Olivia was still around to write this down, she’d have a great final moment to play out. 
 
    1.40 seconds: Ruby’s RUBY SMG ran dry, the woman dropping it to fall—so slowly—towards the ground. The Glock fired again, Austin’s overlay noting the previous shoulder joint impact was also a good effect, a glowing coal of a hole opening in the TC’s frame. The DPUs were expensive, but it felt like money well spent 0.60 seconds away from certain death. 
 
    1.50 seconds: new target. Go for the head. Why not? The brain might be there. Might not. Only one way to find out. Austin moved the Glock’s targeting camera further up the TC’s frame towards that metal face. 
 
    1.60 seconds: the rotary cannon was almost ready for fire. Leck had made perhaps three steps in all this time. Ruby was almost at the TC. Olivia was out of Austin’s care zone right now. She might be the key to everything, but that only mattered if they weren’t all dead in a hail of gunfire. 
 
    1.70 seconds: TC’s head under the Glock’s sights, Austin fired again. Sure enough, the throat impact had left a glowing crater in it’s neck. Austin wished TCs weren’t so damn strong. While his previous shots had left the TC’s arm and shoulder impaired, it still had one perfectly good arm connected to that cannon, and that was more than enough to wreak terrible revenge on its targets. 
 
    1.80 seconds: okay, so Austin had got it wrong. It wasn’t two seconds to firing, it was 1.80 seconds. The rotary cannon started its fusillade of death, the first round—from a weapon designed to fire five hundred rounds per minute, which was a little over eight a second, or just under one every tenth of a second—impacting against Leck’s shield, then through it, and into Leck himself. Forward momentum would carry Leck on to glory or death. 
 
    1.90 seconds: Ruby was at the TC. Austin risked one more shot, the Glock barking fire and uranium at the TC’s head. 
 
    2.00 seconds: another round from the rotary cannon impacted Leck through his portable wall. A bright white-hot hole appeared in the TC’s forehead from Austin’s shot. Ruby’s PAGE SMG had fallen silent, and her free hand had blossomed open like a metal flower. An impossibly thin blade extruded from her open wrist as she brought that arm around and into the TC’s torso. 
 
    2.10 seconds: It was hard to tell over the speed of overtime, but Austin felt this was the moment where everything changed. The TC, at this point, was not firing on all cylinders. It used its broken arm to swat Ruby aside, which would probably have killed a normal human. She didn’t appear to care as she started overtime’s slow journey through the air. 
 
    2.20 seconds: okay, great. So the brain was in the torso. Austin lowered his weapon, selecting auto fire on the Glock. He pulled the trigger. Leck took another one for the team. The bullet holes in his back were erupting in showers of meat, and his trajectory was now more towards the floor than forward. 
 
    2.30 seconds: The Glock fired again. 
 
    2.40 seconds: The TC stopped moving with conscious will as the crater Austin had opened in its chest left a glowing tear through to something made of meat and previously alive inside. The rotary cannon was still spinning, but decelerating, Austin’s overlay reporting that firing had ceased, but not before one more round exited the chamber, hitting Leck—again. 
 
    Austin let the overtime go, tasting coffee and chocolate. In the aftermath, he saw Ruby hit the wall, bounce off like a thrown cushion, and land on her feet. Leck was down, blood and gibbets everywhere. Olivia was fine, roughly in the same spot she’d been when the shit hit the fan. Austin walked up to the TC, pointed the Glock at it, and fired into the chassis a couple more times for good measure. The superheated holes glowed in the wake of the depleted uranium rounds, but it wasn’t a cheery kind of glow. It was the sullen burn of lessons taught the hard way. He took no pleasure in it. 
 
    Although: now Leck was down, that was a net savings for the cost of the mission. Austin had always figured himself as a glass half full kind of guy. “How we doing?” he said. 
 
    Ruby was rubbing her ribs, giving a stretch. “I could do this all day.” 
 
    “Leck’s down,” said Olivia. 
 
    “Less kill-stealing,” said Ruby. “More of a bounty for us.” 
 
    “Uh,” said Olivia. “I guess.” 
 
    “Well,” said Austin, “as fun as this has been, I think we should press on.” He waved the Glock at the door. “Soft what light through yonder window breaks and all that, right?” 
 
    “It’s… not a girl,” said Olivia. “It’s a device, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Metaphor,” offered Ruby. 
 
    “Exactly,” said Austin, tapping his head with the nose of the Glock. He ejected the DPU magazine, slipping some armor-piercing high explosive rounds back in. It was important to save the good stuff for the right times. “Be creative, Olivia. Life’s too short for anything else.” 
 
    “What are we going to do about Leck?” said Ruby. 
 
    “We’ll get him on the way out,” said Austin after a moment’s thought. 
 
    “Give him to his family?” said Olivia. 
 
    “Maybe, but I was more thinking we shouldn’t leave evidence lying around,” said Austin. “C’mon. Let’s get cracking. If the schematics are correct, behind this door is a guard station. We can expect some resistance. It’s not a big guard station, so I’m thinking just a couple of people.” 
 
    “Two TCs would be a rough time,” said Ruby. Her hand slicked back into place, all evidence of the blade gone. To puncture the chest of a TC, that blade needed to be made of something hard and strong, backed by an arm stronger than a jackhammer. Definitely ex-military. Metatech had that kind of technology, but not many others. Still. She was batting for his team, and everything was working out just fine. 
 
    “Olivia, can you have a look?” said Austin. “Over the link network.” 
 
    She nodded, unslinging her deck. She frowned. “Okay. We’ve got two people in there. They’re behind desks. Overturned, looks like.” 
 
    Ruby took a look a the deck’s screen. “Okay. Boss? You want left or right?” 
 
    “Buyer’s choice,” said Austin. 
 
    “Great. Left’s my lucky side.” 
 
    “I’ll go right then,” said Austin. “Let’s go make some magic.” 
 
      
 
    • • • 
 
      
 
    When Olivia opened the door for them, her access to the local link a thing of wonder and beauty, everything was as described. The guard station was a standard affair, used to housing a pair of usually-bored, but currently-terrified, soldiers. These soldiers were expected to do clearance checks for people going into the lab proper. There shouldn’t have been anyone unauthorized making it this far into the facility. If intruders did make it this far, they would—under normal circumstances—have had to joust with a hundred troops, locked doors, and other forms of resistance. 
 
    Which meant anyone making it this far back was a serious motherfucker, and not to be messed with. That was Austin’s firm view, anyway, and cards were playing well in their favor tonight. 
 
    Inside the guard station were the expected soldiers, one left, one right. They had—unlike the TC outside—correctly identified Ruby has the point of hard contact, weapons trained on the woman as she ducked in and to the left. They had assault rifles, good weapons for an everyday situation, and they were firing on Ruby as she moved. 
 
    As Austin entered, moving to the right, he raised the Glock, then paused, the film of overtime settling around him. Ruby was moving like a gymnast, a hands-free cartwheel turning her through the air, bullets missing her by the grace of God alone. As she was inverted, head down, legs in the air, no part of her body connected to the ground, she unloaded with both her SMGs at one of the Reed soldiers. 
 
    Not to be outdone by mere staff, Austin focused on the other Reed guard. The Glock was still set on automatic fire, and seeing no reason to break a winning formula, he left it alone. He squeezed the trigger, the gold of the Glock bright under the room’s fluorescent lights, and emptied the weapon into his assigned soldier, like bullets were treats handed out at a party. The rounds hammered into the soldier (who was still focused on Ruby, which would teach them—ever so briefly—that Austin was also not one with whom you wanted to fuck). 
 
    Austin let his gaze turn to Ruby, who landed on both feet like she’d done this a hundred times before, her SMGs still firing in bursts. The soldier she was shooting was already falling backward, and she strode forward, keeping the rounds hitting the body until her guns clicked empty. Smoke curled about the room, whisked into eddies by the air conditioning. 
 
    “Nice shooting,” said Austin. 
 
    “Thanks,” said Ruby. “Always been my strong preference to use over, rather than under kill, you know?” 
 
    “I hear you,” said Austin. “Olivia?” 
 
    “On it,” said Olivia. She opened the last door into the lab itself.  
 
    Austin smiled. It was finally time. Payback. 
 
      
 
    • • • 
 
      
 
    “What the fucking fuck is this fucking thing?” said Austin, holding up the tablet. 
 
    “Looks like a tablet,” said Ruby. 
 
    “Definitely a tablet,” said Olivia. 
 
    Austin was standing in the lab, the open safe in front of him. Instead of holding the Decider, it held a tablet. This wasn’t expected. This was a surprise. This was not a good surprise. He sighed. Best to see what was what. Bad news could be managed as long as you knew about it. He clicked the power on the tablet, the screen lighting up to show him Cayo Moody’s face. 
 
    “Heya,” said Cayo. 
 
    “Where’s the Decider?” said Austin. 
 
    “The what? Oh, that,” said Cayo. “Yeah, we moved it after Kerry told us you were going to bust on in. We were going to need it, you know?” 
 
    “Kerry?” said Austin, something sick dawning like the light of a murder moon inside him. 
 
    “You remember her,” said Cayo. “Kerry Forsdyke. Used to be your assistant? Anyway. Turns out she didn’t like being fired because you were an asshole, so she worked out a deal. Hell, we even gave her back her options and a bonus.” 
 
    “It was my invention!” screamed Austin. Calm, Austin, calm. He composed himself. “Where is it?” 
 
    “Oh, hell now Ainley,” said Cayo. “We’ve brought back to your facility. We need to unfuck all the people you’ve fucked, and it’s a good field test.” 
 
    “You’re at my facility?” said Austin. 
 
    “Just like you’re at ours,” said Cayo. “Speaking of which, we need a few tax write-offs considering the fuckery in Seattle. So, we’re just going to cross this one off to corporate espionage. I hope you don’t die. Hell, I want to see you again. Because this is personal. You know how it is—” 
 
    Austin clicked the tablet off, turning to Olivia. “I don’t want you to panic.” 
 
    “I’m not panicked,” said Olivia. 
 
    “Good,” said Austin. “There is a bomb in this facility. We are all going to die if you don’t disarm it.” 
 
    “I’m a little panicked,” said Olivia, but she got her deck out. “Okay, okay. I think I’ve found it. Yeah, the whole facility is… no, it’s not a bomb.” 
 
    “It’s not?” said Austin. 
 
    “No, it looks like we’ve got ourselves an orbital strike,” she said, her voice awed. “I mean, the facility would be hard to blow up by conventional means. It’d take a lot of planning and a lot of explosives. But if you can nudge one of your skywatchers overhead? Here. Check out the link comms.” She was right, chatter across the link net was showing soldiers outside evacuating, and a time to strike noted as being less than a minute.  
 
    Austin copied that to his overlay, and looked at them both. “No chance to disable it?” 
 
    “I’m not linked into their sat network,” said Olivia. “I mean, I love that you think I’m that good, but… hell to the no.” She seemed almost resigned. 
 
    Austin could understand her position. An orbital particle cannon strike would turn this particular area into floating dust. It was surgical, raining nuclear-levels of devastation down on a very specific area. They had a minute to get outside, into the car, and to a safe distance. 
 
    “We’re fucked,” said Ruby, saying what they were all thinking. 
 
    As a leader, you could think something, but you needed to show a little positivity. “Not yet,” he said. Then, “Run!” 
 
    • • • 
 
    Back out through the guard station. Two bodies, which would shortly be stray atoms in the breeze. It was useful in a way, as if the police—useless, pathetic government servants that they were—ever arrived here, there wouldn’t be any evidence that could tie this back to Austin. That was good. The way the evidence was being erased? Not good. 
 
    They ran out into the death corridor, Austin slipping on something pink and slick oozing from the TC’s chassis. It could have been hydraulic fluid. It could have been liquified brain tissue. He vaulted Leck’s body, feet slapping on the floor as they ran. The guard room was exactly how they’d left it, bodies and all, section of the wall missing. It was funny how you noticed tiny details in the moments before death, like that damn pair of underwear still lying out. That would also be erased, like it had never been. Ruby was pulling ahead of Austin, her overtime not even close to being spent, and Olivia was further behind. 
 
    The good news, if there could be such a thing, was that there wouldn’t be any resistance outside. Cayo Moody had baited the perfect trap, closed the jaws tight around them, and was totally fine with eliminating Austin’s people along with Austin himself. Austin didn’t begrudge the man that, because he’d do the very same thing if their roles were reversed. He wanted to do the same thing. He was going to do the same thing. Because Austin Ainley was getting out of this, and he was going to make himself a Halloween pumpkin out of Moody’s skull. 
 
    The analogy didn’t hold a lot of water, but being fair on himself, Austin wasn’t really in his prime thinking environment. 
 
    The exterior lobby was also the same, the once blue-haired man lying where they left him. Ruby was working the mine on the door, her voice shouting in frustration, “Come on, come on!” and then, with a pop, the mine came free. She tossed it behind her. Olivia came up, panting, and unslung her deck. She worked the door controls, precious seconds ticking by as they waited for the doors to release them. With a hiss and the lash of rain, the night and storm greeted them as the doors opened. 
 
    They sprinted towards the air car, the doors already opening to receive them. Ruby hit the car first, hand held out to Austin. He took the hand, slinging himself in beside her. Olivia joined them last, saying something like go go let’s go please let’s just go. 
 
    Austin opened a link to the air car, kicking in the emergency launch sequence. The car rumbled underneath them, kicked the safeties aside like you’d sweep the legs out from under a cripple, and fired them skyward in a roar of turbines. Austin was pressed against his seat as they rose, and he risked a look back. 
 
    The particle cannon, when it struck, was beautiful. The heavens glowed a soft blue, then blue-white, then a hard, angry white, before the clouds boiled apart. The beam, visible as it carved its path through the rain, struck the facility like the vengeance of the gods of old. Concrete ruptured, the raw energy load fed into the ground breathtaking in its urgency and finality. The roof of the Reed facility was torn away like tissue, pieces of material blasting skyward with the force of the beam. 
 
    The blast wave hit the air car, shaking them like a baby with a rattle. Alarms triggered in the cabin, red lights and noise around them, and the vehicle scudded sideways. Something rang against the outside of the car, then something larger tore the side off. Austin could feel them losing altitude, the machine failing through the rain and dark like an angel tossed from Heaven. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER THREE 
 
    “I feel it’s time I stopped messing around,” said Austin. He felt sore. He felt singed. What he felt more than anything was pissed off. 
 
    “You’ve been messing around?” said Ruby, still looking for the end of her arm. It had been torn from her when the side of the air car was opened like a tin can. She didn’t look like it bothered her, excepting for the obvious loss of a useful limb. Exposed circuits, metal, and plastic were hanging from the stump. A viscous white fluid leaked from within. “Then definitely up your game, boss. These fuckers got my arm.” 
 
    Olivia was clutching her deck as she leaned against the side of a street car. She was, miraculously, unharmed, the light from the burning air car glinting in her eyes. “I… think, yes, that would be good. We should really… not do that again.” 
 
    “First thing? We’re going to need some wheels,” said Austin. “I’m not walking through all the Five Burroughs just to get back to base.”  
 
    “With you on that,” said Ruby. 
 
    “Second thing is, I’m going to invoke the… hell, I’m going to call it the ‘zombie protocol.’” 
 
    “The what now?” said Olivia. 
 
    “Let’s get a ride first,” said Austin. 
 
    “Wait up… got it,” said Ruby, holding up her severed forearm from where she’d found it in the wreckage. “I mean, not that it’s going to do me much good. But for later.” 
 
    “I admire your optimism,” said Austin. “Let’s get some revenge.” 
 
    Olivia hacked a street car, opening the vehicle to the night and rain. They slipped inside, setting the autonav for the lair. “Now,” said Austin, extending a link feed to both of them. “Watch this.” 
 
      
 
    • • • 
 
      
 
    The lair was a simple layout, a repurposed warehouse, roughly square in shape. There was the lab part at the back, behind the clean room. There was a packing facility in front of that, connected to a distribution area for vehicles to take deliveries. Front of the building was the briefing room where they’d all met what felt like weeks ago, but was in reality mere hours. 
 
    Cameras were nested throughout the facility, showing every aspect of the operation. Austin felt that no one should steal from him. He was doing the stealing from Reed, and while some might have thought he was leading by example, he discouraged his staff from robbing him blind. So, the cameras. Before they’d left, he’d overridden everyone’s link systems, leaving his staff as mindless as Mara. 
 
    No, it was Kara. Kara. He’d get it right one day. 
 
    The Reed troops had descended on his lair like valkyries to a battlefield, ready to resurrect his workers from their terrible plight. The external cameras showed him Kerry, leading the Read team, pointing the way, showing the entrances, unlocking the doors, and generally being a huge pain in the ass by disrupting all of Austin’s shit. With Kerry was That Fucker, also known as Cayo Moody, who sported his faux eyepatch and body armor that, unlike the eyepatch, was more-action-less-pretentious-asshole. The eyepatch was a clever way to house better optics than you’d find in standard bionics, and Austin had it on some authority that Cayo fancied himself as a bit of a sniper. Behind the patch was probably a lens that took up more than a human eye socket; while it might interfere with Cayo’s chances of landing a score on a Friday night, it helped with being a sniper.  
 
    It was a huge shame, then, that the warehouse wasn’t prime sniping territory. It was a bigger shame that Cayo was going inside, as opposed to finding himself a little nest outside and waiting in the dark with a high-powered rifle. Lessons would be coming thick and fast to all parties tonight, if Austin had his way. And Austin was definitely going to get his way. 
 
      
 
    • • • 
 
      
 
    Austin linked Ruby and Olivia in to a secure channel. He didn’t give them direct access to the feeds, using himself as a relay, because while they’d shown tremendous value in the past mission, there was still water to flow under the trust bridge. If he had his way, he’d book a retreat somewhere that served a decent cocktail in a coconut. Get them along. Do some strategizing. Get a motivational speaker along, someone who doubled as a home birth specialist; they’d have a name like Moon Dragon. When they were at the retreat, they’d do some trust falls, and then hit the bar. It’d be great: on returning to New York, they’d finally be one. 
 
    At the moment? They were names on his payroll. Hence, they were getting a relayed feed. Olivia was recording it, which suited Austin just fine. Ruby had that look on her face that said I wish I had more than one good arm and I am memorizing the layout of this place and I’m going to have me a party, everyone’s invited. All those things were on her face, and Austin appreciated the honesty of the expression. 
 
    Inside the lair, he could see Cayo moving with Kerry among Austin’s previous… employees. Many of them looked shell-shocked, like they’d just had a tour in some syndicate’s backyard private war, flame-burst weapons raining down and turning their friends into barbecue. Having your mind ripped away was a little like that, and if Austin had the Decider it would never have come to this. But it had, and so there it was. 
 
    Reed’s basic problem was they were arrogant assholes. It’s why Seattle had gone so wrong for them. It’s why they’d kicked Austin out on his ass. And that company culture—which drifts, top down, like snowflakes from the sky—was layered thick on Cayo Moody. To a lesser extent, Kerry carried a little of that fallout. Austin could see through the cams she was already walking with her shoulders a little straighter. She was leaning towards a man who was rocking himself, sobbing, a gentle hand on his shoulder like she was Ramiel the very angel of hope. That shit wouldn’t do. It wouldn’t do at all. Hell, Austin’s seat wasn’t even goddamn cold in his office and she was sweeping in like an answer to prayers. 
 
    Fuck that. 
 
    Austin initiated the zombie protocol. 
 
    The thing with taking over the minds of people through hard link contact was that it was fast, and it was effective. If you knew the way in—something supposedly impossible, as link subsystems were heavily shielded against the sort of asshole Austin fancied himself—then you didn’t have any problematic bandwidth constraints. You could upgrade—or downgrade, depending on your point of view—a whole new human operating system. Sure, there were bits of the brain that weren’t accessible to the link, but if you had bionics that helped you walk, breathe, see, or think, then you were going to become Austin’s bitch. 
 
    The downside—where previous efforts had failed, ninety-nine times—was that while hacking link systems was difficult, keeping people alive afterward had been even harder. The problem stemmed from needing to seed a new human OS while the body was still operational. It was tricky to swap out the underlying organics for silicon without the body having a panic. But Austin had nailed that. Kerry thought she knew how Austin’s tech worked, and she did for the most part. Waking these people up was a matter of re-enabling the good ol’ complex code evolution had given these people, letting their minds work again under their own free will, no doubt by way of the Decider. Yes, you want to live. Of course you do. 
 
    Kerry, of course, didn’t know everything. After Reed and Austin’s outing, he was never going to disclose everything he knew. Not to anyone. As a for-example, he hadn’t told Kerry that part of his code nested inside people, waiting for a wake-up signal from Austin’s zombie protocol. He didn’t need a hard link; bandwidth wasn’t a problem to switch a bit from zero to one. He just needed a back door into an existing link system. 
 
    Which he’d installed through the hard link. Good times were ahead. 
 
    Austin set that zero to a one, and leaned back in the seat of the car, watching the link feed. 
 
    That sobbing man? He stopped wailing like someone had turned off a faucet, just… out, no more tears, no more noise. Ruby saw that, and over the link network said, “Hell. Austin? You could sell that shit to parents. Newborn won’t shut up? Make those little fuckers.” 
 
    Olivia was nodding. “Yeah. I mean, there’s a product just dying to get out there.” 
 
    “That,” said Austin, “is the least of it. Toddlers don’t do this.” He then enacted the next phase of the protocol. 
 
    Kerry, to her credit, appeared to take stock of what the actual fuck is going on. He saw her surprise over the feed, feet backing her away from the previously-sobbing man. It backed her towards another worker, a woman with a face like a chewed caramel, some industrial accident (Austin didn’t care what you looked like, just whether you could do the work) having left her more desperate than most. The zombie code active inside her link systems, she reached around Kerry, holding her tight. Holding her like a lover. 
 
    No. Actually? Chewed-caramel held Kerry like a polar bear held prey. Her lips pulled back from teeth, ready to sink into the side of Kerry’s neck. 
 
    Cayo Moody, though, now that man was no ordinary company enforcer. This wasn’t his first rodeo. He didn’t shock easy, having seen all manner of horrors in his rounds through syndicate missions. He took stock of the situation, previously traumatized workers shambling upright like a scene from a cheap vid, pulled out a handgun the size of a Howitzer, and started firing. The first bullet saved Kerry, the round going through the head of Chewed-caramel, which was good as near as Austin figured, because he needed Kerry. For all her faults, she still had value to return. She was an investment of time and energy, and Austin wasn’t the kind of man to leave money on the table. 
 
    Austin, Olivia, and Ruby watched the feed as Cayo and Kerry went back to back. Kerry had grabbed a piece of pipe from somewhere—Austin cringed, as it was a sign of slipshod maintenance, a worker not tidying up their tools, but soon that would all be behind them. He wound up the audio gain on the video, a smile crossing his face. This was like Christmas. 
 
    “We need a safe room,” said Cayo on the feed, firing that hand cannon like bullets cost nothing at all. He hit another one of Austin’s workers center-mass, cratering the chest, blood and bone spraying from the back. 
 
    “The lab,” said Kerry, swinging her club into the side of another worker’s head, the crunch audible over the link. “We’ll be safe there.” 
 
    “Then we go to the lab,” said Cayo, “and wait for re-enforcements.” 
 
    Austin smiled wider. In less than three minutes Austin’s team would be at the lair, the facility would be secured by his workers, and he would be able to fuck over the two people who most needed a good fucking over in the whole world. The best part was that they were putting themselves in the prime center of his facility. The heart of his empire. “Ruby,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah, boss?” 
 
    “You good,” he said, pointing at her severed stump, “to fight?” 
 
    She held up her mauled arm. “This? This is nothing. Now, the accident where I had to get the meat replaced? That was something. This is just an evening in the shop.” She hauled out her PAGE SMG. “I think I can still fill enough cubic centimeters with metal hail to get the job done.” 
 
    Olivia leaned forward. “This… Cayo?” Austin nodded for her to continue. “Cayo, he looks like a serious case of top-shelf cockface. Lots of metal under that skin.” 
 
    “There’ll still be something in there that can bleed,” said Ruby. 
 
    “Perfect,” said Austin. Because it was. Time to get this done. 
 
      
 
    • • • 
 
      
 
    The outside of the lair was as he’d left it, with the addition of a couple of Reed APCs. The heavy machines were standing empty, the body of an armored Reed soldier next to one. His throat had been chewed out. In front of him were the bodies of five—five! such a waste of resources—of Austin’s workers in various stages of dismemberment-by-firearm. 
 
    “I think,” said Austin, “we just follow the trail of bodies.” 
 
    “Like breadcrumbs,” said Ruby. 
 
    “You guys go first,” said Olivia, and Austin admired her prudence. She didn’t have any combat tech, and it wouldn’t do for his life journalist to go down like a cup of cold vomit on the eve of his victory. 
 
    “Just keep recording,” said Austin. “This will be the best show on Earth.” 
 
    “Actually I could use a hand,” said Ruby, holding up her stump. “When I run dry, you hold up another mag so I can slot it in.” 
 
    “Won’t I be next to where all the gunfire is going?” said Olivia. 
 
    “Keep my ammo stocked and there won’t be gunfire,” said Ruby. “Safest seat in the house.” She nodded to Austin. “They’ll be trying to kill this guy as a point of high priority. You and me? We’re just a dessert after the main course.” 
 
    “Let’s go get some dinner then,” said Austin. They walked to the main doors of the lair, Ruby taking the lead, Olivia just behind holding spare magazines clutched in her hands, and Austin at the rear. He had his gold Glock held low and ready. He kept the other two in on the link feed, cameras relaying the interior of the facility. Everything was still coming through crystal clear except for the lab and clean room; the cameras were down there, no doubt taken out by Kerry or Cayo. 
 
    Inside the entrance area—where they’d all met not too long ago—there were still some bloodstains on the carpet, which was expected. Two Reed soldiers were backed against the far wall, ready to surprise them. Ruby strode into the room like she owned the place—a possible management position might be in her future—and pointed the PAGE SMG at the first one. The weapon hammered into the soldier, dropping him like yesterday’s newsreel. The other soldier fired on her, but she was moving fast and low, the rounds missing. The loss of balance from the missing arm didn’t seem to bother her at all, which spoke of excellent tech. One of the bullets hit the screen mounted on the wall, a shower of glass and electronics hailing out. 
 
    That screen had cost money. Austin raised the Glock, not even bothering with the overtime. He selected three-round burst over the Glock’s hard link, then lined the soldier’s head up. The Glock barked, three bullets firing so fast it sounded like a single noise, and the soldier’s helmet popped off. Another burst, and the head exploded in steaming chunks, the body toppling to the ground. 
 
    The next room was the packing facility, cameras showing a sniper nested in the far corner. It was a stupid move, because while the room was longer, it also had plenty of cover from packing pallets and conveyor machines. It also had a highly pissed off Ruby Page, who didn’t even bother with the cover. She hit the entrance door at a run, a round punching through the wood laminate in her wake. Big hole. .50 calibre, definitely. Austin watched as she cartwheeled through the air, her PAGE gun firing across the room, making the Reed soldier’s body jerk and spin before it fell to the ground next to his dropped rifle. She paused, SMG smoking, then said, “Magazine.” 
 
    “What?” said Olivia, following with a little more caution. “Oh. Right. Here.” She held out a fresh magazine as Ruby ejected the spent one to clatter on the floor. 
 
    “As we know,” said Austin, pointing to the exit door, “through there is the corridor to the clean room, and the lab. The cameras are out. We’re going in blind. Cayo will be waiting. He’ll want blood.” 
 
    “Good talk,” said Ruby, eyes bright. “He’s in the way of my paycheck.” She cast a gaze towards the fallen sniper. “Let’s hope he provides a little more excitement than these clowns. I mean, a sniper rifle? In here? He wanted to get himself killed.” 
 
    “Cayo is unlikely to be so… careless,” said Austin. “He is a full company enforcer. An asset acquisitions specialist. He’s been promoted.” 
 
    “He’s just waiting for his exit interview,” said Olivia, tapping a magazine against her thigh. “That’s all.” 
 
    “Indeed,” said Austin. “Let’s finish this.” 
 
      
 
    • • • 
 
      
 
    The clean room was a trap, plain and simple. Inside, Cayo would be waiting for them. Or possibly Kerry, but she wasn’t weapons-grade enhanced. If Austin was holding the decision-making spot in that duo, he’d have both of them ready. With that in mind, he went in side by side with Ruby. He went right, she went left, and they both had guns raised. 
 
    As they rushed through the doors and were met with: 
 
    First, Bad News™. Austin tried to trigger overtime, but the system curled and snarled inside him, refusing to come online. He’d used it a little too much for it to work anymore, which was not just unpleasant but potentially fatal.  
 
    Second, Kerry, immediately to the right, pipe in hand. In a normal altercation Austin would have shot her with the Glock and taken a bow, but with overtime still snarling across his link in a series of false starts, he was caught flat-footed. The pipe she swung at him took the Glock clean out of his hand, and her backswing—surprising them both—hit him upside the head. He felt stunned, falling back against the wall. 
 
    Third, Cayo, a company enforcer jacked up and good to go. Ruby was raining death hail on his position, but it was like she was shooting at smoke. The man twisted out of the way of the bullets, that hand cannon firing just once back at her. The round pierced her stomach, exiting out her spine, pieces of metal and bone and blood (surprisingly little meat) spraying the wall behind her. She dropped like a sack of puppies into a river, her expression shocked. Cayo’s next shot took off her other arm, the PAGE SMG falling to the ground. Ruby continued to look shocked, still alive but immobile and weaponless. “Ah,” she said. 
 
    “Ah,” agreed Cayo, striding towards them. He pointed his gun at Ruby’s head. “This is how it ends for you.” 
 
    “Uh,” said Austin, drawing a frown from Cayo. “Cocoa?” 
 
    The gun moved to cover Austin, moving slowly, like it didn’t want to. Like it really just wanted to end Ruby. But Austin didn’t want that; she’d proven herself a little more valuable than the average worker. She could be fixed, but only if she had a brain left in her head. “What is it, Ainley?” 
 
    Austin eyed Kerry, the woman backing away from him. “You probably think you’ve won.” He put a hand behind him, preparing to rise. The Glock was five meters away; it may as well have been on Mars. 
 
    “Uh uh,” said Cayo. “Stay down, Ainley.” He thought for a bit. “Give me one reason why I shouldn’t just end you right now.” 
 
    “Well,” said Austin, “I can think of two reasons.” 
 
    Cayo regarded him, that damn eyepatch making him look a pirate caricature. “Two? Only two? That’s not a good bargaining position.” 
 
    “Eh,” said Austin, moving his hand side to side—so-so. “When your chips are big, you only need one or two.” 
 
    “Big?” said Cayo. “You look pretty small from up here.” 
 
    “Sure, sure,” said Austin. “Well, the first reason is that Reed sent you here to recover the other part of my technology. You know. The workers. You don’t have it yet, or you’d have just shot me and thrown my body in a dumpster.” 
 
    “There is that,” agreed Cayo. “What’s the other reason?” 
 
    “It seems foolish to mention,” said Austin, “as someone like you should have guessed by now.” 
 
    “What,” said Cayo, his victory smile becoming a little more fixed, “is the second reason, Ainley?” 
 
    “You really should be wondering,” said Austin, “why Kerry isn’t in my grill about now.” 
 
    He watched as Cayo processed that, the man’s refresh rate not really up to the job. At about the time the ah hah! moment crossed his face, and he started to turn around, Kerry’s pipe hit him in the side of the head. It didn’t hit with the force she’d nailed Austin with; it hit with the force of a human who’s overrides had been removed. The same sort of strength mothers used to drag a car off their trapped child. Cayo stumbled, his handgun suddenly indecisive, waving through the air, seeking targets. 
 
    Kerry stepped forward again, face slack, and hit Cayo again. And again. And again. As her final strike knocked the enforcer to the ground, she paused, mouth open, eyes empty. 
 
    “Very good, Kerry,” said Austin. He got to his feet, kicking Cayo’s weapon away. He retrieved his Glock. “My invention needs hard link contact to upload without bandwidth constraints,” he said, standing over Cayo. “It’s how you do things quick and fast. But if you don’t need to be fast? If you’ve already hacked someone’s link architecture? You can just trickle the code in over time.” He sniffed. “I’ve been uploading this… Complier code to Kerry’s subsystems for the past ten minutes.” The Complier. A good companion to the Decider. He lined the Glock up on Cayo’s head, and pulled the trigger. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    The new lair was fabulous. Austin had garnered support from a few angel investors, and the new corporate facility was, top to bottom, decked in the sleek lines of glass, polished metal, and attractive staff. He was ready to give his first press release. He was ready to change the world. 
 
    Austin stood in front of the podium, a set of eager faces staring at him. They were, for the most part, reporters. That didn’t mean they were impartial; far from it. Reporters were easier to buy these days than police. The good part was that these were ones he’d paid for. There would be a series of glowing reviews for upcoming products that would rain money on his new corporation, like mana from heaven. 
 
    The lesser part of the crowd were reps from other syndicates, trying to get a lean-in on the new tech. Olivia had done her job by making sure they were a) identified to Austin, and b) here in the first place. No publicity was bad publicity. When you were trying to change the world, you needed to use incentives, positive and negative. You needed to set a shining example, and also teach people fear. It was, basically, carrot and stick. 
 
    Now, the carrot and the stick were baked into the tech. The stick was something no one would be seeing at this press conference. The Complier was a technology that could override link systems, turning people into mindless zombies. The efficacy of that technology was limited. No one would pay to have themselves zombified, and they certainly wouldn’t buy something that had an inherent risk like that inside it. So Austin wouldn’t tell them. 
 
    No, he was leading with carrot today. He looked past the crowd, seeing Ruby by the doors, leaning in a manner that said casual but ready to fuck shit up. Her arms had been fixed, spine replaced, a little more unnecessary meat replaced by metal. She didn’t seem to mind, since the upgrades came with extra performance. She was now the head of Austin’s corporate security. She seemed to like the job; certainly, the benefits package was excellent. It wasn’t limited to medical. It came with a great deal of cash. 
 
    Olivia was close by her, watching all. As the head of Austin’s Marketing division, she also drew a salary that would make a sultan uncomfortable. She knew the play. She knew the game. Together, Olivia and Ruby were also (in a way) carrot and stick. You’d start with Olivia, and if that didn’t work, you’d wind up with Ruby. A great circle of life. 
 
    Salaries came from somewhere, and that place was Austin’s new company: Human Energetics. Or: HumanE in the logo; it was nice to lead with a bit of corporate speak, telling people—not so subtly—that your products were humane. Safe. Better for everyone. 
 
    He cleared his throat, the room falling quiet by degrees. “Thank you for coming,” he said. “As you know, Human Energetics—the world’s most humane company—is going public today.” He raised his hand to stall questions. “We don’t need the cash. Trust me! We are fine without the money. But we want the rest of the world to feel like they can buy a little piece of hope. A slice of the future. For a better tomorrow.” He paused, taking in the room, the temperature of it. Yep, people were still happy. Still smiling. Still eating his shit. “We hope our new product line will help with this. I know as a busy executive,” and here, he gave a deprecating laugh, shared by the people in the room, “that sleep is important. It’s with that we’re launching Baby Be Easy.” 
 
    The screen behind him flicked over to display a happy, smiling baby. “New parents are often sleep deprived. Install our new basic link architecture—a tiny stub that can easily be expanded into a full link system as your child grows—and you can install Baby Be Easy. It will help your child be happier. Healthier. And, as a result, quieter. Because happy babies don’t cry.” That last was true, but the rest was a pure fabrication. The Decider would nudge the child to happiness, and if that didn’t work, the underlying darkness of Austin’s Complier would just silence the damn brats like turning off a speaker. The two combined were Consensus: a new technology foundation for a more compliant world. 
 
    Yes, Human Energetics was off to a very good start. Austin didn’t need Reed stock options. In a couple of years, HumanE would be bigger than Reed, especially considering the waterboarding his previous employer’s stock price had taken after Seattle. 
 
    They said the best revenge was living well. With the Decider to nudge people in the right direction, and his Complier for more forceful coercion, Austin Ainley was going to be living very, very well indeed. It was time for planetary Consensus. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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 Dodging Fate 4: Attack of the Blagrooks: A Holiday Spectacular 
 
    by Zen DiPietro 
 
    The holidays can be tough. But when you’re a redshirt, all those festivities and expectations are bound to converge into something truly spectacular. 
 
    The holidays are approaching, and the Second Chance is alive with celebration. Charlie’s got a lot to learn about pancultural festivities, but he’s ready to jump right in with the egg nog drinking, sea shanty singing, and blagrook whacking. 
 
    That last one isn’t technically a seasonal festivity, but after this adventure, it will be. In between narrowly-avoided disasters, Charlie needs to solve the problem of the perfect gifts for Pinky, Greta, and Nana. He’s also hoping to perform a Christmas miracle—ending up beneath the mistletoe with the girl of his dreams. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 1 
 
    The holidays are coming. Are there four worse words in all the known universe? 
 
    If it were all about the joy and the togetherness, that would be dandy. I’m all about joy and togetherness. 
 
    But no. What the holiday season actually means is that a guy has to run around, searching for the perfect gifts for those he loves. If he fails to perfectly condense his entire relationship with someone down into one material object that he can wrap up in shiny paper and top with a bow, he will have ruined the entire holiday and possibly his relationship. 
 
    It’s a lot to live up to, and frankly, I’m not built for that kind of stress. 
 
    I’m not someone who shines in emotionally fraught situations. I would absolutely freaking love to be the guy who has the answers, knows what to do, and springs into action. The kind who saves busloads full of children and can make a woman stop crying with a few witty words. You know, the hero type. 
 
    That’s just not me. I’m the kind of guy who arrives on a planet with six others and is somehow the only one who walks by an eyeball-high flower that sprays deadly poison just as he’s inhaling for a big sneeze. 
 
    Or maybe it’s a people-eating plant. But never mind the botany. That’s just a means to an end. The fact is, if there’s an unlikely scenario that will probably lead to death, that’s what happens to a redshirt like me. 
 
    Every year, the holidays roll around and I start to think of all the people I won’t be celebrating with. All those dead Kenny relatives of Christmases past. I don’t have visions of sugarplums when I sleep. I have nightmares about yeti-gators, fatal rutabaga missions, and those darn metal teeth at the top and bottom of escalators. 
 
    I really hate those things. They always seem poised to catch my toes and pull me in, like a meat grinder. 
 
    So, yeah. The holidays are a particularly tense time for me. I’ve been having nightmares, actually. 
 
    There’s this particularly disturbing recurring dream that’s plaguing me. In it, Greta keeps insisting her drink glass is empty. When I look inside, it’s a black hole with a yeti-gator in the middle, trying to suck me in. 
 
    I’m having that dream again, right now. 
 
    Dammit. 
 
    I wake up, rubbing my eyes, blinking away the disturbing images. Then I become aware of a tickling sensation at the side of my neck. 
 
    It was probably the thing that woke me up. 
 
    I groan. I’m glad to break free of the dream, but not thrilled about the reason. 
 
    “Nana, you’ve got to stop trying to assimilate me. You don’t have the right tools or equipment, and you know I don’t want to be a cyborg.” 
 
    Nana sits up straight, looking stricken. “Oh, dear, was I doing that again? I came in to collect your laundry to send it out for you, and the next thing I knew, you were telling me to stop assimilating you. I’m sorry, Charlie. Again.” 
 
    I give her metal hand a squeeze. “It’s okay. But please, stop breaking in here, for any purpose. I can send out my own laundry, and although waking up to a cyborg trying to assimilate me is no longer a shocker for me, it still freaks me the hell out.” 
 
    “Just as it should, dear.” Nana pats my cheek and straightens from her creepy, hovering-over-me position. “By the way, I still need your Christmas list.” 
 
    In accordance with tradition, I mentally scream the cry of the damned. There is no winning this battle. A list of desired gifts will be required, as per the yearly protocol, in strict adherence with the gift-giving ritual. 
 
    Knowing an argument is pointless and that I’m effectively struggling while standing in a pit of quicksand, I say, “You don’t have to spend any money on me, Nana. I know your finances are tight due to the cyborg union cutting your allowance. Oh, and don’t forget, we’re celebrating the universal holidays, not just Christmas. So we can focus on that instead of the presents.” 
 
    Most planets have some sort of celebration going on in the December or January part of the year. Since we live aboard the Second Chance, zooming from system to system, we’re embracing a new-wave sort of celebration combination that includes a bunch of holidays all at once. It’s a shame that nearly half of them involve gift giving, but I figure at least it cuts down the gift-giving occasions to one multipurpose celebration. 
 
    It makes logical sense, and as a statistician, I dig that. 
 
    “I don’t forget things, Charlie. My hard drive just got upgraded before we left Earth, and I remember absolutely everything.” She smiles at me in a very grandmotherly way, with her one red, cybernetic eye glowing. 
 
    “That’s great, Nana. Do you want to have breakfast with me at Pinky’s?” 
 
    She makes a tsking sound. “Now, you know I don’t have breakfast at a bar. It’s just not proper. I’ll catch up with you later, but thanks for the invitation, all the same.” 
 
    After she leaves, I change out of my pajamas. I don’t take it personally that Nana tries to assimilate me, really. It’s an instinct that was built into her with her own assimilation. If she had access to any power tools, I’d be concerned, but until then, I’m determined to see this as an amusing personality quirk. Like Pinky’s love for pranks and Greta’s gross eating habits. 
 
    Ah, Greta. Lovely, golden Greta. 
 
    She, Pinky, and I have agreed to teach one another about our holiday celebrations. In this way, we can learn about each other, become more cosmopolitan—because no one likes a sectarian rube—and help each other celebrate. 
 
    Most importantly, I’m going to get my chance to kiss Greta, thanks to the old teach-you-about-the-mistletoe-tradition-of-my-people cliché. 
 
    We did share a smooch not long ago, but it was a mere peck on the lips. Between you and me, I’m hoping to orchestrate something a little more advanced. Something that’s a little less “nighty night, Grandma” and a little more “hello, sailor.” 
 
     As far as my Christmas list goes, that’s the only thing that’s on it. I’ll do whatever it takes to make my holiday miracle come true. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    While I dig into a plate of biscuits and gravy, Greta decimates a muffin, reducing it to barely more than crumbs. Only once it is a deconstructed pile does she begin eating. 
 
    “I keep meaning to ask,” I say in a carefully casual tone. “Why do you eat that way?” 
 
    Greta peers at me, puzzled. “What do you mean?” 
 
    I point at the former muffin, which looks like it’s been reduced to rubble by a tiny, tiny bomb. “Why not just take bites of it? Why tear it up first?” 
 
    Pinky finished off the drink she was mixing and edges closer, leaning against the bar. Apparently, she wants to hear the answer, too. 
 
    Greta stares down at her plate. “You mean just mash my face against the whole thing and bite it?” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s how my people do it,” I tell her. “Muffins, apples, sandwiches. We just bite off the piece we want to chew.” 
 
    “I’ve seen people doing that.” She sounds doubtful. “Where I’m from, it’s polite to put something in your mouth whole or to reduce it to small pieces first.” 
 
    “It’s weird, and you look weird doing it.” Pinky is not one to waste time with tact. “Nobody else does that. Just you Garbdorians.” 
 
    “Oh.” Greta looks crestfallen. “I guess I should do it like everyone else, since I’m the Chance Fleet’s brand ambassador. If you’re sure it’s really what most people do.” 
 
    “Positive,” I say. 
 
    “Nobody wants to watch you eat muffin-colored dirt,” Pinky adds. 
 
    “Why didn’t you say something before?” Greta asks. 
 
    Pinky pulls the rag off her shoulder and begins wiping the bar. “If I point out all the weird-ass things you two do, I’d never get anything else done. Besides, I’ve found that people rarely like to be told that they’re strange. It’s bad for business.” 
 
    “It’s not like she’s paying,” I point out. As the fleet’s brand ambassador, Greta lives on the Second Chance entirely free. Pinky does, too, as the bartender. Of the three of us, I’m the only one who pays. I don’t mind that distinction. I’m just glad my job as a statistician allows me to work from anywhere. It’s a lucky break that allowed my life to become actually enjoyable. 
 
    No, not just enjoyable. Fun. Adventurous. Even exciting. 
 
    Such things are anathema to my people. And yet here I am, thanks to Greta’s unique luck, and Pinky’s unique…well, everything. As a pink, seven-foot-tall, Mebdarian mutant, there’s no one in the entire universe to compare her to. 
 
    “I like Greta, though,” Pinky assures us. “You too. And my understanding of friendship is that if you want people to stay friends, you don’t point out all the things about them that are annoying.” 
 
    She returns to mixing drinks. This early in the day, the bar isn’t too busy, but the dining room does big business in breakfast cocktails. 
 
    Greta and I stare at each other, and I can tell that she feels the way I do. That Pinky just gave us both a ringing smackdown by explaining how much she has to rein herself in order to remain friends with us. 
 
    Wow. Apparently, what we’ve seen from her is her tactful mode. 
 
    I have no defense to this sudden revelation, other than to dig into my biscuits and gravy with renewed fervor, as if consuming this food is my sole purpose in life. 
 
    It’s a bad defense, sure, but it’s all I’ve got right now. 
 
    Greta seems to have lost her enthusiasm for her blueberry muffin, but doesn’t quite know what to do with the remaining baked-good carnage, either. 
 
    In a burst of inspiration, I ask her, “Have you ever tried biscuits and gravy?” 
 
    Like a fool, I spoon up a bit of it—no, I’m not over my fork phobia yet, let’s please not dwell on that—and extend it toward her. 
 
    As if she wants to take a bite of my half-eaten breakfast, from my pre-used spoon. 
 
    Stupid, stupid, stupid. 
 
    But miraculously, she leans forward and accepts the offering. She chews slowly, looking uncertain at first, then curious, then pleasantly surprised. 
 
    “That is not at all the most awful thing I’ve tasted!” she exclaims. 
 
    I’m not sure how to take this. 
 
    She notices my expression. “I mean, I’d try that.” 
 
    Elation rushes over me, far out of proportion for the situation, but I don’t care. I offered Greta something, she took it, and she liked it. 
 
    “Pinky,” I call to my big friend’s back, “could you order Greta some biscuits and gravy? In the spirit of the season, she’s trying something new.” 
 
    Greta beams at me. Her natural luminescence seems to increase at moments like this. I’ve read that a Garbdorian’s emotional state can do that. 
 
    “Sure,” Pinky calls back. 
 
    I half expect some witty retort, but it doesn’t come. Maybe she’s reining herself in. 
 
    Greta puts her napkin over her muffin dust, as if burying a dead thing. “How’s your nana settling in?” 
 
    “She’s adjusting to life aboard a starship. Some things she’s taken to right away. Others are taking time.” I don’t mention her habit of trying to assimilate me. Some things should be kept within the family. 
 
    “It’s only been a few days,” Greta says, looking sympathetic. “I’m sure at her age, it takes time to adjust.” 
 
    I finish off my breakfast and push the plate away. “You’d think so, but ever since she became a cyborg, she’s surprisingly adaptable.” 
 
    A porter arrives to whisk away yet another tray of drinks and Pinky returns to stand across the bar counter from us. 
 
    “Makes sense,” she says thoughtfully. “Otherwise, how could she function? She’s been through a lot of changes. I don’t know what Nana Rose was like before, but she’s A-OK with me. She’s a great cook and a fantastic driver.” 
 
    I say nothing and merely nod. Nana’s cooking these days is inedible, and her driving is terrifying. Somehow, though, Pinky and Nana bonded almost immediately, and I haven’t decided yet how I feel about that. 
 
    I mean, it’s mostly good. I think. It’s just that I haven’t conquered my ingrained pessimism and the feeling that most things will somehow cause my untimely demise. 
 
    Some habits are hard to break. 
 
    I’m working on it, though. I’m making progress, right along with my ability to peacefully coexist with forks. These things take time. 
 
    “Has she ever been to Earth’s International Space Station?” Greta asks. 
 
    “No,” I answer. “She was never much for traveling before her assimilation. She’s gotten much more adventurous since. Actually, I’ve never been there, either.” 
 
    My people don’t typically travel. 
 
    “Oh, you’ll like it, I think,” Greta says. “I’ve been there a couple of times. It used to be this place of scientific research for Earth, but now it’s more of a museum for your whole solar system.” 
 
    I look at her and wonder if I should verify the definition of “museum.” There have been times when a word means something to her that is entirely different than what the word means to me. “You mean, like, a place you visit and look at things, but can’t touch, and stuff’s usually either really old or really expensive?” 
 
    She gives me an odd look. “Yeah. A museum.” 
 
    I nod agreeably. “Okay. Sounds cool.” 
 
    Very, very few deaths ever occur at museums. 
 
    “I’ll show you and your nana around,” Greta says. “I might not be able to spend all day, because I need to memorize my lines for my movie role, but we should be able to get in a few hours of sightseeing, anyhow.” 
 
    Pinky has bent down and is rummaging inside a cabinet. 
 
    I call to her, “Hey, Pinky, do you want to check out the space station with Nana, Greta, and me?” 
 
    Pinky’s forehead appears above the bar top, immediately followed by her eyes, like a frog surfacing in a pond. Startled, I grasp the edge of the bar to keep my balance. 
 
    She stands all the way up. “Museums aren’t my thing, most of the time. I’m not much for fawning over some piece of crap because it’s supposed to be historically significant. But since Nana Rose is going, I’ll check it out. With her along, it could be fun.” 
 
    A porter arrives with Greta’s food, and she scoops some up with a spoon. In an unspoken kindness toward me, Pinky doesn’t stock forks in her bar. 
 
    I wonder, though, if I’ve made a mistake by inviting Pinky to a museum. “Fun” is a more of an extreme sport for her than a pleasant passing of time. 
 
    But it’s too late now. I invited and she accepted, and now we’re all going to have some sort of time on the International Space Station. 
 
    I can only hope for an uneventful day. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I don’t get it.” Nana stares at a cartoonish neo-Schrodingerian portrait. 
 
    “It’s a commentary on how space travel has made life more convenient, and yet more complicated,” Greta explains. “It represents duality and ambiguity.” 
 
    Nana continues to stare. “It’s a cat on a flying saucer. And a drunk monkey could have done a better job of drawing it.” 
 
    So far, Nana has not been impressed with the museum. She’s pooh-poohed paintings, scoffed at sculptures, and downright dissed drawings. 
 
    To be honest, for the most part, I agree with her. Maybe art just isn’t something the Kenny clan can appreciate. I’d much rather look at my Renard robot-western paintings than the strange mélange of display pieces I’ve seen here. Robot-westerns might not be high art that’s worthy of a museum, but it’s what speaks to me. 
 
    Greta seems a little disappointed that we aren’t enjoying ourselves more. Pinky got bored and wandered off some time ago while Nana and I have dutifully followed our intrepid tour guide. 
 
    We stop in front of a collection of painted vases. Greta sighs. “You two aren’t having any fun, are you?” 
 
    I try to form an artful reply that will confirm our boredom while tempering it with something positive that won’t hurt her feelings. 
 
    Nana speaks before I can. “The last time I had such a crappy time, I was having my eyeball bored out by a cyborg.”  
 
    So much for artful and positive. 
 
    Greta looks stricken. “Oh, my goodness! Well, let’s find something else to do. Maybe you’d like to see the history of the station? There’s a lot of old technology on display.” 
 
    Nana perks up. “That could be interesting.” 
 
    Back when she was purely human, Nana was not a fan of technology. I once caught her repeatedly poking a refrigerator door, expecting it to open itself, and getting increasingly frustrated that it wouldn’t oblige. It was strange because spring-loaded refrigerators have never been a thing. 
 
    Now, though, it seems she has a great appreciation for technology. As we walk along, viewing a portion of the hull of the very first International Space Station and other historic Earth treasures, Nana avidly reads every word on the displays and listens to every audio clip. 
 
    I become increasingly suspicious. It’s almost like she’s collecting information, like an advance reconnaissance scout. 
 
    “Nana,” I ask, “are you going to report on all this to the cyborgs?” 
 
    She blinks at me. “Of course. Union rules. All members must upload all information regarding technology. Even obsolete tech.” 
 
    “Right.” I want to edge away, but don’t want to hurt her feelings. It’s just strange sometimes that my cookie-baking, canasta-playing nana is probably subconsciously planning to overthrow Earth’s government. 
 
    It’s not her fault, but it’s creepy and there’s no handbook about how to deal with this sort of thing. 
 
    Greta also looks concerned, but she shakes her head and plasters on a cheery smile. “Should we go find Pinky? She said she’d meet us for lunch.” 
 
    Nana’s reply is immediate. “Yes! I love that big pink girl.” 
 
    “She’s a peach,” I agree. It’s something that Pinky frequently calls herself, and it amuses me to say it. 
 
    Greta grins at me, so I guess it amuses her, too. 
 
    Score. 
 
    Even in a large place, Pinky isn’t hard to find. If her size isn’t enough to do the trick, we can usually just follow the trail of startled or disgruntled people she’s left in her wake. 
 
    We find her near the entrance of the art gallery, standing by a water fountain.  She’s posing with one hand on her hip and the other fist thrust forward, toward a growing group of onlookers. I’m not sure exactly what’s happening. 
 
    “Three, two, one,” Pinky announces in a booming voice, then she shifts so that she’s shielding her eyes with one hand and pointing ahead and to her left with the other. 
 
    The crowd murmurs. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I whisper to Nana and Greta. I don’t know why I’m whispering, except there’s a hushed sort of atmosphere, like at a library or a doctor’s office. 
 
    They both shake their heads in puzzlement. 
 
    After a few minutes, Pinky says, “Three, two, one,” and squats down, her arms straight out to her sides. 
 
    I’ve seen Pinky do a lot of unexpected things, but this is new. 
 
    After a full four minutes in her squat pose, she stands and announces in a booming voice, “We must be thirsty together.” 
 
    She bows. The crowd, which has grown quite large, applauds for a full thirty seconds before beginning to disperse. 
 
    Pinky joins us, looking pleased with herself. 
 
    “What was that?” I ask. 
 
    “Performance art.” She’s clearly very happy about this. 
 
    “Okay. But, um, why?” 
 
    “Right place, right time,” she says decisively. “I was bent over getting a drink from the fountain. As you know, it takes a lot to quench a Pinky-sized thirst. So as I’m drinking, I sense a crowd gathering. And I think to myself, now here’s an interesting opportunity.” 
 
    I’m almost afraid to ask, but she clearly wants me to or she wouldn’t have paused in the middle of this story. There’s nothing to do but pose the question. “What happened next?” 
 
    “I stood up and announced in a big voice, ‘We are all thirsty. The universe is thirsty.’ A couple of people nodded as if this meant something, so I struck my favorite dance pose.” She demonstrates, standing with her legs apart, one hip thrust to the side, her left arm pointing down toward her foot and her right finger pointing at the one o’clock position. 
 
    Maybe one thirty. It’s hard to be sure. 
 
    Onlookers notice the pose and begin drifting toward us again, perhaps thinking it’s time for a second show. 
 
    “Yeah, great pose! You’re such an awesome dancer. We should tell Nana about the time you two took me to the laundromat. Should we start walking to the restaurant? We don’t want to miss our reservation.” I take a few steps in that direction, hoping move our little group onward. 
 
    Pinky looks at me. Crap. She’s onto me. But then she nods. “Sure, let’s walk and talk.” 
 
    Whew. 
 
    “Anyway,” she continues as we go, “the crowd is loving the dance pose, but I start thinking that standing still isn’t all that entertaining. So I switch it up with a Statue of Liberty pose, you know, one hand holding a pretend torch and the other holding a pretend book. The crowd loved it. I wish I had my pointy hat so I could have really brought it home, but no matter. From there, I just made up some poses and let the folks make of them what they would. I’d say it was a very successful exhibit.” 
 
    “What was that squatting one at the end?” Greta asks. 
 
    “To be honest,” Pinky says, “I was running out of ideas. I’m kind of glad you guys came along when you did. I was trying to think of a big finish to wrap things up, like tearing the fountain clean off the wall or something. But I don’t want to be banned from yet another place for that kind of thing, so it’s lucky it was lunch time and I didn’t need the big finish after all.” 
 
    Yet another place? 
 
    How many places have banned Pinky? Before I can ask, we’ve arrived at the restaurant and a waiter is eager to show us to our seats. 
 
    The place smells great and I’m perusing the menu when Pinky says, “Greta, you should have a sandwich and eat it bite by bite.” 
 
    Greta freezes and her eyes widen like someone suddenly stricken with stage fright. “Oh. Today? Um…” 
 
    Though I’m far from the poster boy for trying new things, I decide to jump on this particular bandwagon. “Yeah, you should try it. It’ll be great. Right, Nana?” 
 
    Nana looks up from her menu to blink at me. “What the hell do I care how she eats? I’m busy trying to find something to eat that won’t gum up my servos.” 
 
    I have no response to that. 
 
    Greta fills the awkward pause. “What the heck, I’ll give it a try. The pastrami on rye looks good. What kind of meat is that?” 
 
    “That’s kind of a long story,” I say. “The short short version is that it’s delicious and you should definitely try it.” 
 
    Greta’s looking at the menu. “Oh, and there’s a picture of cavalamitsi. I’ll have that.” 
 
    “On Earth, we call it macaroni and cheese,” I remind her gently. “But I’m sure it will be tasty.” 
 
    “Ah, that’s right. It’s hard keeping all the food names straight sometimes.” Greta laughs at herself. 
 
    I know she tries, though. As the Chance Fleet ambassador, she likes to be able to talk to people about their home worlds and suggest things to try at new destinations. 
 
    I love her natural inclination toward helpfulness. You just don’t see a lot of that these days. 
 
    In solidarity, I choose a pastrami on rye and macaroni and cheese as well. 
 
    “Well, I don’t want to be left out,” Pinky says. She hands the server her menu. “I’ll have what they’re having.” 
 
    “One more pastrami and macaroni,” the waiter says agreeably, tapping the order into his telcoder. 
 
    “No,” Pinky says this in a particularly duh tone of voice. “They’re not sharing, are they? Two sandwiches. Two noodles. That’s what I want. Don’t shortchange me, bro.” 
 
    She gives him a hard look. 
 
    “Certainly, ma’am,” he says quickly. “My mistake.” 
 
    Normally, I’d be concerned about someone taking a server to task before he delivers my food. Since nobody’s stupid enough to serve Pinky a sneezer platter, I remain confident of my lunch’s lack of contagious diseases. 
 
    “I’ll have the entrée-sized clam chowder,” Nana says. “But strain out the chunks. They gum up the works.” 
 
    This, the server takes in stride. He must be accustomed to cyborg customers. “Anything else?” 
 
    “Extra crackers.” Nana frowns thoughtfully. “You don’t have any DW-101, do you?” 
 
    “We get a lot of requests for it,” he says regretfully. “But no. Health codes prevent us from storing and serving commercial oil-based lubricants. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Not your fault,” Nana assures him. “Laws never keep up with the needs of the people.” 
 
    The waiter smiles. “That’s true. I’ll get this order in for you.” 
 
    As we wait, Nana shifts her attention to Greta. “Charlie tells me you’re going to film a movie while we’re here? That’s so exciting.” 
 
    Greta nods, glowing with enthusiasm. “Yes, I did a tiny walk-on role for a film on Mars, and the director wanted me to be in his next movie, too. This is a named character and everything. It’s going to take two whole days of shooting. And Pinky’s going to be working on the second day, too. She came to check out the movie set on Mars, and the director said she was born for the movies.” 
 
    “Of course she was! Look at her!” Nana points at Pinky. “She’s the whole package.” 
 
    “Thanks, Nana Rose.” Pinky looks pleased. 
 
    Nana frowns, looking at Greta. “Not that you’re not special, too, dear. You’re quite pretty, and you sure do light up a room.” 
 
    Greta laughs and waves a hand at Nana’s worry over having hurt of feelings. “Oh, Pinky’s definitely the eye-catching one. I look like anybody. Nothing special.” 
 
    She means it, too. I love that about her. And while I know that most people see her as merely cute or pretty, I like that I’m the only one who can see how beautiful she really is. I’m like that ancient history dude who pulled a sword out of a lake because no one else could see it there. 
 
    “So what’s your part in the movie, Pinky?” Nana asks. 
 
    “Oh, I’m this horrible monster.” 
 
    This is news to me. I’m sad to learn that my magnificent friend is being reduced to a stereotype just because she’s big. 
 
    “What?” Greta asks in confusion. “That’s not the script I got.” 
 
    “I sit around saying these super obvious things,” Pinky says. “Then the other characters are all inspired and stuff, and go solve their own problems. Totally lame.” 
 
    “Yes, you’re the wise woman,” Greta says. “The sage. Not a monster. You are the catalyst of enlightenment.” 
 
    Pinky frowns, picking at her fingernails. “This must be a different kind of movie, then. Where I come from, boring people who sit around saying smart stuff are monsters. The heroes are the ones that make exciting things happen, like buildings blowing up. Which I saw no mention of at all in this story.” 
 
    “Oh.” Greta presses her lips together. “Well I don’t know if this makes it better or worse for you, but in this movie, your character is a sort of hero. There aren’t any explosions, but your character is highly respected and revered.” 
 
    “Huh. Okay. Well, I’ll have to change my approach to this role, I guess.” Pinky doesn’t appear to be concerned. 
 
    For my part, I’m heartened and feeling kind of good about myself. Greta and Pinky are far more worldly than I am, and yet they still have some cultural mix-ups and misunderstandings. I am not as much of a sectarian rube as I thought. 
 
    Our food arrives, looking fantastic. The sandwiches are huge and arranged on plates with a garnish on top and some pickled vegetables on the side. For sandwiches, it’s a pretty fancy setup. The pasta looks amazing too, all melty and steamy and wearing its own little green garnish on top. 
 
    Greta turns her plate, looking doubtful. “So I can’t cut it?” 
 
    “Nope. All hands.” Pinky hefts her sandwich to demonstrate. She takes a huge bite and chews happily. 
 
    “Okay…” Greta clamps her hands around the edges of the bread and brings it toward her face. She starts giggling as it approaches. 
 
    “So I just bang it into my face?” She’s laughing louder now, drawing some amused looks from other tables. 
 
    “Not bang,” I say. “Just, you know, make it face-adjacent.” A bolt of inspiration strikes me. “Like an ice-cream cone! I’ve seen you eat one of those.” 
 
    “Right. An ice-cream cone.” Greta’s holding the sandwich in front of her face now, and is eyeing it dubiously. “But that’s soft. You don’t really bite it.” 
 
    She opens her mouth and leans forward, only to start laughing again. She sets the sandwich down for her fit of giggles. 
 
    Finally, with a deep breath, she hoists the sandwich, opens her mouth, and crams pastrami and rye between her teeth. 
 
    She giggles and chews, and she has pastrami on her cheek, but she’s the cutest girl to ever fail to eat a sandwich like a normal person. 
 
    She’s trying, though, just as I am heroically ignoring the glint of pointy forks at the table next to us. 
 
    All in all, it’s a pretty great lunch. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After lunch, we take a look at the gift shop before returning to the ship. Greta needs to prepare for her movie role the next day, and Pinky has a shift to work at the bar. 
 
    As we browse the mugs, t-shirts, and novelty oxygen masks, I pay close attention to see if Nana, Pinky, or Greta expresses particular interest in anything. Greta holds an oxygen mask up to her face to show it to me. It’s gray, with big dark circles to see through and giant floppy ears attached to the top. The hose that attaches to the tank makes the entire thing look like an elephant. 
 
    She puts it down after we laugh, though, so I don’t think she wants it. 
 
    The nice thing about living on a ship in space is that we don’t need to own much, nor do we have space to store it. The down side of that is how hard it is to buy a present for someone in those circumstances. It can’t be just any old thing, because it would take up what little space we have in our cabins, and it’s always awkward to get rid of something you don’t want when it was a gift. Especially if that person might visit your cabin and notice its absence. 
 
    We leave the gift shop empty-handed. I’m disappointed I haven’t solved my present-giving puzzle, but still hopeful I’ll figure it out. 
 
    As we leave the station to return to the Second Chance, Nana is asking Greta and Pinky lots of questions about the movie they’re going to be in. I fall behind to give them the chance to talk without creating a four-person blockade that would block anyone who might come from the opposite direction. 
 
    I notice an odd squeaking from the floor. Oh, that would be just my luck for the station to malfunction while I’m here. A loose floor tile, maybe, sending me plunging fifty feet below. Or a catastrophic structural failure, perhaps. 
 
    I hurry ahead. The odds of the culturally iconic International Space Station having a critical failure just as I walk over it are so infinitesimal that it’s ridiculous to even consider. I’ll have to work up those odds later, when I catch up on some of my other work, but I already know it’s got to be at least five standard deviations away from a normal distribution. 
 
    But I’m still a redshirt, after all, and I hurry out of there, anyway. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 2 
 
    As the holiday season progresses, Pinky has been gradually upping the cheer factor in her bar. It started with little robot snowmen. There were some up on the wall and smaller figures dotted the tables and the bar. I felt like this was a nod to me, and kind of a symbol of our shared interest in robot westerns. But then she added the light-up shoe display. After that, she hung a pair of giant dinosaur heads near the bar. They wore Santa hats, so I could only guess that she was blending Christmas with some other, more reptilian holiday. 
 
    Since I was last in, she’s strung some multicolored lights and garlands with trumpets, gingerbread people, and, most inexplicably, wheels of cheese. 
 
    I can’t keep up with all the different traditions from all the many planets, so I just do my best to roll with it. 
 
    Nothing thus far in the multi-celebration season has prepared me for the scene that awaits me at Pinky’s bar. The post-dinner hour is in full swing, and the place is packed. 
 
    Everyone’s shirtless. 
 
    Some wear Santa hats or headbands with little candy canes mounted on tall stalks, but every single person is baring a lot more skin from the waist up than I’m accustomed to seeing outside of a shower room or the beach. 
 
    I approach the bar, feeling uncertain and oddly uncomfortable. 
 
    Why should I feel uncomfortable? I’m not the one showing my armpit hair to unwary passersby. 
 
    A Santa hat appears from below the bar, perched atop the head of someone standing upright. Pinky’s face follows, then her bulging biceps, and then a sturdy-looking athletic bra. Finally, I get a view of a whole lot of pink washboard abs. 
 
    “Hey, Charlie. What can I get you?” She asks this as if nothing is out of the ordinary. 
 
    “Uh, just a ginger ale, I think. I have some work to do still.” I try to keep my tone casual, as if I feel entirely normal about what’s going on around me. “What’s up with all the shirtlessness?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s Tapp Zaff. It’s where everyone goes shirtless and pretends they’re at the beach. Kind of a celebration of the sun. Fun, right?” 
 
    “Oodles,” I agree. “It’s okay if I keep mine on, though, right?” 
 
    “Sure. Tapp Zaff is a totally do-your-own-thing kind of celebration.” 
 
    “Great.” 
 
    She hands me a glass but it isn’t full of ginger ale. 
 
    “What’s this?” I ask. 
 
    “Egg nog. You weren’t really in the mood for ginger ale.” 
 
    I take a cautious sip. It’s delicious. Thick and creamy, with just a bit of cinnamon and nutmeg. 
 
    “You have a gift for choosing drinks for people,” I tell her. “It’s almost like a special power.” 
 
     “Too bad Greta’s studying her lines,” she says. “We could have had some fun tonight.” 
 
    “Will you study your lines after work?” 
 
    “Nah. I’ve got them down already. Greta knows her lines too. She’s just being fussy.” 
 
    I love Pinky’s self-confidence. I wish I had just a tiny bit of that. “Are you excited about being in a movie?” 
 
    She shrugs. “It’ll be interesting. Something different. We’ll see.” 
 
    She doesn’t seem excited, but she’s cool that way. 
 
    I decide to get her advice on my gift situation. “Do you have any ideas of what I can get for Greta? I want to get her something she’ll really like, but she doesn’t need or want much.” 
 
    Pinky points at me. “You’re lucky. Some girls dream of expensive jewelry or designer hats. Greta’s much more practical.” 
 
    “I’m glad for that,” I agree. “But it does make gift giving difficult. I mean, with her luck, if she really wanted something, it would somehow appear.” 
 
    “True.” Pinky plucks a red and white striped straw and chews on the end thoughtfully. “You should think of something unique. Something that can’t be bought in a store.” 
 
    “You mean, I should knit her a sweater or something?” 
 
    Pinky asks with the straw between her teeth, “Do you know how to knit?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then not that. Keep thinking.” 
 
    “Okay.” I finish off my egg nog. “I should go. Those statistics aren’t going to analyze themselves.” 
 
    Pinky points the mangled end of the straw at me. “Have fun, then. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Sure. Enjoy your Tapp Zaff.” 
 
    “I will,” she says, grabbing a huge mug and filling it with beer. “I get fantastic tips whenever I flex my muscles.” 
 
    Pinky likes to tease me sometimes, but I have no doubt that she’s telling the truth about this one. 
 
    *** 
 
    The next morning, I’m pleased to find that no one is attempting to assimilate me while I sleep. My hope is that Nana heeded my request to stop breaking in, but I took the extra precaution yesterday of asking Gus, the head porter, to upgrade the lock on my cabin door. 
 
    I go down the hall to shower. As I get ready for the day, I feel a sense of optimism stealing over me. 
 
    Such a sense, I assure you, is previously unknown to my people. But I feel good, knowing Greta is going to have fun with her movie, and that somehow, some way, I’m going to find the right gifts for her, Pinky, and even Nana. 
 
    I don’t know how I’m going to manage it, but I will. 
 
    Gus strides my way just as I’m returning to my cabin. “Hey, Gus. Thanks again for getting my lock upgraded. It did the trick.” 
 
    “I’m glad, Mr. Kenny. When our guests are happy, I’m happy.” 
 
    I’ve never known someone so dedicated to his job. Gus refuses to use my first name, and usually talks like a commercial. Lots of platitudes and assurances. 
 
    The elevator has been giving him fits in recent weeks, and it’s secretly been fun to watch him quietly freak out about it. 
 
    I feel a little guilty about that, but I can’t help it. The guy is just so tightly wound. 
 
    Something wicked within me prompts me to ask, “Any luck with the Chance 3000?” 
 
    His carefully schooled professional demeanor cracks into a grimace. “We’ve had no further reports of the lightstream malfunctioning, and I thought we’d returned the elevator to factory settings. It seemed to behave normally for three days. But then a family with young children told me that it had spent a good ten minutes regaling them with dirty limericks.” 
 
    He sighs, and seems to be aging before my very eyes. 
 
    I take pity on him. I can’t rat out my friend, but I can give him some hints. “Around the time that the Chance 3000 announced itself, had anything unusual happened? Any strange people come aboard? Or…could someone vengeful have been offended?” 
 
    Gus shakes his head, then freezes. His eyes widen and bore straight into me. “Are you telling me—” 
 
    I hold my hands in front of myself defensively. “I don’t know anything for sure. But is it possible that something you said could have been overheard and taken personally? By someone who has a low tolerance for insults and a large capacity for retribution?” 
 
    I’m lying. I know it was Pinky, and I know he insulted her, though I think he did so inadvertently. 
 
    Gus pales. “If that were the case, how would I mend the situation?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I say. “I don’t think a simple apology would be enough. There’d have to be a certain…what’s the word…penance?” 
 
    I see worry and frustration on his face. All of a sudden, his shoulders slump, his professionalism falls away, and he utters a curse word so foul that I’m not even going to share it with you. 
 
    Because I care about you and your ability to sleep at night. 
 
    But never mind that. Gus is undergoing a transformation before my very eyes. Something’s happening. I truly meant to help, but I seem to have touched the last nerve holding Gus together. 
 
    I think I broke Gus. 
 
    He unbuttons his perfectly starched and pressed uniform jacket. “I think I’m going to retire.” 
 
    “Right now?” A minute ago, he was going about like normal and now he’s giving up. What have I done? Damn my luck! 
 
    Greta’s location on board the space station must be too far from the ship. Or maybe it’s that she’s been out of proximity for too long. I’m not sure exactly how my bad luck and her good luck battle it out and settle on something somewhere in the middle, but I’m pretty sure something has reached a tipping point in a bad way. 
 
    “First, I’ll apologize. I’ll even let her poke me in the forehead in that really demeaning way she likes. And then I’m taking the day off to think over what I’m going to do with my life,” Gus announced. “If you need anything, please contact my assistant, Fabrizio. Please enjoy your stay aboard the Second Chance.” 
 
    Okay, now I know he’s cracked a little. He’s just delivered his standard line, which he hasn’t said to me since I started living aboard the ship. It’s like he’s reverted to his own factory settings. Except for the whole reevaluating-his-life thing. That bit is new. 
 
    For a moment, I’m frozen with uncertainty. My bad luck is like a plague that, gone unchecked, could take down the entire starship. 
 
    Then I come to my senses. I need to get to Greta. Getting back into her sphere of influence is the only way to stem the tsunami of badness that is surely coming my way. 
 
    I throw my toiletry bag into my cabin and bolt for the exit. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Just like that, I’m no longer Charlie Kenny, adventurer. I’m once again Charlie Kenny, redshirt. My chest is tight with anxiety, and I feel like there’s not enough air on the ship. 
 
    Still, I don’t sprint. I carefully hurry. I know darn well that running will result in a catastrophic fall, perhaps out of an airlock with an inconveniently timed malfunction. 
 
    At least I have experience on my side. 
 
    As I’m fleeing, I expect something ridiculous to happen. Something nearly impossible. Something that could only happen to me. 
 
    Nothing crazy happens. 
 
    However, I do nearly run into Nana as she steps out of her cabin. 
 
    “Charlie! What’s going on?” Nana asks, falling into step with me. She’s been around for decades longer than I have, and knows that if someone’s running from something, you don’t even stop to think about it. You start running, too. 
 
    Now we’re both carefully trotting through the ship toward the space dock. 
 
    “Kenogu,” I say. I’m out of breath, and it’s a Mebdarian word anyway, so I doubt she’ll understand. 
 
     But being a cyborg comes with certain unexpected areas of knowledge, and she says, “Ah, I see. What do we do about it?” 
 
    Pinky taught me about the concept of kenogu, which basically means that shit happens and it’s up to you to make the best of it. Or, at the least, to survive it. 
 
    It’s a darn good word, really. 
 
    “Greta.” I can only get one word out because between the anxiety and the jogging, I don’t have breath to spare. 
 
    “Gotcha. I’m on it!” 
 
    Nana runs ahead of me, somehow grabs me, and flings me onto her back. 
 
    Now I’m getting a piggyback ride from my nana, and we are hauling. I can barely make out the startled expressions of the people who see us bolting by like the most unlikely competitors at a corporate picnic ever. 
 
    We make it onto the station and Nana busts right through the security checkpoint for the production crew. Between her speed and stealth and our element of surprise, we blow right through there. 
 
    A sign ahead points the way to the dressing rooms. 
 
    “That way!” I stab a finger to the left. 
 
    “On it!” Nana shouts. 
 
    We start down a hallway and there are like a dozen doors. Rather than take time to stop and knock, Nana gives each one a gentle kick as we go by. Instead of kicking the doors in, she merely makes a small dent. 
 
    Naturally the ruckus makes all of the doors open, and startled people emerge. 
 
    And there she is. Sweet Greta with her great kindness and understanding, her sense of adventure and even greater sense of humor. 
 
    She stands in the hallway, where Nana and I have stopped. For whatever reason, I remain on her back. 
 
    The love of my life stares at us, her eyes wide. “What the hell?” 
 
    “Kenogu,” I say simply. 
 
    “Oh, shit.” Greta immediately goes into damage control mode. “Everyone, back in your dressing rooms! Don’t come out until I say so!” 
 
    She gestures toward her room. “Hurry.” 
 
    Nana pauses, though, on the way in, noticing that no one has done as Greta said. “Well you heard her! Get your asses in there before I give them a pounding you won’t soon forget!” 
 
    Greta closes her dressing room door behind us. Nana deposits me on a padded bench, and I put my head in my hands, lamenting the ruins of the day. 
 
    This was supposed to be a great day for Greta, and I’ve gone and screwed it up. Her dressing room is little, but has an expensive-looking dressing table and a pile of luxury snack foods on a side table. She should have been able to enjoy this experience. 
 
    “What happened?” she asks, eyes intense and voice urgent. 
 
    “We messed up the formula somehow,” I said. “I was too far from you, or outside of your zone of influence too long, or something.” I take a breath. “I broke Gus.” 
 
    Greta gasps. “Oh no. What happened?” 
 
    “We were talking, and I asked about the elevator, and suddenly he was regretting his whole life, I think. He said he was going to reconsider his choices, and maybe retire. And he quit working in the middle of a shift.” 
 
    Greta puts a hand to her mouth. “Wow. Okay, not as bad as I feared. I thought, like, you physically broke him. This is bad, too, but we can fix it.” 
 
    Now that I’m with her, the tightness in my chest is loosening. My panic is fading. Nothing horrific has ever happened to Greta. Since meeting me, she’s seen highly improbable things, and somewhat inconveniencing things, but nothing awful. As long as I don’t stray too far, we’ll all be fine. 
 
    “This came on kind of fast. I’ve only been over here a couple hours. Are you carrying your luck stone?” Greta asks, frowning. 
 
    In my head, I envision the little green rock she gave me, saying that she’d held it for a while and it might have absorbed a little of her luck. “No. I left it in my cabin while I showered, so I wouldn’t lose it.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s why.” She looks thoughtful. 
 
    Nana’s standing by the door like a soldier expecting an invasion force. 
 
    It’s kind of comforting, actually. 
 
    “Okay, here’s what we’re going to do,” Greta announces. “I have a few scenes to do, but you two will stay with me. It may get a little boring for you, but I already got permission for you to visit the set. Pinky doesn’t have any scenes until tomorrow, but I’m going to see if she’ll come, anyway. I’d just feel better if she were keeping an eye out for you. I’ll have her grab your luck stone, too.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I ask. “I don’t want to mess up anything for you.” 
 
    “Mess up the movie?” She shakes her head. “It’ll be fine. Don’t worry.” 
 
    “Someone’s coming!” Nana looks ready to annihilate whoever it is. 
 
    “Hang on!” Greta hops across the room and wedges herself between Nana and the side of the door that opens. She peeks out. 
 
    “Darling! What’s happening here? I heard there was a commotion.” 
 
    Greta straightens and opens the door the rest of the way. I see a stylish human in a button-up shirt and a pair of slacks. 
 
    “It’s all under control now, Alex. The show will go on!” 
 
    “That’s what I like to hear.” Alex edged into the room. “Who are these guests of yours that have gotten my people all worked up?” 
 
    He’s good-looking, rich, and probably famous. 
 
    “Rose, Charlie, this is my director, Alex. Alex, these are the friends I was telling you about.” 
 
    He dismisses me after the briefest look, but Nana’s got his attention. “A cyborg?” 
 
    “Yes, she’ll be no trouble, I promise.” Greta smiles reassuringly. 
 
    “Trouble?” Alex looks offended. “Are you kidding? This is fantastic! We could put her in the temple scene. The audience will love it.” 
 
    “Me, in a movie?” Nana looks enchanted with the idea. 
 
    “You’re made for it!” Alex insists. “This is going to be my biggest film yet.” 
 
    He looks thrilled, Greta appears excited, and Nana is clearly beside herself. 
 
    The only one not enthusiastic about the day’s events is me. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I don’t want to hurt Greta’s feelings, but watching a movie being filmed is as much fun as watching metal rust. It takes about as long, too. 
 
    Nana is intrigued with the process, though, and Pinky, who has joined us, seems relatively entertained. 
 
    The cast and crew recovered almost immediately from the scene that Nana and I made, and now they’re filming a deeply serious scene with Greta. Her character is gravely ill, and looking for perspective in her life. 
 
    “I wish life came with a guarantee,” Greta says for the five billionth time, but still managing to sound distraught. “If I just knew whether I had a month, or three, or a year, I’d know what to do next.” 
 
    “Cut!” Alex sweeps in. “Perfect. Let’s swap out the set for the next scene. Everyone take a fifteen-minute break.” 
 
    A small army of people either bolt from the set or dash onto it, rumpling up the bed and whisking away the teacups used in the current scene. 
 
    “Do you guys want to see the green room?” Greta asks. “They usually have some good food set out.” 
 
    Pinky’s already on her feet. “Free food? Oh yeah.” 
 
    In the green room, which is actually a comfortingly dull beige color, I snack on some fresh vegetables and a bit of creamy dip. Greta and Nana eat nothing, while Pinky seems to have made it her mission to make sure that no poor production assistant has to put away any leftovers. 
 
    In spite of the relapse of bad luck earlier, I’m feeling only mildly on edge. As I fill a cup with water and take a sip, I hear a faint chittering noise, like the one I heard the day before in an entirely different part of the station. 
 
    I tilt my head to the side, listening, but the sound has gone. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Nana asks. 
 
    “Nothing,” I say. “I heard kind of a squeak or something.” 
 
    “I heard it too.” She tapped her cybernetically enhanced ear. “I’ve heard it on and off the whole time I’ve been here. Think something’s wrong?” 
 
    “Some places are just creaky,” I say. “I’m sure it’s fine.” 
 
    “If you say so.” Nana sounds doubtful. “I’ve never been off Earth, so I guess this is what a space station could sound like.” 
 
    It occurs to me that this is a big moment for our family. Two Kennys have left Earth to travel the stars, and outside of possibly destroying Gus’ sense of self and his will to live, nothing major has happened. 
 
    Greta comes over and puts her hand on my arm. “We should get back.” 
 
    “Sure. You were great in that last scene, by the way.” 
 
    She beams at me as we head back to the set. “Thanks! The next scene is more upbeat, when my character has recovered. I think it’ll be easier. The serious stuff is hard.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll be terrific. You’re—” A sudden crushing pain just above my elbow makes me freeze. 
 
    It’s Pinky’s hand. She’s staring at the set. 
 
    I follow her gaze toward a tall cage. As we watch a production assistant fussing with it, I hear a chittering sound. 
 
    “Blagrooks.” Pinky announces it like she’s pronouncing the end of the world. “They’ve brought in real blagrooks.” 
 
    I’ve never seen one of the creatures in person. As we get closer, I see they’re just as I’ve seen in pictures. They have long snouts and tall, pointed ears. Their eyes are tiny, beady, and show no hint of intelligence whatsoever. I feel I’m staring into the face of a remorseless, hateful stupidity unlike anything I’ve ever witnessed. 
 
    I can see why Pinky doesn’t like them. 
 
    Fortunately, she’s released my arm. I rub it surreptitiously, while her eyes are on the blagrooks. “That’s what I heard earlier,” I say. “That sound they make. I heard it yesterday, too.” 
 
    “Since when are there live blagrooks in this movie?” Pinky demands, stomping off toward Alex. 
 
    Greta and I hurry after her. Nana remains to watch the creatures. 
 
    “What idiot brings blagrooks aboard a space station?” Pinky demands. 
 
    Alex blinks, but recovers quickly. “Don’t worry. They have two trained handlers with them at all times. They won’t harm anything. The producer decided to use live blagrooks instead of props, for realism.” 
 
    “And the station approved?” Pinky glares. 
 
    “Not at first,” Alex admitted. “They had a lot of transportation and handling requirements, and we had to pay for a special insurance rider. But we got it worked out.” 
 
    “Count me out of your movie, then,” Pinky says. “I don’t work with blagrooks, or people foolish enough to play games with them.” 
 
    Greta looks stricken. “Oh, Pinky, are you sure?” 
 
    “As sure as I’m pink. You stay if you want, but I’m out of here.” Pinky turns on her heel and stalks out. 
 
    Greta throws a pleading look to Alex. “Give me a minute to talk to her, okay?” 
 
    Alex frowns. “I don’t know. If she has an attitude like that, she doesn’t belong on my set. But I don’t have anyone else lined up for her role.” He sighs. “Okay, give it a try, but hurry back. We’re on the clock.” 
 
    Greta runs after Pinky, and I follow at a slower pace. I don’t know what Greta’s planning to say, or why Pinky’s so mad, but there’s no point in me hanging around the set. Nana remains behind, watching the blagrooks. 
 
    I don’t know if she’s fascinated or horrified. Either way, at least she has an eye on them. 
 
    By the time I catch up to my friends in the hall, they’re already talking. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to go, Pinky? It’s okay if you do, but I don’t want you to regret your decision. You were looking forward to being in a movie.”  
 
    “Nah. I liked the green room food, and seeing myself on the screen would have been fun, but I can’t support something that involves the use of real blagrooks. I have principles.” 
 
    Greta nods. “Okay, as long as you’re sure. Is it okay with you if I go ahead and do the movie? It’s just today and tomorrow, and I’ve done a lot of preparing…” she trails off, looking sheepish. 
 
    “You gotta make your own choice. I get it.” Pinky holds up a fist and Greta bumps it with her own. “Keep an eye out, Charlie. If anything looks strange, get our girl out of here.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best.” I refrain from adding that this doesn’t ensure much, because we all already know this. More importantly, Greta has her luck, which is far more valuable than my feeble attempts to guard her. 
 
    “Good man.” Pinky claps me gently on the shoulder. “I’ll catch you two later, then.” 
 
    “That’s too bad,” Greta sighs as we slowly make our way back to the set. “I wish things had worked out differently.” 
 
    When we arrive, Nana crooks her finger at me. I join her while Greta explains the situation to Alex. 
 
    “I’ve been listening to these things and measuring their acoustic output,” Nana says without preamble. “There is absolutely no way we could have heard them from the green room.” 
 
    I have a familiar sinking feeling. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Completely. Some of those things have escaped and are loose on the station.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I’m nervous as I watch Greta act out the scene. She was right. This scenario is much more upbeat, and the work is going faster. I’ve sent Nana to investigate with her clever cyborg hearing to try to figure out what we can do about the blagrook escapees. I figure if anyone’s going to get to the bottom of that situation, it’s got to be her. 
 
    Once we have some facts to relay, we’ll go right to the station administration office when Greta’s scene is done. Then they can deal with the issue. 
 
    I hope the film doesn’t get shut down. I don’t want her to be disappointed. 
 
    When the filming for the day wraps up, everyone claps and the set becomes a hive of activity. The blagrook handlers are wheeling the giant cage away while other production assistants have begun tearing down the set to prepare for the next day’s work. 
 
    “You were great,” I tell Greta as we head back to her dressing room. “I really believed you were happy that your scientist boyfriend had discovered a cure for your disease.” 
 
    “Yeah?” She’s shiny with glee. 
 
    “Completely.” 
 
    “Thanks, Charlie. I just have a little more to do in a scene tomorrow, then I’m done. Other than the part about Pinky, this has been fun.” 
 
    “Any idea what they’re going to do to fill her role?” I ask. 
 
    “Alex is planning to do it. He used to act before he started directing, so it’ll be fine.” 
 
    I nod. “Want to have dinner at Pinky’s? They’re doing a Tapp Zaff celebration today.” 
 
    “I love Tapp Zaff! It’s more fun in a sunny place, of course, but people usually start playing silly games and dancing.” 
 
    “Great. Do you want me to wait outside your dressing room while you—” 
 
    A crashing riot of noise and screaming interrupts me. 
 
    Oh. 
 
    Crap. 
 
    Greta’s eyes meet mine, sober with understanding. “Blagrooks?” 
 
    “It’s the only reasonable explanation.” 
 
    “What do you think happened?” 
 
    “Nothing good, but we’re going in there, aren’t we?” I know Greta. There’s no way she’s leaving when somebody might need help. 
 
    “Yeah.” She grabs my hand for reassurance. 
 
    Not for hers. For my reassurance. 
 
    Here we go. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 3 
 
    The movie set looks more like a post-apocalyptic nightmare than an uplifting drama. The blagrook cage is on its side, dented and obviously now devoid of any blagrooks. 
 
    A production assistant is wrapping Alex’s arm while another dabs at a bloody slash on his forehead. 
 
    “What happened?” Greta asks. 
 
    “A boom mic fell, tipped over the cage, and caused a piece of lighting to fall.” Alex looks dazed. 
 
    “It fell on you?” I ask. 
 
    “No. I tried to grab a blagrook to keep it from escaping. I shouldn’t have done that.” 
 
    I pull aside the assistant who’d wrapped his arm. “Blagrook scratches can be toxic. You need to get Alex to the medbay.” 
 
    “He said he didn’t want to leave the crew.” The man’s forehead creases with indecision. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter what he wants. He could get really sick if he doesn’t go right away.” I know this because sometimes when I can’t sleep, I stay up searching for disaster scenarios and what to do. 
 
    This is the first time that’s actually come in handy. 
 
    A scrabbling sound behind us makes me whip around, but not fast enough. A blagrook has crawled out from behind something and launched itself at us. 
 
    No way I’m going to let its talons touch Greta. I step in front of her to put myself between her and the monster. 
 
    A dark blur rushes in front of me, and suddenly the blagrook is flying away from us. It hits a wall and falls to the ground, still. 
 
    “Pinky!” 
 
     I wish I could say it was Greta who yelled that while I stoically stood alongside, having just sacrificed myself for the woman I love. But no. That high-pitched squeal was me. 
 
    Sigh. 
 
    I almost did something cool. 
 
    On the bright side, Pinky stands before us, holding some sort of bat with nails or something sticking through it. Maybe it’s a primitive cudgel. Or a mace. Which one has the spiky bits on it? Weapons aren’t my forte. 
 
    Fortunately, they’re Pinky’s specialty and she’s clearly ready for a fight. 
 
    “I had a bad feeling, so I went for my blagrook bat and came back. Good thing too. That thing was about to eat Charlie’s face.” 
 
    I roll my eyes at the hyperbole, determined to believe that she is indeed speaking hyperbole. 
 
    “Where’s Nana Rose?” Pinky asks. “I’m going to need her help cleaning up this mess.” 
 
    “She’s scouting the station. She can hear the things.” 
 
    “Good.” Pinky nods. “We have to be sure to get them all. If you leave even one, you’ll be re-infested in no time.” 
 
    “There were six in the cage,” Greta says. “Minus that one.” 
 
    We look to the one Pinky smashed. 
 
    “There are more than that,” I say. “Nana and I both heard them before the ones in the cage broke out.” 
 
    “Oh, no.” Greta looks to Pinky. “How do we get rid of them?” 
 
    Pinky swings her bat up to rest on her shoulder. “We go hunting.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In this game of whack-a-blagrook, I’m pretty much superfluous. Greta and I creep along behind Nana, who stalks the station with her head tilted, listening. Every now and then she yells, “Get it, Pinky!” 
 
    That’s when Pinky, with a light of destruction and pure joy in her eyes, steps in and smashes the hell out of whatever she’s pointing at. A wall. A chair. An electrical panel. That last one got exciting there for a minute, when there were sparks and popping sounds and the smell of singed blagrook hair. 
 
    It’s not a good smell. 
 
    We comb the entire station, even areas that are usually off-limits. Then we double back and whack a few more blagrooks. The amount of time between Pinky’s violent outbursts gradually lengthens, until it’s been two full hours since we last found one. 
 
    “We might have gotten them all.” Nana has her ear pressed to the door of an elevator shaft. “I’m not hearing any more.” 
 
    “I guess that’s good.” Pinky examines the end of her bat. 
 
    “Definitely good,” I say. “Any more holes in this place and they might decide to scuttle it and build a new one.” 
 
    I’m joking, of course. So far, Pinky has masterfully avoided creating a hull breach or damaging any critical systems. 
 
    “I think I’ll go check on Alex,” Greta says. “Make sure he’s okay, and see if there’s anything I need to do before I go back to the Second Chance.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you.” I’m no help to Pinky and Nana in this matter, and I’d seen enough dead blagrook to last me a lifetime. 
 
    As we make our way back to the movie set, I ask, “Think they’ll still film tomorrow?” 
 
    “If they can, they will. It’s too expensive to delay if they can avoid it. But if Alex can’t work, there’s no other choice.” 
 
    I keep my opinion of Alex to myself, which means I have a whole lot of silent judging going on. It seems fair that he was the one to get hurt, since he was the idiot who brought the blagrooks on board. 
 
    Carefully, I say, “I hope this doesn’t affect your appearance in the movie.” 
 
    She shrugs as we approach the set. “If there’s a delay, it’s just too bad. The Second Chance takes off for Alpha Centauri in two days.” 
 
    “They’d probably wait if you asked,” I say. Truth be told, if Greta truly wanted to remain on the station, I’m certain that something would happen to make it possible. 
 
    “I’d never ask for the ship to delay because of me. That’s my job. This movie thing is just for fun. It’s not a big deal if it doesn’t work out.” 
 
    She waves to a production assistant as we come down the hallway of dressing rooms. “Hey, Albie. Do you know where Alex is?” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s in the cutting room, looking at the dailies. Go on in, maybe you can see a rough cut of one of your scenes.” 
 
    “He must not have been as hurt as he looked,” I say. 
 
    Albie shakes his head. “He had some pretty nasty cuts. But Alex is obsessed with his work. That’s why he’s so successful.” 
 
    Greta leads me away from the dressing rooms and down an intersecting corridor. 
 
    “I wonder what these rooms are usually used for,” I say. 
 
    “Public relations stuff. Places to put reporters, film crews, visiting dignitaries, that sort of thing.” She opens the door to a darkened room. 
 
    On a large screen, I see my recent past replaying itself. I watch the boom mic fall into the blagrook cage, just as Alex had described it to me. The cage topples, gets damaged, and the creatures start squeezing out through the opened space. 
 
    The angle shifts and I see Alex rushing forward, grabbing at a blagrook, and then the thing viciously attacks him. 
 
    The film abruptly jumps and I’m surprised to see myself appear, along with Greta. A blagrook launches itself at us and suddenly Pinky’s there, taking aim and knocking it across the room. 
 
    The angle shifts and there’s Pinky, larger than life, looking cooler and more composed than any movie hero I’ve ever seen. 
 
    She swings her bat up to rest on her shoulder and says, “We go hunting.” 
 
    “Perfect!” Alex exclaims. “Now switch to the surveillance cameras.” 
 
    I see a series of clips showing Nana leading the way around the station, and Pinky pounding blagrook after blagrook. 
 
    “Alex?” Greta finally asks. “Are you okay?” 
 
    He turns, surprised to see us. “Greta, darling! I’m more than okay. I’m a genius!” 
 
    Considering I just watched him try to grab a blagrook with his bare hands, I strongly disagree with his assessment. I keep my mouth closed, though. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Greta asks. From the careful way she says it, I know she’s thinking the exact same thing. 
 
    “I’m shifting the focus of the story. I’m going with an alien invasion theme.” Alex is radiating excitement. 
 
    “But it’s titled ‘Her Husband’s Secret.’” Greta looks bewildered. “It’s a psychological drama. There are no aliens.” 
 
    “There are now,” he says. “I’m changing the title to ‘Attack of the Blagrooks.’ It’s going to be an action thriller.” 
 
    Words have failed Greta. She’s staring at Alex like he’s the alien. 
 
    He takes no notice, looking right past us. Amazingly, he becomes even more animated. I feel like he’s going to hurt himself if he doesn’t calm down. 
 
    I glance over my shoulder to see Pinky and Nana coming in behind us. 
 
    “And there are my stars!” Alex exclaims. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The day after the blagrook escape, Alex has us all back on the set. The place now looks like an industrial waste dump. 
 
    Pinky is much happier with her role now. Instead of being a sage, she’s now a take-no-crap customs official. Most importantly, she gets to smash stuff. 
 
    We spend the morning watching her happily smashing stuff, and truly, I’ve never seen Pinky happier. Nana smashes a few things too, and even Greta has a scene where she fires a pistol which, we’re told, will result in a huge explosion once they create the effects. 
 
    Even I’m placed in a few scenes, since I show up on the surveillance cameras and it would be strange not to have me show up anywhere else. I only have a few lines, consisting mainly of things like, “Oh no!” and, “Look out!” 
 
    Mostly, it’s just my job to look nervous or scared. Fortunately, that is my wheelhouse, and I feel like I’m able to deliver a wildly believable performance. 
 
    Pinky, as the star of the show, has more to do than the rest of us. She likes the talking part a lot less than the smashing part, though. Pinky will repeat the same line four times. Ask her for a fifth time and she gets pissy.  
 
    Alex is learning to conserve his efforts in having her deliver lines. 
 
    “Okay,” he calls. “That was great. Now, let’s do the line ‘Let’s go hunting’ again, with you walking off camera.” 
 
    “No.” Pinky doesn’t move. 
 
    Alex is used to people jumping at his command. Working with Pinky is nothing like that. 
 
    “What?” He blinks in confusion. 
 
    “We did that,” Pinky says. “I’ve said ‘let’s go hunting’ about a hundred times, and I’ve done tons of walking. And I was great. So you work with what you already have on that camera of yours. Are we done here?” 
 
    Alex’s bewilderment makes me want to laugh. Later, I will. For now, I clamp my lips together. 
 
    He uncertainly asks, “Can we get you stepping forward and doing a thumbs-up?” 
 
    “I like it. Let’s do that.” Pinky sets her bat aside. After sticking her thumbs up several times, she says. “Oh, I know. How about some dancing? Like, maybe I’ve blasted all the blagrooks, and decide to celebrate by having a dance party?” 
 
    Alex’s face glazes over, like he’s partially phase-shifting into another dimension but part of him remains here, too. He realizes now what he’s done in eliciting Pinky’s help, and regardless of what happens with this movie, I’m certain that this is a lesson that will affect him for the rest of his life, in some sort of way. 
 
    “Uh…okay. Yeah…” 
 
    And there it is. I’m pretty sure I’ve just watched a man lose his will to live. 
 
    Pinky sometimes has that effect on people. 
 
    Things finish up pretty fast after that. Pinky impresses the crew with her legitimately sick dance moves—that’s sick as in really great, not as in ill or gross or something—then we’re free to go. Our job here is done. 
 
    Alex half-heartedly invites us to a wrap party, but Pinky shuts him down cold. 
 
    “No way,” she tells him. “I have enough to do for the holidays. You take care of your own damn gifts and ribbons and stuff.” 
 
    Greta whispers in my ear, “Should we tell her what a wrap party really is?” 
 
    I shake my head. “Not after a line like that.” 
 
    So we return to the Second Chance. We’ve ruined a movie, starred in a different movie, and saved a station from a blagrook attack. Plus, Pinky got to smash a lot of stuff. 
 
    All in all, it’s been a good couple of days. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I spend the rest of that afternoon and evening catching up on some work. When I send it in to my employers, I wonder if any of them will see the movie. Wouldn’t that be something? 
 
    I’m glad to be back to the regular routine, though. The brush with my redshirt luck has left me unharmed, but craving the comfort of predictability. 
 
    Greta meets me for dinner at Pinky’s, and when I get there, the décor has changed. The garlands are gone, and giant candy canes have appeared in their place. They hang on the walls, dangle from the ceilings, and Pinky even has one behind the bar, propped up to one side. 
 
    “Need some help mixing drinks tonight?” I ask, raising my voice to be heard. “The place is packed!” 
 
    “Maybe later,” Pinky says. “Tonight is Martian Christmas, so everyone’s having the traditional egg nog and pecan sandies. It’s easy to keep up with.” 
 
    She puts a glass of egg nog in front of each of us, then adds a basket of little round cookies. “Is Nana Rose coming?” 
 
    I bite into a cookie and it’s delicious. “No, she said she was tired.” 
 
    “I didn’t know cyborgs get tired,” Greta says. 
 
    “Neither did I. Usually Nana has more energy than I do. But cyborg or not, she’s still elderly.” I want another cookie, but I should have a meal first. “What’s the traditional Martian dinner, anyway?” 
 
    “Beef stroganoff ration packets,” Pinky answers. 
 
    “Seriously? Why?” 
 
    She shrugs. “Their colonization was rough, I guess, and sometimes things stick. Who cares? Some traditions suck and should be ignored.” 
 
    “I guess so. Would tomato soup and a grilled cheese sandwich be appropriate?” 
 
    “That sounds good,” Greta says. “Two orders of that, please, Pinky.” 
 
    While Pinky sends our order to the kitchen, I decide to segue into the mistletoe thing. All this talk of tradition seems like the perfect time. 
 
    “What does your family do for the holiday?” I ask. 
 
    “Oh, the usual.” She smiles fondly. “We celebrate Rotation Day. It’s kind of an acknowledgment of the year, you know, going around the sun another time. We fly kites, eat pretzels, and insult each other. It’s nice.” 
 
    “Insult each other?” 
 
    “Just jokingly. We tease one another about all the things we didn’t do during the year, or unfortunate things we did do. It’s not mean. It’s meant to be motivational for the year ahead.” She toys with the cookie basket, scooting it around in a circle. 
 
    “You miss home, don’t you?” I never realized it, because she rarely mentions her home or family. Probably because talking about it makes her homesick. 
 
    “Sure. Doesn’t everyone miss home during the holidays?” She smiles. 
 
    “I don’t. I’d much rather be here.” I remember my intention of laying the mistletoe groundwork. “Although…I do miss the mistletoe tradition.” 
 
    “I don’t think I know that one. What is it?” 
 
    I chuckle. “Well, it’s kind of silly, but fun. For some reason, people a long time ago used to hang up this tree fungus called mistletoe. When two people happened to find themselves standing under it, they kissed.” 
 
    Her forehead crinkles. “Tree fungus?” 
 
    “Yeah. I don’t know why. Traditions are strange sometimes. But people always laughed and had fun.” 
 
    “Did you kiss a lot of girls under the mistletoe?” She grins at me. 
 
    “No. I was never lucky enough to end up standing under it with anyone I wanted to kiss, and since I didn’t want to kiss my Uncle Cecil, I made sure to keep my distance.” 
 
    She giggles. “So there’s an element of risk involved with this game, too.” 
 
    I’d never thought of it that way. “Yeah. Strategy too, I guess. Trying to avoid the kisses you don’t want, and get the ones you do.” 
 
    “It sounds fun.” She sips her egg nog. “Earth holidays feature this drink too, right? It’s yummy.” 
 
    “Yup. The other planets in my solar system did a lot of borrowing of Earth traditions, so we share a lot of similarities.” I frown, then add, “Except for Mercury. Those people are kind of crazy.” 
 
    Our food arrives and we enjoy the evening. It’s a little boisterous at times, with some impromptu singing of carols and occasional throwing of streamers, but it’s still a nice, low-key way to end the day. 
 
    Afterward, when I get back to my cabin, I try again to contact Gus. I’ve been assured that he’s fine and has returned to his work as usual, but I think he’s avoiding me. I don’t know if he’s embarrassed or if he’s one french fry short of a basket. For the well-being of the ship and crew, I need to check into that. 
 
    Tomorrow. After the last couple of days, I’m in need of a good, long sleep. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Before tackling the Gus situation, I need to handle the Pinky situation. I’ve asked her to my cabin for a serious talk. 
 
    My room always looks small, but with her inside, it’s positively miniscule. We bravely ignore this situation, though, in order to focus on the issue at hand. 
 
    “Pinky,” I begin. “Gus is about to have a mental breakdown. He may have already had a tiny one.” 
 
    She gazes at me impassively. “What’s that got to do with me?” 
 
    This is tricky. I need to be careful how I present this. “As much fun as the Chance 3000 has been, Gus has gotten a lot of customer complaints about it.” 
 
    To preserve Pinky’s feelings, I’m characterizing being terrorized by an elevator as “fun.” 
 
    She stares at me. 
 
    “You meant for that to happen, right?” I prod. 
 
    “Yeah, you got me. If you ask me, the ship’s much better this way, too. Much more fun.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, for sure,” I agree. I don’t mention all the times it most certainly was not fun, but the Chance 3000 has had a decent moment here or there. “But you know how much Gus prides himself on doing a good job. He’s starting to crack, and if something doesn’t change, we’re going to need a new head porter.” 
 
    I hold my breath, hoping I’ve managed to say all the right things in just the right way. 
 
    Pinky frowns. “I didn’t like how he disrespected me. There’s a price for that. But I didn’t mean to make him go completely batshit. I don’t want to have to break in a new head porter, either.” 
 
    “Do you think you could uninstall the Chance 3000?” 
 
    “But things would get so boring.” She rubs her chin. “How about if it only activates when there are no guests in the elevator? That way, the guests don’t complain, Gus doesn’t crack his nut, and the rest of us still get to enjoy the refreshing change of pace?” 
 
    I’m guessing “crack his nut” is a Mebdarian euphemism for going crazy. Sometimes out here in space, a person just has to lean into context. 
 
    For my own part, I have not found all of the Chance 3000’s antics refreshing, but this might be the best deal I can wrangle. 
 
    “Let’s give it a try,” I suggest. “How long would it take you to make the change?” 
 
    She studies the fingernail of her right index finger. “Eh. Twenty minutes, probably.” 
 
    “Great. If you go ahead and do that now, Gus could begin his day with the lovely surprise of a sudden stop to the elevator complaints.” 
 
    Pinky picks at the nail. “I want him to apologize.” 
 
    Uh oh. “What?” 
 
    “He insulted me, and my profession. He acted like being a bartender was beneath the job of head porter. It isn’t, and I want him to say so.” 
 
    “Everyone here knows how vital you are to the ship.” I’m not just flattering her. Pinky’s bar is wildly popular, and the reason Greta decided to live on this particular ship. “I’m sure he didn’t mean it the way it sounded.” 
 
    “Fine. If he apologizes, and means it, I’ll do it.” 
 
    “How will you know if he means it?” I ask. 
 
    “Oh, I’ll know.” 
 
    I’m not so sure about that. That was how we got into this problem in the first place. 
 
    But all I can do is smile bravely. “Okay, then! I’ll talk to Gus, we’ll get things ironed out, and we’ll all be one big happy family, just in time for the holidays.” 
 
    Pinky shoots me a suspicious look, like I’m trying to pull one over on her. 
 
    “I mean it,” I say. “I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else, and I want everyone here to be happy.” 
 
    Her expression softens. “Okay, Charlie. You win. As a gesture of goodwill, and because I’m still in a good mood about becoming a movie star, I’ll go right now and fix the elevator. But if Gus doesn’t live up to his end of the bargain, I can change it right back.” 
 
    “He will. Of course he will. How could he not, when you’re such a peach?” 
 
    Pinky brightens. “You bet I am. Do you want to help me put up some decorations later?” 
 
    “More holiday decorations in the bar? Could they possibly fit?” 
 
    “Not the bar. The corridors. They’re dull. I think the guests will appreciate a more festive atmosphere. A lot of them are traveling to spend time with their families.” 
 
    “True,” I agree. “And the ones who are traveling for work or whatever could certainly use a little extra cheer.” 
 
    “Yeah! Let’s do it!” Pinky stands and slaps her hands together. 
 
    “Okay!” I stand, too. “Right after the elevator thing.” 
 
    She points at me. 
 
    She has a very imposing point. 
 
    “I see what you did there. But it’s fine. Let’s make the Second Chance the happiest place in the galaxy.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Ha ha ha!” Pinky exclaims as she hangs a wreath opposite the shower room. 
 
    “That’s ho ho ho, actually.” I’m sticking some feathered pom poms to the wall. I don’t know what holiday they’re for, but they’re kind of cute. 
 
    “Ho? Why?” She slaps some blue stars into my hands. 
 
    “Nobody knows why. It just is.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay. Ho ho ho, then!” She gestures at me to start sticking the stars to the wall. 
 
    “Are these pentagrams or stars of David?” I flip through them, but they’re all ambiguous. 
 
    “Don’t you know?” She stands next to me and studies them. 
 
    “No. Either would make sense for a holiday thing, but the two belong to very different groups.” 
 
    Pinky shrugs. “I guess they can be multipurpose.” 
 
    I shrug, too, because that actually makes sense to me. We can’t possibly cover every single holiday in existence, but we’re doing our best to bring something of significance for all the people traveling on the ship during the holiday season. 
 
    She begins singing a song about a lecherous ocelot that has me scanning the corridor to make sure no guests are coming. 
 
    “What holiday is that one from, Pinky?” 
 
    She adjusts a bit of tinsel so that it hangs just so. “Oh, it’s not a holiday song. It’s a new release from Revnar VIII. Catchy chorus, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Yeah, you bet.”  
 
    “You think Nana Rose will come help?” Pinky asks. “I haven’t seen much of her since the blagrook incident.” 
 
    “I think it tired her out,” I say. “I’m a little concerned about her, actually. I’ll check in on her when we’re done with this.” 
 
    She tugs the last couple of stars out of my hands. “Go ahead and do it now. I’ll feel better knowing she’s okay, and you will, too.” 
 
    Deep down, Pinky’s a big softy. 
 
    Deep deep down. Like in those movies where there’s seemingly no floor, and someone drops a coin and waits to hear it hit bottom and it never does. That kind of deep down. 
 
    “Okay. I’ll catch up to you later, then.” 
 
    She gives me a one-handed thumbs-up and returns to her festive efforts. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    At Nana’s cabin, I cautiously tap on the door. She’s proven her hearing is excellent, and startling her seems like a bad idea. 
 
    She doesn’t answer, so after I stand there like a dingus staring at her door for two solid minutes, I tap again. 
 
    The door opens, and Nana joins me in the hall, closing the door behind her. But not before I saw what was going on in her room. 
 
    “Nana,” I say. “Have you organized an underground canasta game?” 
 
    “No.” Her voice has gone up in that way that tells me she’s lying. 
 
    “Nana.” 
 
    She sighs. “So what? We’re all adults.” 
 
    “You know that organized gambling is prohibited on interstellar ships. Jurisdiction gets super tricky on that kind of thing, so it’s just banned. You couldn’t wait until we got to Alpha Centauri to play some canasta?” 
 
    Nana sighs and leans back against the cabin door. “Look, Charlie, I didn’t want to hurt your feelings. I really like seeing you more often, and your friends are great. Especially that Pinky. She and I had all kinds of fun bashing those aliens. But the truth is, I’m an old woman. Don’t let all my hardware fool you—I’d rather be baking and playing canasta than just about anything else. It’s nothing you’ve done—it’s just that when you get to a certain age, you know what you like, and you know your time is limited, and you want to do the things you like as much as you can. So don’t take it personally.” 
 
    “Nana, are you giving me the ‘it’s not you, it’s me’ speech?” I stare at her. 
 
    “Well, honey, it’s just that you’ve been awfully clingy. Always inviting me to eat with you, or go for a walk, or watch one of those dreadful robot westerns of yours. I get bored.” 
 
    Wow. What do I say to that? 
 
    She pats me on the cheek. “Aw, you look sad now. Tell you what. This game’s just wrapping up, so how about I come do whatever it was you wanted me to do? Eat something with spoons or something, just the way you like.” 
 
    Now she’s pitying me. Great. 
 
    “Actually, I was going to ask you if you wanted to help Pinky and me put up some holiday decorations.” 
 
    “That actually sounds fun.” Nana perks up. “Okay, let me collect my money from these losers and we can be on our way.” 
 
    My nana, the card shark. Or cardsharp, depending on what part of the universe you’re from. Either way, my canasta-savvy grandmother really cleans up. 
 
    The elderly people retreating from her room don’t seem to mind that they’ve just lost their money to her. They ask her to make sure she tells them about the next game before they shuffle away for their midmorning nap. 
 
    “I wouldn’t have thought there would be such a big canasta following here,” I say as we stroll back to the spot I left Pinky. 
 
    “Oh, it’s everywhere,” Nana says. “Canasta’s highly addictive to old people. You youngsters have your bongs and injectables, but for us old people, canasta’s the biggest high. Once someone starts, they can’t stop.” 
 
    “Are you teasing me, Nana?” 
 
    She stops, forcing me to stop, too. “I never joke about canasta.” 
 
    “Right,” I say. “Sorry. I guess I should stay away from it.” 
 
    “Oh, you don’t have to worry about it until your mid-fifties or so. Young people like you are immune.” 
 
    We turn a corner, but Pinky isn’t where I left her. 
 
    “It looks nice here.” Nana pokes at a pom pom. 
 
    “Pinky must have moved on to another area. This is where she was when I came to check on you.” 
 
    “Let’s find her, then! We’ll decorate this whole ship.” Nana straightens her frumpy sweater, and I can tell she’s fired up. 
 
    Maybe it’s all that canasta in her system. 
 
    We find Pinky on the opposite side of the ship. 
 
    “Why are you all the way over here?” I ask. “I thought we were going to work from one end to the other.” 
 
    Pinky ignores me. “Nana Rose! Good to see you out and about. You doing okay? Charlie was worried about you.” 
 
    Pinky fist bumps Nana and they do some kind of secret handshake thing. 
 
    That’s new. 
 
    “I’m fine, honey,” Nana says. “Just needed some time with people my own age. You know how it is.” 
 
    “Sure,” Pinky agrees. “You old folks have to talk about the olden days, like when people liked to eat bologna.” 
 
    “Pinky,” I say, “I think you’re being a little insensitive. No one on Earth has ever liked bologna.” 
 
    Nana nods in confirmation. 
 
    Pinky looks amazed. “Really? Well, they love it on Abundance.” 
 
    “Where?” I glance at Nana to see if she knows what Pinky’s talking about, but she’s wearing a blank expression. 
 
    “Abundance,” Pinky repeats. “Don’t let the name fool you. It’s a smarmy little dustball of a planet. Exists entirely as a junk mail hub. I hate those guys.” 
 
    “There’s a whole planet for junk mail?” I learn something new every day. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Pinky affirms. “There has to be. Those jerks have been run off of all the decent planets. People can only take so many phishing scams and implications that their body parts aren’t big enough before they rise up and squash that shit.” 
 
    “Makes sense. So, why are we on this side of the ship now?” I hope she’ll answer me this time. 
 
    “I thought I heard something, but it must have been paranoia. We can get started over here. You two hang out for a minute and I’ll bring the decorations.” 
 
    Nana instead follows Pinky as she moves away. “I’ll come help. We should bring a lot of stuff. It’s going to take a lot to cover up all this ship’s ugly.” 
 
    Few people could get away with insulting Pinky’s home. Actually, probably just one person. 
 
    Then they’re gone and I’m standing around in a hallway like a stalker or something. Awesome. 
 
    “Charlie!” I turn and there’s Greta, smiling and radiant. 
 
    “Hey! Did Pinky call you?” 
 
    “Yes, early this morning, but I had to work. A group of executives got on board at the International Space Station, and I had to give them the Chance Fleet spiel. But I’m here now. Where are the decorations?” 
 
    “We did one hall, now we’re going to work over here. Nana and Pinky went to get the stuff.” 
 
    “Oh, okay.” She smiles. “I guess we just wait?” 
 
    “Looks like it.” A fiendish part of my brain recognizes that this is an opportunity to press her for information so I can get her the perfect present. “Is there anything in particular you like about Alpha Centauri? This will be my first time there.” 
 
    She scrunches up her face in that way she does when she’s thinking, which looks like she smells something bad. It’s cute, though. 
 
    “Alpha Centauri is okay,” she finally says. “It has a bunch of planets, lots of people, and there are things to do.” 
 
    “But?” I prompt. 
 
    “I don’t know, I just can’t think of anything great about it. Or terrible, either. It’s just kind of average.” 
 
    That’s not helpful. 
 
    “So there’s nothing you suggest we do when we get there?” We’ve made a habit of visiting the various ports during stops and layovers, but she’s not making this sound good. 
 
    “There are places we could go, if you want to.” 
 
    “But nowhere that you really like.” 
 
    She lets out a little sigh. “No, not really. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be sorry. If there’s nothing worth doing, we’ll skip it. We only have a few ports there, anyway. We can stay on the ship and plan some fun for when we get to the Mebdarian system. I cannot wait to see that.” 
 
    She brightens. “Ooh, yes, that’s a good one. Lots of fun stuff to do.” 
 
    “Think Pinky will show us around her home planet? I did show you guys a little bit of Earth, so it seems fair.” 
 
    “I don’t know. She’s never said much about her home.” 
 
    “Like someone else I know,” I tease. 
 
    She’s about to say something when her gaze shifts. “There they are. Wow, that’s a lot of stuff.” 
 
    Indeed, all I really see is a mass of boxes and bags with two pairs of legs underneath. It’s kind of funny looking, like all the stuff has grown its own legs. 
 
    “Where did you get all this?” Greta asks when they set the boxes down. She’s already rummaging around. 
 
    She pulls a long pike out of a box. It’s stopped with a red gumdrop that’s bigger than my fist. “Hey, does this—” she breaks off when the gumdrop lights up. 
 
    “We found a bunch of stuff hidden in the back of the storage room.” Pinky sets down her mountain of festive goods. 
 
    “Awesome!” Greta begins digging out other pikes and setting them in a pile. Some have gumdrops of other colors, while others have snowmen or demented little clowns with tall hats. “These are great! We can put them all down the hall.” 
 
    Pinky’s pulling green and red stockings out of the box she’d carried. “There are hundreds of these. We could put one on every cabin door, probably.” 
 
    Nana’s rummaging around now too, so I lean over the box she carried and pull out a rubber mask. I don’t know what it’s meant to celebrate, but it’s ugly and warty and I put it aside. Then I find something really good. 
 
    “Look at this! It’s a snap-together sleigh, with a seat people could actually sit on. I wonder where we could put that.” 
 
    Greta comes over and peers in at it. “Maybe the dining room? It definitely wouldn’t fit in a corridor.” 
 
    “I wonder if there are any reindeer that go with it.” I move some things aside and dig deeper. A sound makes me pull back. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Greta asks. 
 
    I laugh at myself. “Nothing. It’s just jingle bells.” I pull out a basket full of bells the size of ping pong balls. “For a second there, the sound reminded me of—” 
 
    I freeze when a blagrook head raises up and looks at me. 
 
    “Bloody hell, it’s a blagrook!” Pinky reaches down, grabs a gumdrop pike, and swings it baseball style, knocking the creature against the wall with a hard crack. 
 
    Greta’s glow is entirely gone, but her jaw is set as she grabs a big pink gumdrop pike. “There’s never just one of them.” 
 
    All of our eyes are fixed on the boxes. 
 
    Nana circles around behind. “You all ready?” 
 
    Crap crap crap crap crap. Am I ready to face a bunch of bloodthirsty blagrooks that are about to get dumped out of holiday bins? This is like some horror movie. 
 
    I bend down and grab a gumdrop pole. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    Nana shoves the boxes over in one movement and a dozen or more writhing, flailing blagrooks roll out. 
 
    Pinky’s on it, assuming the first line of defense. She knocks three of them flying before they even get to their feet. 
 
    Nana’s grabs one with her bare hands and cracks its head against the wall. And then another. 
 
    Greta holds her ground when one comes running for her. With a grunt, she swings her gumdrop stick. The blagrook hits the wall, but much more softly than when Pinky does it. 
 
    Fortunately, Pinky steps on it while it’s dazed. 
 
    I hold my ground, too, waiting for one of the things to come my way. But they don’t. The three women in my life have this situation in hand. While they’re murdering blagrooks, the cabin doors start fluttering open. 
 
    It’s kind of funny, actually. A door will open, a head pops out, a person gasps or screams, and the door shuts again. And then it happens again with another door. 
 
    I can’t help it. I start laughing. 
 
    Greta looks at me like I’m nuts, then she starts to giggle, too. Soon, Nana and Pinky are laughing too, even as they’re all pounding mean little aliens. 
 
    “Ha ha ha!” Pinky shouts, bashing one against the wall so hard it leaves a grease stain behind. 
 
    “That’s ho ho ho,” I remind her. 
 
    “Right. Dammit. I keep messing that one up.” 
 
    When none of the little demons are moving, we stand, poised and ready, but it appears we’ve gotten them all. 
 
    Well, they’ve gotten them all. 
 
    Nana gives one of the boxes a good shake, then does the same with the other. Rolls of ribbon and boxes of balloons shift and tumble out, but no more blagrooks. 
 
    Gus comes running around the corner, carrying a pulse rifle. “Clear the way!” 
 
    We stand still. 
 
    He stops, scans the scene, and stands there awkwardly. “There were guest complaints about a blagrook invasion.” 
 
    “We got it,” Pinky says. “No sweat.” 
 
    “Oh. Well. Thanks.” Gus seems unsure of what to do next, and I understand. What does one do with a dozen blagrook carcasses, and a couple metric tons of holiday decorations? 
 
    That’s nobody’s idea of a good time. 
 
    Gus gathers himself. “Right. Pinky and Mrs. Cyborg, could you please remain here to reassure guests that the situation is under control?” 
 
    “I prefer Ms. Cyborg, if you’re going to be racist,” Nana sniffs. 
 
    “Of course,” he answers smoothly. “My apologies, Ms. Cyborg. Greta, it will be up to you to make people feel comfortable. I’ll organize the porters to clean up and finish putting up these decorations.” 
 
    “What about me?” I ask. 
 
    He blinks, as if seeing me for the first time. “Oh, hello, Mr. Kenny.” 
 
    “Aw, come on, dude. I’ve been here the whole time,” I protest. “When you tell this story, don’t leave me out of it.” 
 
    “My grandson was the one who first found the vile monsters,” Nana says, stepping toward Gus. 
 
    “He did!” Pinky steps in, too, still holding her gumdrop cudgel. “In fact, if it weren’t for Charlie and his plague of bad luck, I bet these things wouldn’t even be on the ship.” 
 
    “Uh, that’s probably not a good thing to tell people,” I say. I know she’s trying to be supportive, but that doesn’t make me sound good. 
 
    Greta moves in, too, and they’re so busy defending me that none of them see the lone blagrook that tumbles out of a box when something shifts. 
 
    I don’t even scream, and I’m feeling really proud of myself for that, but it bares its fangs and hisses. The only way I’m not getting my jugular ripped out is if I handle this myself. 
 
    All right. I can do this. I’m ready. I choke up on my gumdrop stake, which I’ve continued to clutch—I mean hold. I’ve been holding it in a manly way. 
 
    Resisting the urge to close my eyes to protect them from the sharp claws of the monster, I stare right at it and swing. 
 
    Hard. 
 
    It flies, just like when Pinky hits them, and falls to the ground motionless. Just like when Pinky does it. 
 
    Oh my god. 
 
    Oh my god, I did it. 
 
    Now Greta and Nana are hugging me and Pinky’s making sure the thing is dead and all the blood in my entire body is rushing to my head. 
 
    “You saw it!” I shout at Gus. I didn’t mean to say that. Or to yell. 
 
    Gus locks eyes with me, and for a moment, we’re having a whole man-to-man, I-see-what-you-did-there moment. 
 
    Then his professionalism slides into place and he’s regular old Gus again. “Yes, sir. I did indeed see that. Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to see about handling this mess.” 
 
    Pinky uses the hooked part of a giant candy cane to push all the dead blagrooks into a pile. That’s nice of her, simplifying the unpleasant task that lies ahead of the porters. 
 
    “You did good, Charlie.” Pinky gives me a high five. “Very heroic.” 
 
    “Really?” I wonder if she’s just humoring me. 
 
    “Couldn’t have done it better myself.” 
 
    I tuck away that sound bite in my memory because I’m pretty sure I’ll never hear her say it again. 
 
    Then Pinky lets out of regretful sigh. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I ask. 
 
    “Once Gus gets back, we’re going to have to figure out how to get rid of the rest of the blagrooks.” Pinky looks grim. 
 
    “You think there are more?” Nana asks. “I haven’t heard any.” 
 
    “There’s almost no chance of these being the only ones,” Pinky says. 
 
    Greta takes a deep breath and sets her jaw. “Okay, then. Let’s figure out how to get rid of them, without letting the guests know. We can’t have a panic. It would scare people away from flying on the Chance Fleet.” 
 
    “That’s what Gus would say,” Pinky says. “But I don’t have to be mad at him anymore. He gave me a really nice apology and a sweet I-heart-flamingoes t-shirt that fits great.” 
 
    “Wait,” I say. “Why would he have a shirt like that?” 
 
    Pinky shrugs. “He was planning to give me an early Hannukah present? I can’t imagine he knows anyone else my size who loves flamingoes.” 
 
    “Yeah. See, he must really like you.” I try to say this convincingly. 
 
    Pinky continues to look indifferent. “Hm, that might explain a thing or two. But let’s focus on what’s important here. We need to get rid of those blagrooks.” 
 
    I hide an inward sigh. I didn’t get even five minutes to celebrate my victory. But no matter. I need to help Greta and Pinky figure this out, because this isn’t just Greta’s employment we’re talking about. 
 
    It’s our home. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 4 
 
    “What attracts blagrooks?” I ask. 
 
    The four of us have gathered in Nana’s cabin, which, fortunately, is bigger than mine. 
 
    “Warmth, noise, and blood.” Pinky’s answer comes immediately. 
 
    “What kind of blood?” Greta asks. “The spilled kind, or the stuff that’s still inside us?” 
 
    “Both. They’re not picky. Though the spilled kind has a stronger odor they can smell from farther away.” 
 
    Greta nods. “Okay, then. We’ll throw a party.” 
 
    Nana’s been sitting in the corner, leaning back with her eyes closed. I’m pretty sure she was napping. But she straightens and her eyes open. “You’re going to use your guests as bait? I like it.” 
 
    “Not bait.” Greta cringes. “Exactly. I mean, how better to keep them safe from blagrooks than get them all together where we can guard them? But if that also draws the demons out so we can eradicate them, then that’s all the better, right?” 
 
    We all look to Pinky because, let’s face it, when it comes to battle, she’s our general. 
 
    “It could work.” She frowns deeply, her eyes making tiny but quick movements from side to side as she thinks. “Yeah, I could make it work. But it won’t be easy to plan a party on short notice and get everyone to attend.” 
 
    Greta bounces up to her feet. “Leave that to me! I’ll organize the porters, draft the maintenance workers, and fill Gus in on what’s happening. You three figure out the plan for the blagrooks.” 
 
    She hurries out. 
 
    “Think she can do it?” Nana asks. 
 
    “Absolutely.” There’s no doubt in my mind. If Greta decided to move a mountain, it would happen, one way or another. I have absolute faith in her. It’s not just about her luck, either. It’s her heart, her kindness, and her tenacity. 
 
    “Are you thinking what I’m thinking, Pinky?” 
 
    Pinky slaps her knee. “Yes! We are going to do this! I’ve got it all planned out. All I need to know is this.” 
 
    She turns to my nana. “How dependent are you on oxygen?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I don’t know how Greta has done it, but the secondary loading bay has become a holiday wonderland. 
 
    Twinkling lights provide just the right amount of light in a room festooned with a hodgepodge of decorations so bizarre that it’s somehow harmonious. 
 
    Porters expertly work the room with trays of drinks. Pinky’s provided everything from basic party punch to what she calls a Wham Bam Slammer. I haven’t tasted one because I need to remain alert, but it smells like pine and gin. 
 
    I don’t think I’d want one of those anyway. 
 
    Instead, I accept a cup of non-alcoholic punch as I wander the room. People are having a wonderful time. Most have dressed up in colorful clothes and some dance at the end of the loading bay that’s been miraculously transformed into a dance floor. It has strobe lights and everything. 
 
    Greta is amazing. It’s only been two hours since I whacked that blagrook. 
 
    Did you think I wasn’t going to bring that up as much as possible? Because I am. 
 
    Anyway, my real job is to keep an eye out for anything weird, either from the guests or anything else. As a group, we figured that if anything weird was going to happen, I’d be the one to detect it. 
 
    I’m at one with embracing the reality of my…well, let’s call it a nonconformity. What makes me a little nervous, though, is that Nana’s a Kenny, too, under that cybernetic gear, and she’s the critical bit in this plan. I’m not sure how much of the redshirt bad luck she still has, and it’s a real question mark in this venture. 
 
    Greta promised me this would all work, though. Some people believe in angels or flying reindeer or talking wheels of cheese, but I believe in Greta Saltz. I’m putting everything in her hands because she is my miracle. 
 
    I sidle by Nana, who’s being aggressively cyborg. Whenever someone walks into the zone she’s protecting, she reaches for them and starts saying a lot of things about assimilation and joining the union. 
 
    It’s working great. Nobody is going into the target zone. 
 
    “How’s it going, Nana?” 
 
    “Fine, Charlie. I’m having fun. Best party I’ve been to in a while.” 
 
    I think she’s serious. “Does it ever bother you when people are afraid of you or if they say mean things about you being a cyborg?” 
 
    “Nah. When you’re as old as I am, you see how little all that matters.” 
 
    “I hope I get to be that old. Without becoming a cyborg. No offense.” 
 
    “You will, I think,” she says. “You’ve got Pinky and Greta. You really lucked out. I’m not surprised, either. Of all my grandkids, you were always my favorite.” 
 
    “Really?” I’m completely surprised to hear that. 
 
    “Well, no. But several have met their natural fate, and Benny always stole from me. So you weren’t always my favorite, but you’re my favorite now.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, I guess that’s still kind of good.” 
 
    “Sure it is!” she insists. “Life is for the living and we, my boy, are living.” 
 
    “We are.” 
 
    “I was talking to Gus, and he tells me he’s been thinking of retiring on Mebdar IV.” 
 
    I raise my eyebrows. “Is he still upset? I thought he’d be doing better now, with the elevator fixed.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I think apologizing to Pinky broke something in him, even though she went easy on him, in my opinion. She didn’t even hit him. But he’s not sure if he wants to keep dealing with customer complaints and all the hassles of pleasing people. So I thought I might check out the Mebdarian system with him. He tells me there’s a wicked canasta community there. I could really clean up.” 
 
    “Are you sure a retirement planet won’t be too boring for you?” I can’t imagine her there. 
 
    “I’m not sure. But I can take a little vacation. Try it out. See if it fits.” 
 
    “Sure, that makes sense. I could take a look at it with you, if you like.” Though it’s been nice having her on board, now that she’s stopped breaking into my cabin and trying to assimilate me, she won’t be happy here long-term. I’d like to see her find someplace she really likes. 
 
    She pats my cheek. “Such a good boy.” 
 
    She tilts her head to the side. “I hear them. Stay alert, boy. It’s about to go down.” 
 
    “Right.” I feel awkward, but I kind of want to hug her. Just in case things don’t go according to plan. 
 
    Nana rolls her eyes at me. “I’m not gonna die! Get out of here!” 
 
    Okay, so much for that. I get out of the danger zone. I look up at the hatch above, where Pinky has put a bolus of blood from the medbay to make sure that none of the blagrooks can resist. 
 
    Greta’s voice comes over the intercom. “Hi, everyone, and thank you for coming to our holiday celebration. We are so touched that you’ve chosen us to take you to your loved ones during this time of togetherness. Right now, we’re going to do the traditional Cringaloo countdown, which signifies the end of one season and the beginning of the next. If you’d like to join in, feel free, and it’s customary to celebrate by hugging someone or throwing confetti. But do whatever you’re comfortable with. Happy Cringaloo!” 
 
    I don’t know what this Cringaloo is, but it seems a lot like a New Year’s celebration to me, which made it perfect for our plan. 
 
    Greta remains at the microphone and begins counting down. “Ten…nine…eight…” 
 
    I look around, but don’t see Pinky. I know she’s there, though. Somewhere. 
 
    Nana’s poised for action. 
 
    “Five…four…” 
 
    I hope this works. I hold my breath. 
 
    “Two…one! Happy Cringaloo!” 
 
    The hatch above opens, raining blagrooks like confetti down toward Nana. She hits the containment panel and clear walls snap into place around her. 
 
    Everyone’s hugging and throwing confetti and it’s really hard to hear or see, but my attention doesn’t waver from Nana grabbing onto a floor hitch as the air lock opens. 
 
    She’s wrenched off her feet as the blagrooks go flying into space. It only takes ten seconds, but it feels like forever, watching her hang on with her body being sucked toward the great abyss. 
 
    Then the air lock closes and Pinky drops down from the hatch, helping Nana up. 
 
    A piece of confetti hits me in the eye because of course it did, but I barely notice. 
 
    It worked. 
 
    I hurry over to Nana and Pinky. “Was that all of them? Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yep,” Pinky says. “They flock together. There’s no way any of them could resist all this. They’re really stupid.” 
 
    “Well, they’re dead now.” 
 
    “Actually, no.” Pinky shakes her head. “They can do fine in space. They join together into a bunch and just float. Guarantee you they’ll make it to Abundance.” 
 
    “The junk mail planet?” 
 
    “That’s the one.” 
 
    I feel good about this poetic justice. “Are you okay, Nana?” 
 
    She smiles. “Just fine. My back cracked while I was hanging on, and fixed a joint that’s been creaky for ages. I feel great! Now, where’s that Gus? I wanted to talk to him about our trip to Mebdar IV.” 
 
    “Nana Rose is hanging out with Gus now?” Pinky purses her lips thoughtfully. 
 
    “I think they’re going to tear up the canasta circuit or something. Does this mean you’ll be nicer to Gus?” 
 
    Pinky shrugs. “He apologized, so we’re as good as we ever were. But if Nana Rose likes him, there must be something worthwhile about him.” 
 
    “I guess so. I want her to be happy.” I look around the room at all the happy, celebratory people. “I can’t believe we pulled this off.” 
 
    Pinky smiles. 
 
    I’m a little surprised. Pinky doesn’t smile much. 
 
    “It’s been a good year,” she says. “We’ve had some great adventures, and I got to hunt blagrooks twice and become a movie star.” 
 
    She pats my shoulder. “Thanks, Charlie.” 
 
    “Why are you thanking me?” 
 
    “Because none of it would have happened if you hadn’t come aboard. Let’s keep having fun, huh?” 
 
    I feel all warm and fuzzy inside. “I can’t think of anything I’d rather do.” 
 
    “I can.” She hitches her thumb at the dance floor. “See you later.” 
 
    I turn, and Greta’s there. Smiling and radiant, and looking like the greatest thing I’ve ever seen in my life. 
 
    “You arranged an amazing party,” I say. “I can’t believe you managed this in two hours.” 
 
    She laughs. “It took a little work, but I think it worked out.” 
 
    “You’ve made the perfect holiday.” 
 
    “Have I?” 
 
    “Pinky got to whack blagrooks, and Nana got to save the day in a way that redshirts never do. She’s probably going to tear up the canasta circuit on Mebdar IV, too. I was worried about getting them presents, but what could I give them that could top that?” 
 
    Greta laughs. “I’ve been trying to figure out the right presents for everyone, too, but nothing seemed right. Especially for you. It’s not like you care about owning a lot of things.” 
 
    “In my cabin?” I joke. “Where would I put it?” 
 
    “I think I just thought of the perfect thing for us to give each other, though.” Her eyes sparkle. 
 
    Not literally. I mean, her skin does literally luminesce, but her eyes aren’t actually metallic or anything. I’m speaking figuratively. 
 
    “Blagrook-beating gumdrop bats?” I guess. 
 
    She giggles. “No. Look.” She points up. 
 
    Mistletoe. 
 
    “You found tree fungus,” I say, in the stupidest response any guy has ever had. 
 
    “I was hoping we could do that Earth tradition you were telling me about.” Her glow increases, and I realize she’s blushing. 
 
    Hesitantly, not quite believing this is happening, I put my arms around her. She steps closer and puts her hands on my shoulders. 
 
    Then the most magical thing that has ever happened in my whole life happens. 
 
    The holidays aren’t about things we buy for one another. They’re about being with the people who matter, sharing our hearts, and making the moments count. 
 
    And, maybe, just a little bit of blagrook bashing. 
 
    Because I really did smash that one. You saw it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
    —  —  — 
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 Voyage of the Space Bastard 
 
    By Andrew Lawston 
 
    Joth Krantor has a desperate plan to restore his family’s fortunes. An evil plan. 
 
    Joth Krantor, last scion of the Krantor-Huang Corporation which controlled interstellar travel before the development of hyperspace drives, has a desperate plan to restore the family’s fortunes. An evil plan.  
 
    From the stone forests of Borthokk to the forgotten depths of industrial asteroids, and through the unfathomable realm of hyperspace, he leads a rag-tag army of the forgotten Frag Prince Bouffard’s super-soldiers on one final voyage. The Voyage… of the Space Bastard.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 1: Prologue to History 
 
    As the end of empires went, the comeuppance of Krantor-Huang Corporation was not particularly dramatic. The Corporation had long controlled the lives of several trillion people, directly or indirectly, through their position as operators of the Wormery; an ancient network of stable wormholes whose nexus point the Krantor and Huang families had claimed quietly at the dawn of interstellar travel. At the time, all the other pioneers had been too busy sticking their flags into strange new resource-rich worlds to worry too much about how they were going to ship their new-found wealth back to Mother Earth. 
 
    Pretty soon, Krantor-Huang’s eye-watering tariffs had been grudgingly accepted as a simple fact of doing business beyond the Sol system. And when one system dug their heels in and refused to pay? A shiny-faced Krantor-Huang executive gave a bemused smile for the cameras and insisted that it was fine, no, really it was, Krantor-Huang was all about the free market and they hoped the system found great success and prosperity with their new interstellar transit solution. 
 
    And then, still wearing that faintly bemused smile, he’d reached out with one perfectly manicured fingernail, and flicked an icon on his holoscreen. The resulting supernova collapsed that system’s wormhole in less than ten minutes. 
 
    Even a few short months later, no one remembered the system’s name, but everyone remembered the moment their terminal was purged from the network charts. In the handful of messages that had come through before the wormhole had shut forever, there was talk of a generation ship preparing for the long trip back to the rest of civilisation. People assumed its arrival would herald a certain amount of laser-based discomfort for Krantor-Huang, but as it wouldn’t be arriving for at least another ten thousand years, the shiny faces maintained their bemused smiles and whacked an extra 3% on all tariffs to make up the lost revenue. 
 
    Krantor-Huang made few friends through their dominance, and when it was discovered that the docile whalesteroids that swam through the vacuum between galaxies with their vast maws hanging open, swallowing comets as though they were plankton… well, when it was discovered that they were the last mindless remnants of the starfarers who had constructed the Wormery in the first place… no one shed a tear for the intrepid capitalists when Ardmore the Great Psychic of Yarlon made mental contact with one of the leviathans, and was inexplicably handed the secret to conquering space and time with a hyperspace drive that could be comfortably installed on a starship the size of a large yacht. Hyperspace travel wasn’t quite as quick, safe, or precise as wormhole transit, but it was surprisingly cheap. The Krantor-Huang monopoly was ended at a stroke. 
 
    Krantor-Huang didn’t give up their control of space travel without a fight, of course. With their vast wealth, they didn’t so much steal a prototype hyperdrive as invade the planet on which it was constructed and commandeer it. They then tried to patent the technology and retain their monopoly through litigation. 
 
    The splintering of humanity into independent star systems with their own legal frameworks, a situation that Krantor-Huang had single-handedly created by ensuring all communication and cooperation was prohibitively expensive, came back to haunt them. Their lawyers would contact this or that far-flung shipyard, and quote patent numbers, and threaten to sue for mind-meltingly vast sums of money, only to meet the same faintly bemused smiles that they’d been so used to dishing out. 
 
    The Wormery’s traffic began to slow, and the corporation’s fortunes began to trickle away. The situation was accelerated when the adventurous warp pioneers began running into their first genuine aliens. It turned out there was a huge utopian trade federation of planets, just a few galaxies beyond the small sphere of space humanity had just begun exploring. 
 
    In a matter of months, the human race had shifted their perspective completely towards joining a wider union of life forms, and The Wormery was mothballed. 
 
    But there are always loose ends, and one of the loosest was Joth Krantor, last scion of the Krantor-Huang Corporation. He saw his prospects dwindle away to a mere life of extravagant luxury and decadent comfort, with none of the power he craved. 
 
    Well, he couldn't have that... 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 2: Fear of a Frag Planet 
 
    The Space Bastard loomed over the tiny asteroid. The ship was so huge, and flying so low, that it became a matter of debate among the engineering team whether they were truly orbiting the airless rock, or whether it was orbiting them. It being particularly warm on the engineering decks that day, the debate quickly took a similar turn to most of the disagreements that occasionally flared up on the ship. A plasma ray-boosted bloodbath. 
 
    As Lokhnakh glumly mopped up the last ionised puddle that had once been a member of his department, Fabricomp whined about having to reclone the entire team for the third time that month. 
 
    Propping the mop up against a quantum pump, Lokhnakh emptied his blaster clip into the nagging speaker. Fat sparks belched over the rivet-riddled deck, but thankfully no more goo to mop. 
 
    Cleaning and personnel management finished for the day, the chief engineer turned his attention back to the holoscreens. He watched a stocky black figure stride across the asteroid’s rocky surface, and rolled his eyes as he heard the first sounds of an argument erupting on the security deck. 
 
    “Hurry up, Kran, they’re all going space crazy with nothing but rocks to blow up… and I can’t kill all of them.” 
 
      
 
    A few dozen kilometres below, heavy black boots crunched through ice-encrusted shale on an endless plain. Literally endless, the boots’ owner kept reminding himself. If he carried on trekking across this visibly curved but basically featureless grey plain for longer than twenty minutes or so, he’d find himself back in the ample shade cast across the rock by the Space Bastard’s blocky, functional hull. Circumnavigation? Just a load of old balls, really. 
 
    He slowed his already measured pace as a shape resolved itself over the absurdly foreshortened horizon. It was, at first glance, just another ice-coated rock. But as the figure looked more closely, and his suit’s AR interface kicked in and magnified the chunky mass, it became clear that it was at least regularly shaped underneath the greenish-grey crust of permafrost. 
 
    “I request an audience with the Frag Prince,” he called. 
 
    There was a movement deep in the ice, that anyone else might have taken for a stray reflection of starlight. Krantor had caught their attention. He stood and waited. 
 
    And waited. 
 
    After a few minutes, he thought he saw another movement in the ice. Then he zoomed in on the stray gleam, and saw that it was on the surface. A thin rivulet of liquid running down the mass to the frozen surface. The ice was melting. 
 
    Several hours later, he wished he’d brought a book to read. Or at least a folding chair. Liquid was streaming down all sides of the shape. The thinning ice revealed the shape of a two-seater sub-atmospheric hopper. 
 
    A helpful display flashed up over Krantor’s left eye as he stared at the vehicle. It identified the hopper’s model, made a few comments about its current condition, and calculated how long it would take to thaw. Krantor blinked the display away with an impatient huff. Too long. 
 
    The servos in his battlesuit whined in anticipation as he unslung the huge blaster rifle that he carried on his back. As he trained the gun on the hopper, dialling down the power to avoid vapourising the vehicle, he looked around the plain to check he was unobserved. This felt like menial work, unworth of Lady Chatterley’s power. 
 
    A few low-level blasts hurried the defrosting along, boring through the ice, then superheating the hopper’s chassis until the water was splashing off it, and jets of steam were shooting from the roof as it emerged from the permafrost. 
 
    In a few short minutes, the hopper lay in a vast puddle of icemelt, glowing cherry red, and Krantor swept Lady Chatterley back across his shoulders. He nodded in satisfaction at a job well done. 
 
    “Very clever. Though now we’ll have to wait an hour for its hull to cool down,” said an amused voice behind him. 
 
    Krantor spun around with his power gauntlets raised and glowing, his AR flashing into battle mode and scanning for the threat. 
 
    After a moment, he looked down. A giant pink slug, the size of a large dog, was crawling out of a blowhole at his feet. The opening must have been frozen over, until the thawing process had started. 
 
    Krantor kept his gauntlets powered up, but lowered them slightly. “You’re an unprimed frag.” 
 
    “Well spotted, mate. Maybe a bit racist, but I’ll let it go this once.” 
 
    “But you’re nothing more than a cell cluster of cloned genetic material. In your unprimed state you ought to be almost mindless, existing on pure animal instinct until the time comes for you to be imprinted with the genetic pattern and strategic knowledge of humanity’s finest warriors. How is it can you talk?” 
 
    The frag rippled slightly as it hauled itself out onto the plain. “Blimey. Are you making a documentary, or just have a bad case of verbal diarrhoea? What do you want?” 
 
    Lowering his hands, Krantor drew himself up to his full height. “I request an audience with the Frag Prince.” 
 
    An uncomfortable pause followed. Eventually the frag seemed to realise the man had finished. “Yeah, we got that bit the first time,” it said gently, “but why? We don’t get many, if you’ll pardon the expression, cold callers. You’re not carrying fucking pamphlets, are you?” 
 
    Every fibre of Krantor’s proud being squirmed at the thought of bandying words with this lackey, a being that by rights ought to be a mindless blank animal. But sometimes needs must… 
 
    “I bring great news, of a bold new life for fragkind.” 
 
    “No shit, a mormon? Where did you get this address?” 
 
    “I am Joth Krantor, last scion of the Krantor-Huang corporation, and you have precisely three seconds to start being helpful.” 
 
    The frag took the information in its stride. Krantor supposed it still had no idea who he was, but the threat and the confidence with which he’d expressed it had obviously penetrated its doughy human-generic hide. 
 
    “You were the one who lit up the transport,” it pointed out carefully, “so if you’re too busy to wait for it to cool down, you’ll just have to do your best Alice impersonation and use the tradesman’s entrance. Eh, so to speak. Breathe in.” 
 
    With that, the frag undulated back into the blowhole, and vanished from view. 
 
    Krantor glowered at the hole. Fanfuckingtasic. It was perfectly round, though its lip was still ringed with lethally sharp shards of ice, and even the AR couldn’t see more than a few feet down it. His suit’s best guess at calculating its depth was “bloody deep, take a snack”, and he dialled down its AI in retaliation. 
 
    With a rueful glance at the hopper, which was making gentle pinging noises as it began to cool down, Krantor followed the frag’s advice. He took a deep breath, and stepped into the blowhole. 
 
    The asteroid’s interior turned out to be a lot more interesting than its surface. After Krantor had hurtled down the smooth blowhole for just long enough to consider that he may have made a fatal mistake, the gradient began to level out. And the walls became transparent. 
 
    It was a frag factory world. 
 
    This was exactly what Krantor had expected, but its scale impressed him nonetheless. He shot past birthing vats full of incubating genetic material - or giant bubbling tubs of human gore, ran the thought that occasionally shot through his mind with a queasy echo. Each vat was fed by a cloning engine, which in turn broke down the raw rock of the asteroid on an atomic level, before reconstituting it as organic material, and imprinting it with the human reference genome. 
 
    His wild slide whizzed him past at least a dozen of the vats in rapid succession. All were inoperative. That made sense. The frag engines generated stupendous amounts of heat, vented through the very blowholes carrying him now, which Space Bastard would certainly have detected from orbit. Still, a lot would hinge on how quickly they could be brought back online… 
 
    Full of these thoughts, Krantor had little time to prepare for the end of his ride. No sooner had he noticed that the blowhole was getting a little wider, he found himself in mid-air, soaring into a small chamber full of frags, milling about apparently aimlessly. 
 
    Krantor’s flight didn’t last long, and he found himself landing hard. Luckily, the ground seemed to be particularly spongy, and warm, and oh shit. 
 
    “Mate. Buy me a drink at least, would you?” The frag Krantor had followed down the blowhole appeared undamaged as the human rolled off it and on to the plain metal floor. The frags littering the room shuffled away in a vague fashion, but seemed otherwise aimless and disinterested in his presence. 
 
    “I request an audience with the Frag Prince,” he replied as he stood and made a show of dusting himself off. “I’m not going to ask again.” 
 
    “Bloody humans, you’re all the same, you dirty buggers. You’ll try and stick it anywhere,” the thing grumbled, as it wobbled away across the floor. 
 
    Krantor had had enough. He snapped one gauntlet up before his face and clenched his fist. A crackling blue glow suffused his entire forearm in moments. 
 
    “The Prince. Now,” he said, and flung the pooled energy across the room, where it struck one of the wandering frags. 
 
    The frag burst apart like a watermelon, and Krantor’s guide became very still. 
 
    “You should not have done that,” it said after a few moments, its voice low. 
 
    “Why not?” sneered Krantor. “Frags are mindless things. Look at you, with your speech and purpose, and you’re still just pathetic and snivelling in the darkness, alone in the universe.” 
 
    Somewhere behind Krantor, a faint whirring noise and the faintest air current indicated a door had opened. 
 
    “Not so,” said a new voice, young and confident. “Since the moment of my birth, no frag has ever been alone.” 
 
    The newcomer was a tall, slim young man, in an absurdly ornate, blue officer’s uniform, weighed down by medals, braid, and a heavy ceremonial sword on one hip. His face was smooth and unlined, the part which wasn’t covered by a heavy walrus moustache, but his sunken grey eyes made him look older, the eyes of a man who had seen too much suffering. 
 
    “I am Bouffard, sometimes known as the Frag Prince. You wished to see me, Joth Krantor? It had better be good, for you to assault my subjects.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Bouffard ostensibly led the way through the frag plant, but Krantor made sure he matched the man step for step. His AR suggested the atmosphere was heavily oxygenated, so he had removed his battle mask, and shaken out his long black hair. He caught the prince staring every so often at the curved scar on his neck. But then, he’d openly taken in the prince’s odd gait. The man seemed to limp on both legs, but without any apparent discomfort, instead leaning forward slightly with each step. An old injury, long since compensated for, he thought. 
 
    The corridors were hewn from the asteroid’s rock, and unadorned other than occasional support struts and the floor of riveted metal panels. 
 
    The struts had lights embedded within them, not that either of them seemed to have much trouble seeing in the dark. 
 
    Eventually, the two men reached a larger chamber. Unlike every other part of the production plant Krantor had seen so far, this room had real walls, rather than being lined with the asteroid’s bare rock. 
 
    He couldn’t help smirking as he realised the chamber had been decorated as some kind of budget throne room, complete with a long dining table with a chair at each end, a crown on a display stand in one corner, and even tapestries draped over the walls, depicting hunting scenes and other highlights of medieval life. 
 
    “You’re taking this Prince business very seriously, Bouffard.” 
 
    The Prince raised an eyebrow as he busied himself uncorking a dusty bottle of wine from a cupboard next to the throne. Krantor noted the man needed no corkscrew, his forefinger instead elongating and twisting into a sharp spike, which he stabbed deep into the spongy cork. 
 
    “I have all the memories and perfect genes of a Royal Engineer, even if I did steal them by usurping their original owner and chucking his corpse down a blowhole. I do feel I have certain standards to maintain, even if I was actually grown in a vat out the back. Cheeky one?” 
 
    Krantor inclined his head. “Sure. It’s past six o’clock somewhere in the cosmos.” 
 
    As the Prince poured out two large goblets of wine, he looked over his shoulder at the dark warrior. “In any case, Joth Krantor, at least one of us is true to our roots. Why is an entrepreneur’s grandson stomping around the galactic backwaters in grumpy battle armour, packing the kind of plasma cannon people used to carry in case of stray comets?” 
 
    With a thin smile that didn’t get even close to his eyes, Krantor took a glass of wine. “Needs must. My family’s fortunes took an even bigger tumble than those of… both of your families.” 
 
    With a dry laugh, Bouffard crossed to the largest of the tapestries with his own wine glass, and tugged hard on a cord by its side with his free hand. It fell away smoothly to reveal an alcove which was filled entirely with human bones. 
 
    “The Bouffard family never had the greatest luck. In the end it turned out their best skill was dying. In alarming quantities. But the frags… we’re made of hardier stuff, Joth Krantor. We died in alarming quantities, but there were always more of us, biding our time. We’re good at biding.” 
 
    Krantor stared at the collection of bleached bones, counting at least a dozen skulls. They looked ancient, and he wondered how old Bouffard truly was… but then shook his head. 
 
    “OK,” he replied with a rueful grin. “When hyperspace travel supplanted the Wormery, I’ve got to admit no one in my family ended up with their femur sticking out of a cupboard. I might be down to my last trillion credits, but no Krantor is likely to go hungry this side of the Big Crunch.” 
 
    He sipped the wine carefully, nanodevices in his saliva scanning it discretely for toxins. It wasn’t bad. It was clearly replicated, but it had at least been replicated some time ago, and left to mature in the bottle, which gave it a much more complex bouquet. Not many had the patience and foresight for that kind of organisation. Not any more. It certainly wasn’t the kind of thing he expected from a frag buried inside a frozen airless rock. 
 
    To Krantor’s slight discomfort, Bouffard smiled fondly at the heap of bones. “I’d no sooner completed our revolution than we went out of fashion. Frags are force-grown fast, and can be fully primed in hours, but teleport clones can be whipped up in their thousands at the flick of a switch. We were made obsolete. The production asteroids were decommissioned, their ruling families recalled to Central.” 
 
    “They must have had a shock when it came to yours.” 
 
    Bouffard smiled, and shook his head. “Our revolution was a little too effective. The assimilation of the targets’ memory patterns was so perfect that the assassins forgot they’d ever been frags at all. They’d just carry on ruling the asteroid and subjugating us brutally, blissfully unaware of the irony. We carried out the same coup several dozen times before we got the hang of it. Wherever my royal brothers are, trust me, they’re more than passing for human.” 
 
    Krantor drained his wine in a single swig. “But you’re not quite, are you? Human, that is. The unusual properties of an unprimed frag… they can survive in vacuum, withstand all sorts of environmental extremes... you’re not telling me all that goes away just because someone jams Napoleon’s DNA and Sun Tzu’s Art of War in you?” 
 
    The ensuing pause was long enough for Krantor to see he’d guessed right, but also just long enough to suggest he’d broached dangerous territory. 
 
    “Perhaps that’s why our obsolescence was embraced so eagerly,” Bouffard said with a little too much brightness in his voice. “Sometimes soldiers have the audacity to survive battle, and I’m sure there was confusion over how to treat veterans who were, as you say, not quite human. Better the mild confusion of a neighbourhood full of clones, than an underclass of genetically engineered freaks with potential superpowers.” 
 
    The Frag Prince’s bitterness was palpable and, to Krantor’s jaded ears, frankly a little boring. Prior to this trip, he’d personally tortured eight frags to death to assess their physiological differences from baseline human, he didn’t need to sit through the undergraduate sociological commentary into the bargain. If he had a ship full of victorious homebound soldiers on his hands, he’d steer it straight into a neutron star regardless of whether it was carrying clones, frags, or the original cast of Dad’s Army. Company pension funds had brought down bigger outfits even than Krantor-Huang, after all. 
 
    “Please let’s not get diverted by ancient history, Prince Bouffard,” he said smoothly. “Your race, and my family, were both rendered obsolete in their different ways. But the great wheel of history never stops turning. You’ve skulked down here too long, watching over your mindless people and getting drunk on replicated wine. You need a new purpose… and I need an army.” 
 
    The Prince flushed. “Well, it was the obvious request. But my people have been nothing but soldiers. Programmed. Slaughtered. And discarded as soon as technology allowed. I know that’s why all frags are programmed to look caucasian. It would have offended humanity’s finer feelings to create a slave race that looked too much like members of a race they’d previously enslaved. Why would we serve in your army, to meet the same fate?” 
 
    Here goes. Krantor took a deep breath, before trying to sound as casual as possible. “Because I know your history and I respect your cause. And… I’d only require an army of frags primed physically. Once our war has been waged, your minds would be free to fully develop a frag culture. And take your place among the stars. Is that an offer you’ve ever had before?” 
 
    For all his superficial sophistication, Bouffard clearly wasn’t used to interacting with humanoids, and naked greed etched itself over his smooth face, before being chased away an instant later by a suspicious frown. “And why would Joth Krantor be the only one to offer this?” 
 
    Krantor clenched his fist, letting the blue plasma field build around his knuckles for a few moments before opening his fingers and compressing the energy into a violently fizzing ball of lethal energy, that hovered inches above his gauntlet. 
 
    “I think we’re both well aware I’m no philanthropist, frag, so I’ll be open about the catch in this deal. I am not a pleasant man. Your people will be doing my bidding, and our work will not be pleasant. There are legends of the first starfarers having access to a means of travel even swifter and more efficient than hyperspace. I mean to track down whatever remains of their civilisation. I mean to uncover their secrets. I mean to have the galaxy falling at my family’s feet once more. There’s killing to be done.” 
 
    Bouffard stroked his chin, staring at the energy ball in the human’s hand. Its harsh light brought out every contour of the prince’s face in stark contrast, and every trace of the louche young aristocrat was wiped away. He stepped forward. 
 
    “Frags were bred to be soldiers. To follow orders. There’s always killing to be done.” 
 
    With a savage backhand blow, he smacked the energy ball from Krantor’s gauntlet, sending it careering across the chamber with his bare hand, until it ploughed into the alcove containing the royal ossary. The ancient skeletons burst apart, the splintered bones tumbling over the ground wreathed in flickering blue tendrils of raw energy. 
 
    Bouffard grasped Krantor’s gauntlet, and gave it a firm shake. “We will fight to the death, and we’ll fight all the harder to finally fight as frags.” 
 
    Krantor nodded, once. He activated his wrist communicator. “Mr Lokhnakh, bring the Space Bastard into land, if you would. We’ve a crusade to launch.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 3: Slash and Burn 
 
    It was around lunchtime of the last day on Selmis Prime, the fifth planet in the Quantock system, and Krantor was in a splendid mood. 
 
    In the village square where his shuttle stood, surrounded by frags decked out in stylish black riveted armour, he held an old farmer by the throat and shook him a bit. While the crowds of peasants stared at the ground sullenly and mumbled, aware of the frags training plasma rifles on them, the suns were warm on Krantor’s armour, and there was even some very pleasant birdsong drifting over from the small pond they’d evaporated on their final approach, just so they could land in a cloud of steam. 
 
    “We’re just farmers,” the man protested, croaking through a half-crushed windpipe. 
 
    “So tell me what I need to know, and get back to farming,” Krantor told him reasonably. “I know who buys your dreary produce. I seek the Elders of Klirrip, and you will tell me where to find them.” 
 
    The old man’s eyes tried to focus on Krantor’s impassive mask. “Elders? I have no idea what you’re talking -” 
 
    His voice cut off as the gauntlet clutching his throat shimmered with crackling blue energy. His eyes bulged for a moment and his mouth jerked open and closed like a gasping fish, until he dangled limply in Krantor’s grip. 
 
    Krantor opened his fingers, and didn’t bother to watch as the man dropped to the ground like a sack of potatoes. Instead, he looked towards the crowd. “Does anyone feel like being a bit more helpful?” he called. 
 
    There was no response. Krantor waited a few moments, then nodded. “OK. Looks like we’re going to have to do a bit more shooting. Trooper Froll, find someone you like the look of and blow their head off, would you?” 
 
    One of the frags, presumably Trooper Froll, nodded, and trained his rifle into the heart of the crowd. Just as he was about to pull the trigger, there was a groan from the ground, and Krantor gestured for the man to hold fire. 
 
    Kneeling down in the mud, Krantor stared at the old farmer. “Feeling a bit chattier now I’ve killed you, are we? That’s the spirit.” 
 
    He pulled the man’s head up by his sparse white hair, and held his mask close to those trembling lips for a long moment, listening intently. 
 
    Then he dropped the corpse in the mud, and stood up. 
 
    “Well,” he said, “I suppose that concludes our business.” 
 
    He turned on his heel and walked back to the shuttle without a backward glance, even when Froll pulled his trigger, and in the centre of the crowd of peasants, a young man’s head erupted in a fountain of blood and scorched bone fragments. 
 
      
 
    The shuttle airlock shut with a nasty cheap clanging noise that wasn’t quite masked by the puff of thick noxious green vapour Krantor had specified. He made a mental note to torture the salesman’s family to death next time he was in Krellathorp Spaceport. Or just to get the engineer to fix it. He was a busy guy, after all. 
 
    His frag honour guard scrambled to their crash seats as the pilot fired up the thrusters. He stood in the gangway, looming over them. Not for the first time, he vaguely wondered whether this was quite the right way round. 
 
    “Take us up slow,” he called up to the flight deck. “Do a full three-sixty and shoot up a few hovels while you’re at it. Make sure the scum remember us.” 
 
    The shuttle gave the gentlest lurch as it parted company with the ground, and Krantor’s posture stiffened slightly as his boots automatically magnetised to hold him in place. 
 
    “Aren’t we the scum?” muttered Trooper Froll, as he took his helmet off to reveal his hideously scarred and clean-shaven head. The muffled sound of turbo lasers rang out somewhere outside, followed by the dull crump of exploding homesteads. 
 
    Krantor winked at him, not that anyone could see it behind his impassive battle mask. “Of course not. Only the poor are scum. We’re rich. We’re bastards.” 
 
    “SPACE BASTARDS!” chorused the crew, and cheered. 
 
    After a moment, Krantor raised a gauntleted finger. “Which reminds me. Krantor to Space Bastard. Have you quite finished thrashing yourself silly in our absence, Mr. Lokhnakh?” 
 
    “Fiddled myself blind, sir,” a disturbingly cheerful voice resounded around the cockpit. “I see you’re in the air already. Successful trip?” 
 
    “We have our next destination. Only had to murder one old farmer to shake it out of them, but you can’t have everything.” 
 
    “Better luck next time, sir. You’ll be a couple of hours reaching our orbit, I’ll make sure the warp coil’s prepped for your arrival.” 
 
    “And if you could…” 
 
    “Blow apart the planet? Crustbuster missile already primed and the red button awaits your declamatory pointing finger, sir.” 
 
    “Jolly good.” Krantor cut the channel, and got back to looming over his men. He’d thought about leaving the grubby little world intact, but there was always some little orphan prick who got all uppity over the brutal death of their father and spent the next ten years plotting their vengeance. He’d been burned by that one before. Literally. His arm still hurt on cold nights. So on balance, it was better to leave no survivors, no witnesses, and nothing much at all except a gently expanding cloud of radioactive rubble where a planet used to be. 
 
    Krantor glanced at his men. They’d all removed their helmets, and were staring straight ahead at the cockpit, impassively. Impeccable discipline, of course, but he did wonder how weird the pilot must feel with all those grunts staring at the back of her head. 
 
    Another spot of turbulence, another gentle chime from his boots as they adjusted to keep him stationary and upright. God, two hours of this… 
 
    “We should get a projector or something in here. We could have watched a film.” 
 
      
 
    The Space Bastard was a huge, blocky generation cruiser craft. Stained jet black with millennia of tarnished heat shielding, and bristling with silvery weapons pods, that looked to have been welded to its hull in some hurry, she resembled nothing so much as a goth hedgehog. 
 
    It was with mixed feelings as always that Krantor took in the sight of his flagship approaching over the curve of the planet. She was big, and while she wasn’t exactly manoeuvrable, once she got going, her quad engines could outrun just about any class of freight or exploration vessel you cared to mention - once you stripped out all the terraforming equipment and cryo pods, colony seeders weighed next to nothing and ran like shit off a shovel. But there was no denying she was a squat, ugly, ancient piece of crap. And by rights he should have been jetting the galaxy about in something sleek, cloaked, and lethal. 
 
    Still, she was his. And though he’d never have admitted it to anyone he wasn’t about to brutally murder so they could never repeat the secret, he never tired of that slight jolt they barely felt as the autopilot handed over to Space Bastard’s computer control for the final approach. It was the feeling of coming home. 
 
    There was no need for sinister puffs of vapour in Space Bastard’s own shuttle bay, and Krantor was halfway down the ramp before his lackeys had even unbuckled themselves. 
 
    Bouffard was waiting for them, of course, lounging against the shuttle bay door, with one hand resting on the pommel of his ridiculous sword. 
 
    “Did you have fun?” He was watching Krantor closely, so he removed his battle mask. Krantor had noticed people were much quicker to trust him when he wasn’t wearing the mask. They were so obsessed with dealing with ‘his true face’ that they never stopped to wonder whether the face he chose might be more true than the one he was merely born with. 
 
    “You know how it is. Scared a few peasants. Your lads obeyed their orders, but no real flair as yet.” 
 
    The frags began to troop from the shuttle in sheepish silence, each pausing to hanging their pulse rifle in the rack next to the door as they disembarked. 
 
    Bouffard relaxed a little as he watched them. “They all made it back this time, then? No injuries?” 
 
    There was a little catch in his voice, and Krantor narrowed his eyes. “From farmers on a barely terraformed dusty outpost? There was one bloke who looked like he might start slinging scrubby turnips at us, but I killed him myself.” He raised his voice slightly, his eyes flicking into the shuttle interior. “No injuries.” 
 
    Unseen by the frag prince or any of his subjects, the shuttle pilot carefully put down a hypodermic she was holding as she stood at the back of the line of disembarking frags. 
 
    Bouffard stared at him for a few moments, his jaw moving slightly underneath his absurd moustache. As he stared, the last of the frags, Trooper Belang, filed out, hung up his rifle, and ducked between the two men with a puzzled glance at the apparent tension between them. 
 
    “Good,” said Bouffard, finally. 
 
    “Even better,” said Krantor, doing his best not to make it obvious he wanted to change the subject, “I know exactly where we’re going next. We’ve followed the breadcrumb trail to its very source, Bouffard. The next stop will be the last outpost of the Elders of Klirrip.” 
 
    The other man straightened up at this news. “They actually exist? Joth Krantor, after five disintegrated planets, moons, and asteroids, I rather thought we were just romping around venting your ancestral frustrations on farmers.” 
 
    “I told you once that I’m not a pleasant man,” Krantor replied, his tone chilly, “but I don’t believe in wasting time. Not yours, and certainly not mine. Like I said, Bouffard, your frags will get their place among the stars.” 
 
    “Apart from the one or two who always seem to die on your ‘routine’ little away trips. Where’s the other shuttle?” 
 
    Krantor was wrong-footed for a moment, his mouth open to deliver a speech about the frags being soldiers, not porcelain ornaments, but the Frag Prince was fully focused on his question, staring hard at the patch of empty space off to the right, where the Space Bastard’s second shuttle usually sat with old Krantor-Huang retainers swarming all over it to check fuel couplings and the like. 
 
    A quick glimpse through the forcefield that covered the shuttle bay doors gave him an opportunity to mis-direct the prince again. “It’s over there, look.” 
 
    Sure enough the reserve shuttle had rounded the moon’s horizon and was making its own final approach to the Space Bastard. The two men watched as it passed through the forcefield with the faintest blur of light and sizzling noise, and settled down to land. 
 
    “But what’s it been up to?” 
 
    Krantor shrugged. “Buying scrubby turnips? I don’t know. You’re the one who’s been up here all morning.” 
 
    He led the prince out of the shuttle bay, before the reserve shuttle began disembarking. Out in the corridor, the frags had already dispersed to their quarters. They seemed to have little patience for a debriefing, but that suited Krantor for the time being. 
 
    “I can’t help noticing,” said Bouffard, “that I don’t see as many of your own people around the ship as I used to.” 
 
    Krantor waved a hand vaguely. “I’d like to pretend I run a tight ship, but the truth is they’re all a bit evil. And not urbane, sophisticated evil like me. No, they’re sort of dicks, to be completely honest with you. And so they get into weird fights over trivia and wipe each other out in a contest to be the biggest badass.” 
 
    “And you’re OK with that?” 
 
    Krantor blinked. “Uh, sure. If they’re dead, I don’t have to pay them. And we reconstitute them from teleporter patterns. I just haven’t bothered resurrecting the full complement since you joined us, doesn’t seem much point with frags picking up the slack.” 
 
    Lokhnakh joined the two men, wheezing slightly from his long journey across the Space Bastard’s sprawling decks. Bouffard noticed the otherwise affable old man wore a heavy blaster in a worn leather holster on his hip, and jarringly had a mop slung across his back like Krantor’s Lady Chatterley. In his hands he held a tablet, with a holographic big red button rising from the display. 
 
    “The chaps are getting some odd readings up on the bridge, sir, I thought it was best to bring the crustbuster switch down to you, so we can be on our way.” 
 
    “What kind of readings?” Bouffard asked, with a slightly exasperated expression. 
 
    “I did ask,” Lokhnakh replied with a slightly affronted tone. “And I was given a couple of somewhat contradictory answers. So contradictory, in fact, that a lively dispute broke out. I set Fabricomp to replace the eight personnel in question, and I’ll finish the mopping later, sir. Now, if you would care to…?” 
 
    Krantor shrugged. “It doesn’t seem quite right, extinguishing a whole world and countless lives while standing around in a draughty corridor. But needs must…” 
 
    He reached out and stabbed at the red holo-button. “So long, Selimus Prime.” 
 
    The Space Bastard rocked almost imperceptibly as the missile launched. “Selmis Prime,” Lokhnakh corrected gently. 
 
    The dark warrior laughed. “Suit yourself. I think it just became faintly academic. So, let’s go and see about these strange readings of yours...” 
 
    Krantor led Lokhnakh and the Frag Prince to the nearest lift, filling the old man in on his gory exploits down on the doomed world. 
 
    Once inside, the three men lapsed into what each probably believed was companionable silence as the lift began its swift but no less lengthy crawl up to the bridge. Krantor brooded on how best to allay the Frag Prince’s suspicions while, ultimately, still giving himself room to do suspicious stuff. Bouffard brooded on how how he might be able to gain Lokhnakh’s confidence so he could probe him on Krantor’s likely agenda. 
 
    And Lokhnakh leaned against the lift’s wall, glanced between the other two, and reflected happily on how lovely it was that Master Krantor had finally found a friend close to his own age. Who didn’t balk at detonating the odd planet or moon. It warmed the faithful old retainer’s heart. 
 
    “Why do you need such a big ship?” Bouffard finally broke the silence with a question he’d clearly been pondering for a while. “This Space Bastard’s certainly a big bastard.” 
 
    It clearly wasn’t the question Krantor had been expecting. He cleared his throat with a slight frown. “It’s not as though I had a great deal of choice, you understand. She was reasonably priced, which helped. Money wasn’t necessarily an object when I planned my departure from Central, but throwing vast sums around might have attracted unwelcome attention. And, well, it was a sound choice and I don’t regret it. When you pick up a generation ship, even a fixer-upper like the Space Bastard, you know you’re getting a ship that’s durable, easy to patch up en route, fast, and well-equipped.” 
 
    “Storage space comes in handy as well,” Lokhnakh said genially, with a wide smile, just happy to be contributing to the conversation. He was surprised at the sharp look Krantor shot him. 
 
    “Yes,” Krantor said through gritted teeth, “the empty storage decks mean we can travel for as long as we want, virtually self-sufficient.” 
 
    Bouffard held up a finger at that, still looking puzzled, and opened his mouth. Before he could draw breath, however, the lift was rocked by a huge, jolting impact, just as the lights dimmed to blood red emergency levels, and wailing alarm sirens cranked themselves up. 
 
    “Thank fuck for that,” muttered Krantor. 
 
    Bouffard tore his worried gaze from the lift’s ceiling, and glanced at him sharply. “What?” 
 
    “Ah… what the fuck was that?” Krantor amended, a little unconvincingly. 
 
    Abruptly, the lift’s engines cut out, and the doors hissed halfway open, revealing it had stopped between two floors: a habitation deck on top, and below it a storage floor that didn’t even seem to have emergency lighting. Krantor led the three men in a scramble onto the upper deck. 
 
    Krantor’s suit took over as it propelled him towards the nearest wall terminal. “What the hell did you crash into now?” he hissed over the comms link. 
 
    The speaker crackled. “No impact… rapid deceleration only.” Then it fell silent. 
 
    “Helpful,” Lokhnakh observed drily. “Still, we’re on a hab deck. Must be one of those bloody stupid windows nearby.” 
 
    No sooner had he spoken than Krantor took off down the corridor at top speed. Bouffard and Lokhnakh followed, the former bouncing along with his odd gait. 
 
    Bouffard looked sideways at the old company man as they ran. He might not have bonded socially, but under stress? It was worth a try. “Your boss doesn’t usually break out of a determined stride,” he observed. 
 
    The engineer grimaced as he struggled to maintain the pace. “Master Krantor steps… up to a whole new level when… he finds something he didn’t… plan.” 
 
    Bouffard nodded to himself. He’d never seen Krantor break a sweat. Which he’d already concluded must mean that he’d anticipated everything that had happened up to now, and had planned around it. The frags had been exploited for centuries, he knew the signs. He still didn’t understand why a man with access to dozens, perhaps hundreds of his own people, needed the dregs of a forgotten offshoot of military technology, let alone a branch of that offshoot that had specialised in rising against their martial manufacturers, and dropping their mutilated corpses down ice-lined blowholes. 
 
    The trio rounded a corner, and faced a wide window that took up one entire wall for at least ten metres. Krantor skidded to a halt, his boots striking sparks against the metal floor. 
 
    For a moment, they looked out on the wonder of space. A twinkling carpet of stars, punctuated by drifting molten debris from the planet Krantor had just disintegrated. 
 
    “Are they trying to avoid bits of planet?” Bouffard wondered. 
 
    Krantor was staring pensively into the void ‘above’ the Space Bastard, his eyes flickering around a small area of space close to the system’s twin suns. “I doubt it, we have laser turrets to ward off that sort of thing, and if a chunk was too big to laser, we’ve got plenty more missiles where that crustbuster came from. Trouble with blowing up celestial bodies, though… it does sometimes get noticed.” 
 
    “That’s why you do it, sir. Make a statement and all that,” Lokhnakh chipped in loyally, and received a thin smile of gratitude in return. 
 
    “I do, I do. But… just occasionally… it gets noticed by something you don’t want to notice you… And there it is.” 
 
    A single digit from Krantor’s gauntlet jabbed towards the twin suns. For just a moment, a black spot travelled across the slightly larger star. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” said Lokhnakh. 
 
    “What is it?” asked Bouffard. 
 
    “Whalesteroid,” Krantor replied succinctly. “Ancient lifeform, somehow adapted to live in deep space. Drifts around feeding on stray hydrogen and solar radiation.” 
 
    “Is it dangerous?” 
 
    Lokhnakh waved an arm around the corridor. “You think we’d have the sirens and the lights and all if it wasn’t?” 
 
    “It looks enormous,” Bouffard agreed, “but still, it’s half a system away! Can you not…” 
 
    “No, any move to power up the engines and it’ll be on us in a flash, like a moth to a flame. And it’s a big moth,” said Krantor, then flipped a switch at his throat to open a comms link. “Well spotted, gentlemen. Are we completely powered down? Kill the lights, and the sirens. We’ll try not to bump into anything.” 
 
    “On it,” replied a disembodied voice. “All down now. But we can’t power down the cargo decks from here. Their heat signatures are huge, especially now that -” 
 
    “Of course,” Krantor interrupted. “Can’t be helped. I’ll head down and do what I can. I’m sending you the Frag Prince. Keep him… safe.” 
 
    Krantor cut the link, and replaced his battle mask. “I need to head down to cargo and power down… some secondary systems. Lokhnakh, you and Bouffard get to the bridge, before they do something stupid.” 
 
    With no further explanation, Krantor turned and strode away down the corridor, back towards the lifts. As he set off, the lights cut out, but they heard him clanking away into the distance. 
 
    Lokhnakh sighed. “I hope your arms are stronger than your feet appear to be, your majesty. We’re going to have to climb a few decks.” 
 
    Barely visible in the starlight, he crossed to the nearest wall panel and gave it a sharp tap. It fell open with a creak to reveal an alcove in which Bouffard could just about make out the shape of a ladder. 
 
    “You’re kidding,” the prince told him. “You want us to climb through the guts of a starship in total darkness, while a whalesteroid tries to decide whether to eat us?” 
 
    “It’s not so far,” Lokhnakh assured him, grabbing a rung. “And it’ll keep your mind off things.” 
 
    And he began to climb. 
 
    Behind him, he heard Bouffard step onto the ladder, cursing under his breath. 
 
      
 
    Space Bastard’s bridge was functional, betraying the ship’s origins as a transport rather than a craft designed for exploration or more military purposes. The room was big enough for a dozen control consoles, each with a notably unpadded seat. Huge screens ranged the walls, displaying navigation information as well as various data from the engines and life support systems. All the consoles faced towards the inevitable main viewscreen in the centre of the front wall. There was an enormous cushioned chair in the middle that was presumably intended for Krantor, but it looked as though it had been added later. This had been intended as a working vessel. Everything was running in low power mode as Lokhnakh and Bouffard finally entered. 
 
    There was only one man on the bridge, chewing his thumb as he stared at the main screen. But there was a nasty smell hanging in the air. 
 
    Lokhnakh wrinkled his nose. “Ah, yes. Better get back on with the mopping.” 
 
    He unslung his mop from his shoulders, and busied himself with a viscous puddle that Bouffard was determined not to examine any more closely, once he saw the comms badge and blaster poking out of one edge. 
 
    “Has it moved?” Bouffard asked the lone officer. Spydus, he thought his name was. 
 
    “You… could say that, sir, yes,” replied Spydus, pointing a shaking finger towards the screen. 
 
    At first Bouffard shrugged at the image. They were just staring at a nebula in the middle of a black horizon, weren’t they? Then the nebula vanished for a moment, swept under a curtain of utter darkness, before reappearing from the bottom of the screen upwards. 
 
    A giant, blinking, eyeball. 
 
    The whalesteroid was staring straight down the nose of the Space Bastard. 
 
    “I’m positive these things don’t eat spaceships,” Bouffard said, though his voice shook and he certainly didn’t sound very positive. “I feel sure that sort of basic hazard would be included in frags’ basic priming. Or that Bouffard would at least have heard about it in nursery or something.” 
 
    “There are no confirmed reports,” agreed Spydus, waxen-faced. “But then there’s several centuries’ worth of mysteriously vanished spacecraft that you might want to call unconfirmed reports. And we’re big. And we take a fair time to get moving, so we can’t run. And we’re running hot. We’ve got its attention. Our only hope is that the planetary debris is hotter.” 
 
    “I thought we’d powered down,” called Lokhnakh from where he was mopping up a liquified cadet while whistling under his breath. 
 
    “The cargo decks,” explained the officer. “All that tech’s running on separate systems.” 
 
    “What tech?” demanded Bouffard. “What aren’t you all telling me?” 
 
    “Evil stuff,” Lokhnakh supplied helpfully, before Spydus could answer. “And Master Krantor is switching it all to standby as we speak. Everyone, literally and figuratively, chill your tits. There’s nothing you can do for now… unless you fancy giving me a hand? I’m pretty sure there’s another mop under the captain’s chair.” 
 
    Spydus let out a sigh of relief as the eye blinked again, and the Space Bastard was rocked gently in the whalesteroid’s wake as it coasted away a few hundred kilometres. 
 
    It was an immense shape in the darkness. A giant, roughly spherical object with huge jaws that hung open, hoovering up radioactive chunks of Selmis Prime. A huge tail projected diametrically opposite its gaping maw, and it thrashed slowly, sending the impossible creature bobbing around to meet the largest chunks it could find. 
 
    “It looks busy,” Bouffard suggested. Can we not… slope off? Spydus shook his head. “Not a prayer. This ship will run forever once it gets going, but it takes a sodding huge ignition to get it started. There’s no way that thing wouldn’t spot us making tracks. If we hadn’t blown up the planet, we could have waited for our orbit to carry us round to the far side and had a fighting chance, but…” 
 
    “Can anyone see the bucket?” Lokhnakh called, a little pointedly. 
 
    Bouffard forgot he was aiming to win the old man’s trust. “I’m not helping you mop up your dysfunctional crew! Make them mop themselves up when you reconstruct them, they might think twice about blasting each other next time.” 
 
    Spydus took his eyes from the screen for the first time since they’d entered the bridge. He muttered quietly to the Frag Prince. “They wouldn’t take kindly to that at all. They just get a bit spirited and fire blasts into the ceiling. Lokhnakh’s the one that guns them all down, nine times out of ten.” 
 
    “I was cursed with a fiery temper from childhood,” the old man chuckled, slinging the mop back across his shoulders, where it continued to drip foul-smelling dead crew ichor. “It’s the cross that I bear. Well, that they bear. But I does the mopping, so it all seems fair to me.” 
 
    Bouffard took a little step further away from the old man, all thoughts of alliance forgotten. He was stuck on a dead spaceship, above the wreckage of an exploded world, trapped between a hungry space whale and a psychotic old man with a cleaning fetish. He missed his airless frozen asteroid and replicator wine, if he was being honest. 
 
    Spydus checked a few readings on the nearest console. “What’s Krantor playing at?” he said. “These heat readings are still off the chart. If anything, they’re building…” 
 
    A disembodied voice echoed over the bridge. “Krantor is playing at saving your worthless lives. Why Lokhnakh spared your miserable hide on this latest rampage is quite beyond me, Spydus.” 
 
    “He’s all right,” protested the old engineer. “He brung me a cup of tea earlier.” 
 
    Bouffard cut in, his eyes fixed on the main screen. “The, ah, whalesteroid seems to be turning.” 
 
    Those dreadful cavernous jaws were now facing the screen directly, and the three men froze in place as they all stared down the creature’s throat, right down to the furnace in its belly. 
 
    “Perhaps I was a little too assiduous with the mopping, under the circumstances,” Lokhnakh reflected. “Still, at least it won’t get the chance to get messy again.” 
 
    The whale drifted closer, its furnace flaring in the darkness in anticipation of taking the Space Bastard whole. 
 
    The ship rocked slightly. 
 
    “Krantor launched another crustbuster?” Bouffard asked. “Why didn’t we think of that?” 
 
    “Because it would be a waste of time,” Spydus explained curtly. “But that’s no missile…” 
 
    An indistinct shape flashed into the field of the main screen, darting straight towards the whalesteroid’s gaping mouth. 
 
    As the three men watched, it seemed to stretch and elongate, before darting at impossible velocity straight towards the creature’s furnace. 
 
    Barely a second later, the creature vanished, leaving nothing but a few tumbling rocks behind it. 
 
    “What? What just happened?” Bouffard demanded, as Lokhnakh clapped his hands once with glee, and Spydus sagged against his console. 
 
    “I presume we’ll have a sensor log, or we can just ask Krantor, but I have to be honest, sir, I just don’t care so long as it’s gone.” 
 
    The officer slammed a control on his console, and they all blinked as the lights came back to full power. 
 
    A second later, there was a whine from the ship’s short-range teleporter, and Krantor stood before them. “I’ll be honest, Bouffard. I’ve been doing some pretty evil science experiments below decks, and they just paid off big time. I shot a probe into the whalesteroid, and blasted it into hyperspace.” 
 
    Lokhnakh beamed. “Very clever, Master Krantor. And, ooh, I missed one. Moppity-mop, eh?” 
 
    He scurried over to the remaining puddle, to Bouffard’s disgust, and Krantor glowered at Spydus. 
 
    “Come on, man! Hyperspace! Now! I want to collect data on that probe launch!” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 4: This is Yesterday 
 
    On the planet Brothokk, a standing stone stood atop a cliff overlooking a ruby sea. This obelisk of strange rock had stood for aeons, covered in deep gouges that looked a little bit like writing in the ancient form of just about any language you cared to mention, but not exactly like any. It had been dubbed the Rosetteish Stone, and had stood through all five of the intelligent species that had flourished on Brothokk. 
 
    It had stood when the seas it overlooked were still five miles away, before rising waters and cliff erosion had made its view immeasurably more dramatic. And it had even been under the sea more than once when ice caps had melted, or tsunamis had rolled over it, in the past few million years. 
 
    It was rumoured that the Rosetteish Stone contained a secret left behind by the architects of all life in the Universe. No one knew exactly how this was rumoured or, if the rumours were even slightly plausible, why every cryptographer in the galaxy wasn’t constantly visiting, photographing, scanning and generally haunting the imposing monument. 
 
    That day, however, all the rumours would end. That day, the Rosetteish Stone would embrace its destiny. That day, the Space Bastard was coming to Brothokk. 
 
    Around eleven in the morning, just before lunch, Krantor’s shuttle touched down on the clifftops. Retro-rockets fired gouts of intense flame into the soft turf to slow the craft’s final descent. 
 
    When it finally landed, it did so with a splintering crash that shook the shuttle on its axis. 
 
    Moments later, Krantor bounded down the ramp, Lady Chatterley cradled in his gauntleted hands. 
 
    He relaxed slightly on seeing the ruby seas, and the grassy downs that swelled up to form the cliffs on which he stood. At the bottom of the downs, maybe a mile away, he could see the fringes of a lush forest, and the gentle chirping of confused birds reached his suit-augmented ears. 
 
    So what had caused the crash? If it hadn’t been direct hostile action? 
 
    Behind him, Bouffard scuttled down the ramp with that odd limping gait of his, ceremonial sword drawn and ready. 
 
    The two men exchanged a puzzled frown, then looked round and sighed. 
 
    The fragmented remains of the Rosetteish Stone lay beneath the shuttle’s port nacelle, crushed into the soil under the weight of the craft. 
 
    “Ah,” said Krantor, his frown clearing. He slung Lady Chatterley back across his shoulder. “Need to get those parking sensors fixed.” 
 
    Bouffard still looked worried. “This is it, isn’t it? The Stone? The thing we came specifically to study?” 
 
    As the frag troops began to march down the ramp behind their two commanders, Krantor laughed lightly. “No, I said we were visiting the site of the Rosetteish Stone. But there’s nothing on it we couldn’t learn from a holo.” 
 
    His expression clouded, and he spoke in a lower tone. “No… but there are rumours of this dangerous world. Talk that it hides some deeper truth, below the pointless cryptic riddle we just crushed with a thousand tons of spacecraft. This world is a beacon in my quest, and this rock nothing more than a waymarker.” 
 
    There was no reply to this speech, which Krantor found something of a surprise given how inquisitive Bouffard had been about every damn other thing since he’d come aboard the Space Bastard. He turned, to find the Frag Prince staring out over the ruby seas, transfixed. He was slightly nauseated to even see a single tear spilling down the man’s cheek. 
 
    “It’s… beautiful,” he whispered. 
 
    Krantor coughed. “Is it? Um. If you like.” 
 
    More tears rolling down his face, Bouffard turned slowly, in a daze. “I must seem so sentimental. I’d lived so long on that asteroid, in the ruins of the palace, skulking in blowholes… and this is my first vista on an alien world. It’s spectacular.” 
 
    “Surely the, forgive me, original Prince Bouffard travelled?” 
 
    “Of course. I remember seeing three-headed alien cattle fighting amongst themselves over which neck first got to gulp brackish liquid mercury from a canal. Whole alien battle fleets exploding in sparkling flames as they hit Prillipium’s defence grid… but those weren’t my memories, however jealously I hoard them. This is…” 
 
    Aware of some puzzled muttering from the dozen frags standing to attention behind them, Krantor laid a gentle hand on Bouffard’s shoulder. “Look. Space travel is pretty spectacular, apart from the endless stretches when it’s nothing but looking out of the window at distant stars that never move. But you can’t be uncool about it, man. There’s no use getting misty-eyed over this view, or that spatial anomaly, when it’s a stone cold statistical certainty that you’re less than fifty klicks from something that looks like a disused Dorset quarry.” 
 
    The Frag Prince nodded, but couldn’t tear his eyes away from the bobbing crimson waves. Krantor left him to it for a moment, and addressed the troops. 
 
    “Somewhere on this world, I believe somewhere near here, are the Elders of Klirrip. The last remnants of one of the earliest spacefaring races. Now, they have the reputation of pacifism, but they’ve lasted countless million years in a hostile galaxy - including surviving that sea down there that looks pretty but is composed primarily of lethal acids, just so you know. So, let’s assume nothing, and keep our eyes open, with one hand on our blasters, OK?” 
 
    The frags nodded, and Krantor gave a slight smile as he noted their hands reaching in unison for the butts of their blasters in a shared unconscious twitch. His new army was as impressionable as a chunk of warm butter. 
 
    They began the march downhill towards the forest. Before they’d taken a dozen steps, Krantor heard hurried footsteps behind him. 
 
    He turned to see Bouffard’s anxious expression. “Acids, seriously?” 
 
    The forest was eerie in its silence, with all the chirping birdsong falling suddenly silent as soon as the party drew near. 
 
    Krantor flicked a switch on his gauntlet, and his battle mask enveloped his head in an moment. The lead frag, Trooper Froll, he seemed to remember his name was, raised an uncertain hand. 
 
    “Er, boss. We left our helmets on the shuttle. Should we have brought them?” 
 
    “Evidently.” Krantor was aware his pithy sarcasm didn’t translate too well through his mask’s amplifier, so he didn’t waste too many words. The frags were enthusiastic soldiers, but their absolute lack of initiative was beginning to get on his nerves. He wished he’d been able to prime them to a higher skill level, but the lack of mental conditioning had been key to Bouffard’s support. Maybe the prince would feel differently after a few more of these blunders. 
 
    “Wow! Actual trees!” Bouffard was standing just under the treeline with his arms outstretched, his head raised to stare into the sky in wonder and twirling slowly on his feet. 
 
    Krantor winced. Or maybe not. 
 
    He led them into the forest, and couldn’t help barging past the pirouetting Frag Prince on his way. 
 
    In the still, shady woods, Krantor smiled to himself behind the mask. His army’s cluelessness would be an embarrassment if they ever got into a proper firefight, but right here and now it made his task easier. He just needed to get them through the woods without losing too many men. 
 
    For a few minutes, there was no sound except the occasional crunch of leaves underfoot, and excited giggles from Bouffard. Eventually the prince sensed his ally’s mood, and skipped ahead of the rest of the frags to scamper alongside him. 
 
    “I remembered to bring my helmet, look,” he said to break the ice, waving a piece of ornately plumed headgear that matched his uniform and seemed to be made from felt. 
 
    “Impressive,” said Krantor sourly, without even glancing at it. 
 
    “Don’t be cross,” the prince wheedled, “you’d be excited if it was your first time on a proper alien planet. If these were the first trees you’d ever seen with your own eyes.” 
 
    There was a yelp from one of the frags bringing up the rear, as they kicked at a fallen branch, and stubbed their toe. 
 
    “You didn’t happen to notice anything unusual about these trees, then?” Krantor asked idly as he continue to stomp along in full armour. 
 
    Bouffard glanced at the nearest tree trunk in confusion. “Not really, they look pretty much identical to the holos I’ve seen. What do you mean?” 
 
    Gods, he was slow. Krantor stooped to pick up a twig without breaking stride. 
 
    “Watch this,” he said, and snapped it in half. 
 
    “Are they not supposed to do that, then?” asked Bouffard. The party came to a halt, and all eyes were on Krantor. 
 
    “Well, yes, they are,” he said in a faintly exasperated tone, “but most twigs don’t do this.” He bashed the two halves of the twig together, and the frags all jumped back as the impact struck fat sparks. 
 
    “Solid flint,” he said, gesturing to the trees all around him. “Every tree in this forest is made entirely of stone.” 
 
    Bouffard’s mouth dropped open, his mind clearly blown. Meanwhile, Froll raised that uncertain hand again. “What, petrified? Fossilised?” 
 
    Krantor pointed at the man’s feet, where a single green shoot had thrust from the earth. “I doubt it. It’s alive, it’s growing. Stone forest. Silicon-based life. A whole new paradigm. Now, that, Prince Bouffard, is something worth boggling at.” 
 
    Another frag picked up a stiff leaf from the forest floor. “But that would mean…” he tested the edge against his finger, and whipped it away with a yelp. “Ouch! These things are sharper than razors!” 
 
    “And that, gentlemen, is why we don’t leave our helmets behind when exploring exotic new worlds. Hmm?” 
 
    The assembled frags looked a bit guilty. They mumbled, and shuffled their feet, but there were a few mutinous glowers. “S’not our fault,” one muttered, thinking himself safe at the back of the pack. “No one told us…” 
 
    Krantor reached out, a flicker of energy wreathing his gauntlet, and punched the nearest tree trunk. With a ssssssssssschtippp!, a single leaf plummeted down to the ground like a guillotine, landing edge-on at Froll’s feet, and burying itself in the soil up to half its height. It quivered in the sudden silence like a shuriken that had just been embedded in an enemy’s forehead. 
 
    The troops stared at the razor leaf, and then up at Krantor’s impassive mask. He cleared his throat. “As I was saying. ‘Hmm?’” 
 
    “Sorry, boss. Helmets, yeah,” the frags chorused. One of them turned round and headed back the way they’d come. 
 
    “Excuse me, where the fidgeting fuck do you think you’re going, lad?” Krantor called. 
 
    “Fetch helmets,” the frag grunted. He was one of the barely sentient ones, operating purely on instinct. 
 
    “Too late. We can’t just go back and fetch stuff. We’re on a mission!” Krantor hated how petulant he sounded, and hoped that wasn’t conveyed by the amplifiers either. 
 
    “We’re on a hike,” Bouffard pointed out gently. 
 
    “Oh, fuck off and gawp at a tree.” 
 
    Krantor stomped onwards, and gradually the frags fell in behind him. Every so often he’d punch a tree, just for the savage delight he felt at listening to the troops squeal and dive for cover. Then a stray leaf knocked a knuckle from his gauntlet and he suddenly realised these trees weren’t dicking about. 
 
    The terrain was still falling away from the cliffs, so the going was fairly easy, even in full battle armour. From time to time, they’d pass clearings full of delicate flowers, which also turned out to be made entirely of stone. 
 
    Bouffard raised an eyebrow when Krantor halted abruptly next to a particularly delicate stone orchid, and gently plucked its translucent flowers. 
 
    “Is there a girl you’re trying to impress?” 
 
    “Hah! Who knows? Maybe something like that,” Krantor said as his enormous gauntlets manoeuvred the fragile blooms into a belt pouch with astonishing dexterity and gentleness. 
 
    “So, how much further?” Bouffard seemed relieved that Krantor’s sulk had finally abated. 
 
    “That rather depends on what tries to stop us.” 
 
    “Stop us? We’re in a petrified forest next to an acid sea. We’ve seen no signs of animal life since we got here!” 
 
    Krantor sealed the pouch, and stood up with a sigh. “I told you, the forest isn’t petrified, it’s silicon-based. So you need to ask yourself two questions. First, what happened to the birdsong we heard before we reached the trees? And second, exactly what kind of birds would live in a forest like this?” 
 
    As Bouffard began to ponder, Froll scrambled down from the fallen tree trunk from which he’d been trying to judge how much further the forest stretched ahead. The frag pointed into the canopy, maybe fifty feet above their heads. “Uh, I saw something move up there.” 
 
    “Of course you did,” Krantor said. “I was just explaining…” 
 
    “Yeah, birds. Sure. But what if they dislodge a bunch of leaves? This is a brand new primed skull. I’m not supposed to get razor-leaves embedded in it.” 
 
    At that, the frags began to scramble about in panic. Except one of them, who picked up a leaf the size of his face from the forest floor and tied it to the top of his head like a bonnet. Krantor scowled at him from behind his mask. He’d wanted a bit of initiative, but that was a little too smart. 
 
    He raised his hands for calm. “Please, please! You’ve nothing to fear from razor-sharp leaves…” 
 
    Even Bouffard boggled at that. “We don’t?” 
 
    “Not compared to the birds, no.” 
 
    Vrrrrruuuummm! Bouffard was knocked from his feet by a blurred airborne shape that flashed away into the undergrowth. 
 
    The frags rushed to help their fallen leader. “I’m fine,” he said, waving them off as he scrambled to his feet. “What the hell was that?” 
 
    “A bird,” said Krantor, unslinging Lady Chatterley. The trees began shaking in the direction in which the creature had flown. A fusillade of deadly leaves began to hurl themselves at the ground in the distance, and everyone except the bonnet guy was wincing and glancing fearfully up at the sky. 
 
    “What kind of bird would live in a forest of living stone?” Bouffard asked, drawing his sword. 
 
    Krantor’s suit picked up on his mood and injected him with a massive adrenaline spike. He tore off his mask, and hurled it into the undergrowth. He gave the Frag Prince a wild grin, his eyes blazing with excitement. “Stonepeckers!” 
 
    Vrrrrrruuuummm! A dazzling shape burst from the undergrowth and struck the bonnet frag full in the chest, sending him flying across the clearing. 
 
    He landed against a tree with a squelch, as a jagged branch punched through his chest. Pinned to the trunk as blood ran freely to the ground, he could only stare in wordless horror as a jewel-encrusted bird flapped up to perch on the end of his nose. 
 
    It cocked its head to the left, blinked, to the right, blinked twice, and then walked up his face and braced itself on the bridge of his nose. 
 
    Rattatattatatta! 
 
    In a few short seconds its thundering beak had bored a gaping gory hole in the frag’s forehead, and the bird quickly vanished inside. Seconds later, it erupted from his throat, putting an abrupt end to his agonised twitching. The stonepecker cocked its head, taking in the small squad of frags, and the larger man in the black armour. Then it spread its delicately glittering filigree wings, beat them once, and vanished back into the trees in a blur. 
 
    The assembled frags looked as one to Krantor. Froll took a step forward. “Look. We are really sorry we forgot our helmets. Could you… sort this out?” 
 
    “Watch and learn, children.” Krantor cocked Lady Chatterley with a concussive crack, and painted the undergrowth with wide blasts of plasma fire. The undergrowth took the barrage rather well, which under the circumstances was more than a little disconcerting. 
 
    With an unearthly screeching, the stonepeckers leapt into the air in an irridescent blizzard. Krantor twisted a dial on Lady Chatterley. “I want it on the record that I wanted you guys primed as sharp shooters. Just blast as many as you can.” 
 
    The frags fired wildly into the cloud of stonepeckers, even as Krantor picked his shots with a little more care. 
 
    Their wild fire seemed to be effective enough to keep the swarm at bay, but Krantor was starting to get worried. Without his AR, he couldn’t be sure, but he swore blind that he blasted one bird, only to see it rise back up into the air after nothing more than a brief dip towards the ground. 
 
    “Ah, Bouffard,” he muttered, “I feel a bit bad about the whole helmet thing. Turns out we might be a bit buggered, just as soon as they realise they’re more or less impervious to our weapons.” 
 
    The Frag Prince’s moustache twitched in what was probably a friendly smile. “Joth Krantor. Are you asking for help?” 
 
    Krantor scowled. “Shut up. Sword out. Win. Now.” 
 
    He was rewarded with the most sarcastic salute in military history. “Bless you, you’re on.” 
 
    “Craig on fire! Have at you, wee cyborg hummingbird bastards!” 
 
    With that, the young man charged the avian swarm, wielding his ceremonial sabre over his head, and screaming. 
 
    “Craig on fire?” Krantor asked Froll. 
 
    The frag scratched his chin, where stubble was blossoming hand in hand with acne on his three day old skin. “I think it’s supposed to be an Old Earth Scottish battle cry, that you yell when you get scammed by an internet classified listing.” 
 
    As he spoke, Bouffard reached the swarm, and began to lay about him with the sword. The stonepeckers reacted to the new threat by raining down on him, but the Frag Prince’s sword flashed in a web of death over his plumage-protected head. 
 
    Whenever Bouffard’s trusty blade connected with the steel-plated birds, a shower of sparks leapt into the air, until all concerned were thoroughly grateful that the stone forest seemed to be thoroughly flame-retardant. 
 
    Krantor and the frags continued to blast away, though now aiming significantly higher. Excitingly, they found they could stun the stonepeckers so they fell just far enough that they connected with Bouffard’s sword and were sliced in two. 
 
    Still, one man against a crowd of metallic deathbirds was never going to be an entirely fair fight. Two of the stonepeckers dived down at the Frag Prince from opposite trees, and he was forced to duck, and stumbled to the ground. 
 
    “No!” shouted Froll, but instead of finishing him off, the flock seemed more interested in silencing the relentless pew pew of the frags’ blasters. 
 
    A glittering cloud of stonepeckers gathered over Bouffard’s prone form, then darted forward towards the clearing. 
 
    “Run away!” the formation of frags broke, and they began to sprint for the undergrowth. Krantor shook his head, and raised both gauntlets. 
 
    “Come at me, you bastard tweeters,” he snarled. He clenched his fists, which instantly burst into sparkling blue flames. 
 
    As the stonepeckers closed the short distance between him and the recovering Bouffard, Krantor struck. He jabbed one hand forward towards the speeding birds, while reaching to the sky with the other gauntlet. 
 
    With a blinding flash, blue fire radiated out from Krantor’s splayed fingers, jabbing deep into the cloud of speeding metal-feathered death. 
 
    The birds were flying densely enough that Krantor’s lightning conducted through the flock, flickering across the sparse gaps between wingtips and knocking the birds from the air. 
 
    He should have realised they’d be vulnerable to conductive attack. All the liquid quartz that ran through their veins, and through the trunks of the stone trees, must have been oscillating fit to make their little diamond beaks drop off. 
 
    Sure enough, as he maintained his lightning attack, the stonepeckers began to explode in puffs of feathers. The feathers were steel darts, and the expanding balls of shrapnel were a problem in themselves, but Krantor dialled up his armour’s shielding until he was fairly sure it would withstand even a direct hit. Anyone else would have to fend for themselves and remember to bring a decent damn helmet next time. 
 
    In a few seconds, the attack was over, the few surviving stonepeckers turning more like swifts as they sped away deep into the forest. 
 
    “You can come back now,” Krantor called. “I just saved you from the sort of things I thought I was paying you to shoot at.” 
 
    Bouffard raised his head. “I think I might have shtabbed one or two,” he slurred thickly. 
 
    Krantor strode over to the fallen prince and offered his hand to help him up. “You did all right,” he admitted grudgingly. “In that one case, a ridiculous sword was more use even than the Lady.” 
 
    “You do know it’s edged with warp filament, right? Why do you call your gun Lady Chatterley, anyway?” 
 
    “Because she bangs like a barn door in a storm, and leads to a lot of lengthy legal cases. Now get your shit together, we’ve got some galactic elders to intimidate.” 
 
    The frags had regrouped around the pair, a little sheepishly. Froll stepped forward. “We feel we’re not covering ourselves with glory on this trip, Prince.” 
 
    Bouffard waved him away, as Krantor made mocking gestures from behind him. “You’re not soldiers, Froll. None of you are. For the first time in history, frags are not soldiers. 
 
    “And for me, that’s a victory in itself.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 5: Born to End 
 
    They found the cave towards the far side of the forest. On their walk, they’d caught the occasional glimpse of a stonepecker hurtling through the foliage, jinking around trees, and even alighting on a branch to bore the trunk for liquid quartz sap, but the birds seemed to have lost their appetite for frag tissue. 
 
    The cave entrance sat at the bottom of a steep bank, and was almost completely hidden by a drift of the forest’s razor-sharp leaves. Krantor adjusted a few settings on Lady Chatterley, and managed to melt them away. 
 
    He waved the frags into the narrow opening, one by one. “In you go lads, and keep your eyes open, but your fingers off the triggers. The Elders of Klirrip are even worse in a fight than you shower, they’re not going to kick off.” 
 
    Bouffard paused on the threshold. “Froll told me that old farmer barely had time to whisper his name. How did you know where to come?” 
 
    Krantor spread his hands in a gesture of injured innocence. “Now, now, Bouffard, this suspicious and mistrust is most unbecoming of you. I told you I was doing twisted immoral science experiments in the cargo decks of the Space Bastard. Once we found the planet, it was just a case of doing a few simple scans to pinpoint the location. 
 
    Bouffard wasn’t entirely mollified. “If that’s true, then why the pointless long dangerous trek through the stone forest? Could we not have landed closer?” 
 
    “Not really. It’s a dense stone forest of razor-sharp leaves. We landed on one small obelisk and it damn near fucked the shuttle. Anyway,” Krantor patted the pouch where he’d stowed the stone orchid, “who says it was pointless? Now come on. Your frags are just hours away from claiming their place among the stars.” 
 
    It took less than a minute for Bouffard to realise Krantor had found the right place. The cold dank cave, with rough limestone walls and spectacular rock formations, all gave way to smooth white-walled corridors in mere metres, on a precise downward slope that carried them quickly under Brothokk’s surface. 
 
    The corridor was featureless and dead straight, and the party began to lose track of time as they walked. So all they knew was that some time later they emerged in a huge chamber empty apart from a central plinth which was topped with a sculpture in writhing liquid metal that floated in mid-air. 
 
    “Ancient super-race? I’m underwhelmed,” said Bouffard. 
 
    Krantor rolled his eyes. “You can talk, Frag Prince. I had to take an ice slide into a slug clusterfuck just to enter your so-called kingdom. I’ll take a gentle slope and an empty room any day.” 
 
    “If we’re getting personal, I prefer cyborg attack birds to your creepy psycho janitor manservant. But what now?” 
 
    “Who disturbs the endless vigil of the Elders of Klirrip?” 
 
    The disembodied voice rolled around the chamber, and everyone spent some time looking around for its source until they spotted the liquid metal had writhed into a rippling approximation of a benevolent and vaguely humanoid face. 
 
    Bouffard scoffed. “What? You call yourselves the Elders of Klirrip? Isn’t that a bit pretentious?” 
 
    “Your Mum’s a bit pretentious,” the face retorted, as Krantor sniggered into his armoured sleeve. 
 
    The Frag Prince’s face flushed, and he drew his sword with a nasty scraping noise. “You think so?” 
 
    “We know so. Every time we fuck her she gives us a canapé.” 
 
    “Craig on fire!” Bouffard lunged forward, only for Krantor to grasp his shoulder. 
 
    “They’re just fucking with you.” 
 
    “You think?” Bouffard screamed. “I’m going to splash liquid metal all over this room.” 
 
    “That’s what we said,” the voice continued cheerily. Krantor grasped Bouffard’s other shoulder. 
 
    “I think that’s enough,” he commanded, and his voice bounced from every corner of the huge room. 
 
    The liquid metal face took on a distinctly sulky pout, then brightened after a moment. “Joth Krantor. How we have longed to make innuendo about your mother.” 
 
    The warrior sighed. “We’ve come a long way to seek an audience with the Elders of Klirrip, only to find them skulking under Brothokk’s Rosetteish Stone tourist trap and dealing out mom jokes. You’ll appreciate this is more than a little disappointing.” 
 
    “Ah, we walked the secret pathways of the Universe when it was less than half its present size. Leave us our one modest pleasure. As opposed to our one immodest pleasure which is, of course, your mum.” 
 
    Bouffard guffawed at this, and Krantor cuffed his head lightly with his gauntlet. “Well, now you’ve got that out of your system. We have travelled to this world through hyperspace.” 
 
    “We know.” 
 
    “Good. So, ah, legend tells us you mastered another form of travel. We beg knowledge of this secret.” 
 
    The face frowned. “We were able to traverse the universe in the blink of an eye. Safely and at will.” 
 
    “So we gather. And how did you accomplish this feat?” 
 
    The face’s frown deepened. “By means of a network of wormholes in space and time, brought together in a central nexus.” 
 
    Bouffard boggled. “You created the Wormery?” 
 
    “We did. Sort of. But you must know of this, Joth Krantor. Wormholes are as superior to hyperspace as bacon is to turkey bacon.” 
 
    Krantor released Bouffard, letting his arms fall to his sides. “But…” 
 
    The voice boomed, somewhat indignant. “Hyperspace is shit, Joth Krantor. It takes ages, you can’t use it in a gravity well, it takes ages to plot a course... Wormholes can be opened anywhere.” 
 
    Everyone looked up at that. “They can?” asked Krantor eagerly. 
 
    But the face had contorted beyond puzzled frowns, and now looked deeply worried. “We do not understand the purpose of your visit. But we sense you are meddling in dangerous matters. You must leave.” 
 
    “Leave?” said Krantor loudly. “You’re kidding! How can we generate new stable wormholes? How can we -” 
 
    “LEAVE!” 
 
    Krantor blinked, and found himself standing next to the shuttle, and the splintered wreckage of the Rosetteish Stone. Around him, the frags were looking confused. And on the shuttle’s ramp, the unluckiest member of the squad lay with holes in his face, chest and throat, razor leaf bonnet still strapped to his head. 
 
    Krantor wished he could take a picture. Universe hates smartarses, he’d call it. It would be exhibited. But the frags would moan, and he’d had about enough of Bouffard’s whining. Which was a point… 
 
    “Where’s Bouffard?” he asked aloud, just as the frags started chorusing, “where’s the Frag Prince?” 
 
    He wasn’t sure who was more panicked, although for different reasons. Then with a pop, Bouffard was standing on the grass beside him. He looked shaken, his moustache drooping. 
 
    “We’ve been invited to leave,” Krantor said. He hated stating the obvious, but the frags had demonstrated time and again that they needed things to be spelled out for them. 
 
    “You certainly were,” Bouffard muttered. 
 
    Krantor decided to ignore that, and nodded to the ramp. “Nice of them to return your lad, though. So at least now you’ve seen that these little trips aren’t entirely without risk and there’s nothing at all unusual about one chap not quite making it back.” 
 
    “Yes, I got clipped by one of those damn leaves as well,” Froll said, holding out a bleeding forearm proudly. 
 
    “Two chaps. This has been a tricky mission,” said Krantor smoothly. 
 
    “I’m not dead or nothin’,” Froll muttered darkly, glancing at the remains of the frag on the ramp. 
 
    Krantor was staring at Bouffard. His delayed teleportation was plaguing him. What had the Elders said to the Frag Prince. 
 
    He eventually returned Krantor’s gaze steadily. “Well,” he said. “That’s that, Joth Krantor. The frags followed you and served you all the way to the Elders of Klirrip. Sorry you didn’t get your brave new world, but we’ve held up our end of the bargain. You owe us a homeworld.” 
 
    Krantor shrugged. “Did you ever doubt you’d get it. You’ll have a place among the stars, Bouffard, just as I promised. Your soldiers’ part in this is almost done, but you’ll forgive me if I take a few hours to ponder our next step after this setback.” 
 
    He strode away up the ramp, stepping over the frag corpse as he did so. As he passed Froll, he said softly, “I’d get that looked at, trooper, looks nasty.” 
 
    The frags surrounded Bouffard. “What’s going on?” asked Froll. “We might not be as learned as you just yet, but there’s some unspoken weird between you guys.” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” the Frag Prince replied. “But when they told Krantor he must know about the Wormery, they didn’t mean in an abstract sense. He’s literally been here before. 
 
    “Joth Krantor’s been leading us in circles this whole time.” 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 5: Archives of Pain 
 
    The Space Bastard slipped through the wilds of hyperspace. It now had a new mission. Having completed the quest to find the Elders of Klirrip, they were now heading towards the frags’ new homeworld. Not that Joth Krantor would tell them where that was. Whenever Bouffard or one of the braver frag troops asked, Krantor would just sing, “Down to Fraggle Rock!” and wander away, chuckling and babbling incoherently. 
 
    He was drinking, and spending more and more time in the cargo decks. Even Lokhnakh couldn’t get hold of his Master, and became so agitated that Bouffard relieved the psychotic old retainer of his blaster. That meant that at least Spydus could be joined by a reconstituted crew without the constant fear of puddle-based mayhem. 
 
    With the Space Bastard’s full crew, it took a while before Bouffard was able to put his finger on what was bothering him, but he got there in the end. 
 
    “Where’s Froll?” he asked the frags one night in the bar. “I’ve barely seen him since we got back from Brothokk.” 
 
    “His arm went a bit manky,” one of the troopers replied. “He went to sickbay.” 
 
    “They have a sickbay on this ship? People last long enough to get sick around here with that mop-slinging fart’s itchy trigger finger?” 
 
    “I think it was Joth’s own medical facility, now you mention it.” 
 
    Bouffard’s jaw worked silently for a few moments. “Lads,” he said. “Does it not strike you as a bit odd that we’ve lost so many men on missions which have consisted almost entirely of shooting up remote villages?” 
 
    “We’re flattered you even noticed,” said Trooper Brell. “He’s kept you safe enough, hasn’t he?” 
 
    Something clicked in Bouffard’s head, his stolen princely education and his frag legacy meshed for one moment. He didn’t have quite the full picture yet, but… “We’ve been played for mugs,” he growled. 
 
      
 
    Bouffard strode the echoing corridors of the Space Bastard’s habitation decks, wondering how he could possibly have been so blind. Putting his trust in a sinister black-armoured man from a whole dynasty of grubby capitalists who even went and called his ship the Space Bastard for crying out loud! 
 
    He’d known what the Elders of Krillip would say. He’d been there before. That might or might not be significant. But it definitely meant that the previous half dozen trips to moons, asteroids, and assorted planets, had definitely been a sham. But they’d destroyed those worlds. What had Krantor really been doing? His disappearing frags, the random shuttle trips, the suddenly depopulated ship, the ‘evil experiments’ that had somehow zapped a whalesteroid the size of a gas giant… now that he was at last thinking clearly, the data was coming at him too thick and fast to process. 
 
    Bouffard found the ladder he’d previously climbed in the dark, clinging to the rungs and staring up at the blackness where he presumed Lokhnakh’s boots were floating just ahead of him. This time he headed downwards. 
 
    The cargo decks were vast, but they were also largely empty. Bouffard moved through dark warehouse-like spaces with high vaulted ceilings, his ears straining for the slightest sound that might lead him to Krantor and Froll. 
 
    It took him what felt like hours, and countless shinning up and down ladders in the dark, but eventually he heard some metallic jingles in the corridors up ahead. Bouffard checked his position, he was near the outer hull. According to the schematics there ought to have been workshops and hydroponics facilities back in the epoch when the Space Bastard  had been ferrying colonists for a new life among the stars. It wasn’t the worst choice of places to set up a sickbay, he supposed, but every instinct told him that wasn’t what he was about to discover. 
 
    Sure enough, he rounded a corner to come face to face with Krantor wheeling a gurney along a corridor, whistling. The gurney was empty, but the disarray of the straps suggested it had been recently occupied. 
 
    The Frag Prince expected Joth Krantor to try and bluff his way out of the confrontation. Instead, on seeing him, the last scion of Krantor-Huang dropped the gurney’s handles, and froze. “Oh, bugger.” 
 
    Bouffard favoured his sword, but he was well aware it was an affectation that had its limitations, especially with his footwork. He snapped up his arm and trained a borrowed blaster pistol on Krantor’s face. “This ends now. Where’s Froll? What twisted game have you been playing with us? The truth, Krantor!” 
 
    “I promised you a place between the stars, didn’t I?” 
 
    Bouffard kept his blaster trained squarely on Krantor’s head. “I asked you a question. Where is Froll?” 
 
    Krantor’s fingers twitched, as he considered taking his chances at zapping the frag with a quick burst from his gauntlets. But he remembered the ossary back on the prince’s asteroid, where Bouffard had shown surprising resistance to his energy weapons. There was a risk he’d withstand a blast for long enough to get off a shot. He’d probably best come clean. He could always try and fry the frag later. 
 
    “Froll was walking wounded. Now, I guess you could say… he’s walking home.” 
 
    “You spaced him?” 
 
    Krantor raised an admonitory finger. “Not precisely. I hyperspaced him.” 
 
    “You maniac!” 
 
    “Well, yes. What gave me away? The battle mask or the electro-death gloves?” 
 
    Pew! Bouffard fired. Krantor’s personal shielding absorbed the blast, but not before he felt the heat of the laser pulse on his forehead. Running lower on power, he’d not survive a second shot. 
 
    “OK, I probably deserved that. No one likes a smartarse.” 
 
    “You murdered a wounded man.” 
 
    To Bouffard’s obvious incredulity, Krantor shook his head and smiled. “No, I ejected him into hyperspace.” 
 
    “That’s murder!” 
 
    The prince raised the gun again, and Krantor spoke a little more urgently, the grin faltering ever so slightly. “Is it? How much do you know about hyperspace, beyond it being handy for getting around fast?” 
 
    Bouffard frowned. “What’s your point?” It didn’t escape Krantor’s notice that he didn’t answer the question. 
 
    “I promised you the frags would have their space among the stars. Do I look like a particularly poetic man?” 
 
    Bouffard narrowed his eyes, his thoughts racing. Observations, clues and half-remembered comments coalesced and he started reaching some unpleasant conclusions. 
 
    “Take me to the frag production plant you installed on this ship. Right now.” 
 
    For the first time in their acquaintance, Bouffard saw that Krantor was genuinely shocked. He was now determined that it wouldn’t be the last time. 
 
    “Oh,” said Krantor. “You… know about that?” 
 
    “Bitch, please. I’m the Frag Prince. How could I not know?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Krantor had been busy. There was a full frag production plant in the cargo deck. As he herded Krantor in at gunpoint, Bouffard looked at the vats, and the engines, stretching away into the distance across the warehouse-like space. He’d felt the presence of frag tissue aboard the vessel, above and beyond his comrades. But he hadn’t been expecting anything on this scale. 
 
    “You had mere moments to study the plants on my asteroid. How did you recreate them?” 
 
    “What? Oh, I didn’t,” Krantor said. “I nicked them. Of all the naughty shit I’ve ever done, I thought it would be OK, to be honest. You’ve not mentioned that frozen rock you called home once since we left it.” 
 
    Now that he’d been discovered, Krantor seemed to be enjoying watching Bouffard piece the puzzle together. 
 
    “So you’ve been experimenting on frags all this time?” 
 
    “Hah!” His laughter echoed around the vaulted ceiling, and the nearest vat made an ominous glooping sound. “No, I experimented on frags long before you and I met. I’ve been perfecting frags.” 
 
    Bouffard calmly fired a shot into the nearest instrument panel, reducing the machinery to so much molten slag. “Tell me exactly what this is all about.” 
 
    “Revenge,” said Krantor simply. “Hyperspace travel brought down my family’s company, reduced us to the level of merely extremely rich minor aristocracy. So I’m bringing down hyperspace.” 
 
    “What? How? Hyperspace is like a whole alternate dimension!” 
 
    Krantor grinned wolfishly. “I know. And they never really stopped to think about it, or analyse it, they just bomb ships through it fast as you like. But what if those ships never made it to their destinations?” 
 
    He ignored Bouffard’s gun, assuming rightly that the Frag Prince’s need for answers would outweigh his instinct to blast him down, and stepped further into the space, waving at the frag birthing vats. 
 
    “I’ve modified frags’ genetic sequences, and ejected them into hyperspace. They’re beyond space, beyond time. They’re still alive, for want of a better word, maybe even quite happy in their way. But they’ve been primed to cling to spacecraft passing through hyperspace and, well, detonate.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’ve mined hyperspace. Once the process is complete, and the production plants themselves are within hyperspace and fully-automated, the odds of any ship making it safely through even a short jump will be slashed. Some will come apart in hyperspace itself, adding to shrapnel and navigation hazards. Others will be forced back into space-time, generally with gaping holes in their hull, at a respectable fraction of the speed of light. And once they realise they can no longer use their precious hyperdrives… guess where they’ll go for their space travel?” 
 
    “The wormery.” 
 
    Krantor snapped his fingers. “Bingo.” 
 
    Bouffard looked around him. The plant was indeed vast, and would be able to produce dozens of frags an hour once fully operational, but… “Hyperspace is a whole universe. The odds of the largest frag army meeting any craft would be infinitesimal.” 
 
    Krantor’s grin was the broadest Bouffard had ever seen. “You’d be surprised. Hyperspace is a vast subset of our universe, sure. But it’s so far beyond our physical laws, that at the same time it’s also kind of small. Trust me, I know I don’t look like the bookish type, with the armour and all, but I’ve looked into the maths.” 
 
    “But, what was this whole mad trip for? Why pretend you were asking anything of the Elders of Klirrip? Why tour those moons, if it was all just a sham? Why kill all those people? Destroy all those planets?” 
 
    Krantor laughed. “I thought that was obvious. They were all the remaining frag production plants in existence. I was covering our tracks. Oh, except Brothokk. I needed DNA from the stone petals, to beef up the frags’ skin a bit. Just in case.” 
 
    Bouffard reached surreptitiously behind his back with one hand, but kept the warrior talking. “Our tracks? This is nothing to do with me.” 
 
    “Oh but it is, Frag Prince. Hyperspace. Your people’s place among the stars. That’s what I’m giving you. What we’ve both been working for. Don’t you see? It’s not like people are going to run ships through it once they realise it’s been comprehensively mined by living torpedoes. The frags will have a whole universe, all to themselves. I don’t expect you to approve of my methods, but… you have to admit that’s not bad, right?” 
 
    Bouffard stood straight, his moustache bristling. “This is monstrous. Wholesale slaughter, on an intergalactic scale, just to restore your business? I will stop you.” 
 
    Krantor sneered. “You? I think not. You’re a spirited fop, Bouffard, but a fop for all that. If you’d primed your soldiers properly, you might have a chance, but as it is… if you were serious, you’d have shot me already.” 
 
    It was Bouffard’s turn to smile, as he spotted something over Krantor’s shoulder. “Fop, is it? Joth Krantor, weren’t you listening when I told you just how I became the Frag Prince? Did you really think you were the only villain on the Space Bastard who could bring things aboard in secret?” 
 
    There was a slithering noise in the shadows cast by the birthing vats, just behind Krantor. He turned, alarmed, then relaxed when he saw it was just the bouncing pink slug shape of an unprimed frag. 
 
    Then it spoke. 
 
    “Remember when you blew apart that poor frag in a sulk? I told you, you shouldn’t have done that,” it said in a low voice. 
 
    “I impersonated and murdered the entire royal family of that asteroid,” Bouffard said. “Several dozen times over, until we got the level of memory print right. All you need is proximity to the target’s natural habitat, and the smallest sample of genetic tissue.” 
 
    “Ah. Good job you don’t have any of my DNA,” Krantor pointed out, though he took a nervous step back from the frag. 
 
    “That would have been tricky, if you hadn’t tried to hump me at the bottom of that blowhole,” the frag agreed, and then bulged, the unmistakable shape of a human hand pushing against the inside of its unformed body for a moment. 
 
    “Cuckoo,” called Bouffard in a mocking tone, as the frag bulged a few more times, then began to rear up towards the ceiling, stretching, almost to the height of a man… 
 
    “Fuck this,” Krantor said, and blasted it with both gauntlets. The transforming frag was hurled across the deck, until it slammed into a vat, with a wet splatting sound, and then slid to the floor in a boneless heap. 
 
    “So, any other great plans up your sleeve, Bouffard?” Krantor sneered. “Or are you just going to shoot me and have done with it? And throw away a whole universe for your precious people.” 
 
    But Bouffard was still smiling. “It’s funny you know. Even though I made that exact mistake several dozen times, it’s still funny watching someone else do it.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Take a good look at that frag you think you just killed.” 
 
    Krantor turned, his shoulders sagging as he saw the creature had vanished. 
 
    “The best bit is you’ve even been dabbling in frag engineering. You know frags need a surge of energy at the priming stage to help complete their physical transformation.” 
 
    Krantor turned in an unsteady circle as the two men heard the sound of bare feet slapping against the floor of the deck in the distant shadows. 
 
    Bouffard holstered his blaster. “This is going to be fun, Joth Krantor.” 
 
    The two men stumbled slightly, as the floor shook. Bouffard frowned. “Another trick?” 
 
    Krantor eyed the shadows warily, but shook his head. “You’re just two minutes into mutiny, and you’re already discovering the universe doesn’t play fair. I was hoping to launch my final phase, the last thing I wanted was any distractions about now.” 
 
    He unslung Lady Chatterley. Bouffard tensed for a moment, but Krantor was far more worried about the frag in the shadows. 
 
    “I’ll leave you to your period of self-reflection, Krantor. My ship needs its new captain.” 
 
    Krantor sneered. “I’m going to smear that impostor fleshbag’s guts across one of these vats, and every frag that’s birthed from it will see the cost of betrayal.” 
 
    Bouffard backed out of the production plant only with great reluctance. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 6: Space Dementia 
 
    On the bridge, Lokhnakh regarded the main screen steadily, eyeing the approaching vessel. It was a sleek red transport, emblazoned with a dozen governments’ insignia. 
 
    “Try hailing them again,” he told Spydus. 
 
    “I keep trying, I’ve only got one button on this console,” the exasperated man shouted. “They’ll only speak to the captain, they’re insisting on following the chain of command.” 
 
    Lokhnakh sagged. “Well, that just about clinches it. Officious and aggressive. Fucking Skrell.” 
 
    “Skrell?” Lokhnakh turned to see Bouffard stepping towards the captain’s chair, freshly teleported. 
 
    “Something I should know, your majesty?” 
 
    Bouffard faced him, his eyes blazing with authority. “Yes, know this, old man. I am the Frag Prince Bouffard, spiritual leader of the frags, and I’m assuming command of the Space Bastard, effective immediately. My men are spreading throughout this ship, disarming the crew. Surrender now or face summary execution.” 
 
    Lokhnakh opened his mouth, but Spydus’s hands were already in the air, and he was gabbling almost with relief. “Fine, Captain Bouffard. Now can you speak to the Skrell? They’ve used some sort of dampener on our systems. We can’t fight. They’re just seconds away from boarding. We've no idea what they're looking for, but... we've destroyed a lot of planets lately, you know?” 
 
    As the two security personnel also shrugged and stepped down, Lokhnakh saw that the transfer of power had been taken from his hands. He stepped forward, his lip trembling and voice quavering with emotion. “But Master Krantor? You’ve not hurt him?” 
 
    Bouffard smiled, touched at the psychotic old engineer’s concern. “Me? Of course not. He’s… spending some time alone with his conscience.” 
 
      
 
    Down in the frag production plant, Krantor stalked across a creaking walkway near the ceiling that ran between two of the birthing vats, hoping to get the advantage of height over his opponent. Lady Chatterley in his hand, he crept forward, scanning every square foot of the ground far below. 
 
    He turned in sudden alarm at the sound of a heavy footstep behind him. It was almost like looking into a mirror. 
 
    “Sorry I took a while,” said his frag double. “I knew you’d have spare armour kicking about somewhere, but you did hide it well.” 
 
    He was clad in the black clanking battle armour, and crackling gauntlets, with only the mask open to reveal Krantor’s own cunning black eyes staring right back at him. 
 
    “So,” said the frag. “How did you want to do this?” 
 
    “Impressive,” admitted Krantor. But while we might look identical, even share memories… only one of us is Lady Chatterley’s lover.” He patted his bulky rifle fondly, and aimed at his double’s head. “And that armour has its limits, you handsome devil.” 
 
    Frag Krantor winked at Joth Krantor. “You make a fair point. And I’ve taken my mask down because we both know that you’re a paranoid fuck who rigged that gun’s facial recognition system so that it could never be used to fire on you. Sensible, by the way.” 
 
    A long moment passed. 
 
    Krantor laid down his trusty gun gently, caressing its stock slightly as he did so. The frag followed the movement, and pursed his lips. “Aw. Sweet.” 
 
    In the darkness above two bubbling vats of frag tissue, two sets of gauntlets crackled with lethal energy charges. 
 
    “To the death,” Joth Krantor snarled. 
 
    “If you insist,” Frag Krantor snarled back. 
 
    The two men leapt towards each other with murder in their eyes. 
 
      
 
    Lokhnakh raised a laconic eyebrow. “You’ve never met the Skrell? Man, you’re in for a treat... Captain. They look like children’s toys, but they’re officious little pricks. They’re the ultimate jobsworths, with an acquisitive streak a mile wide. There’s at least one Skrell in every Health & Safety department in this quadrant.” 
 
    “What can I say?” Bouffard murmured. “Family business. We weren’t exactly encouraged to hang out with the help.” 
 
    “More fool your family. They’re the cheapest labour on the market. They don’t care how little you pay them, they focus on the confiscation and pilfering to make up their income, and they’re so good at covering their tracks that your accountants would never even notice. As long as your accountants…” 
 
    “... As long as the accountants are also Skrell. Yes, I get the idea. How terribly enterprising. I think we’ll get on tremendously, as long as I remember to leave a few alive.” 
 
    The door chimed, but before anyone could move to respond, there was a dull crump, and it was blown clean across the bridge, and into the main screen, heralding thick clouds of greasy black smoke from both the jagged wreck of the doorway and from the wrecked electronics. 
 
    Security scrambled towards the breach, sidearms drawn in a flash. Before the explosion’s echoes had faded, thin red beams sliced from the smoke, cutting the two men down mid-stride. 
 
    Bouffard wrinkled his nose. “Great, sizzling dead guy. As though the place didn’t already smell like barbecue.” He fished a cigarette from a pouch on his forearm, ignoring Lokhnakh’s increasingly queasy glower. “The nice thing about piracy, though, is no one minds if you smoke.” 
 
    “Is nobody movin’!” A high-pitched voice squealed from outside the bridge. “Is fuck the up-shuttin’ right now!” 
 
    With an expansive shrug, Bouffard took a long drag on his cigarette, and waited for the Skrell to emerge. 
 
    The stocky creature that finally waddled through the door was about the size of a sheep. It was covered in thick scarlet fur and was almost spherical, with huge, flapping clown shoe feet. Its head was just as round and furry as its body, with sharp pointy ears, a snuffling dog’s snout, and enormous round eyes. Even half-warned, Bouffard couldn’t avoid smirking around his cigarette. 
 
    The Skrell didn’t miss the gesture, and its eyes flashed dangerously, though the thing only seemed to be carrying a bundle of twigs in its stubby arms. “Is yes big laughin’ fuzzy Skrell. If you thinkin’ callin’ Satan’s Bollocks, Rudolph’s Nose, Pom Pom, we is hearin’ it all longtimes. And we say ‘ha ha ha, clever humans is bein’ short and curly caught by Ewok knock-offs. Is who laughin’ now?’ Ha ha ha!” 
 
    “Ha ha ha!” chorused a gaggle of half a dozen more Skrell, as they scampered on to the bridge to flank their leader. 
 
    Bouffard shrugged again, feeling it was probably a fairly safe gesture to make when dealing with creatures with no visible neck. He took the cigarette from his mouth, smoke pouring from his nostrils as he examined it casually. 
 
    “Thought you boys were administrators. You file your paperwork covered in that gibberish?” 
 
    The Skrell's fur bristled. “Is you fuckin' want some, pal?” 
 
    Bouffard shook his head gently, radiating every inch of his borrowed aristocrat assurance. “Now, now, dear fellow. You've boarded us, very aggressively I might add. Just what do you want, hmm?” 
 
    “Is wantin' justice! Is much explodin' planets, big boom boom all over place. And now is hyperspacin' accidents, right by explodin' planets. Is fuckin' you boys to the takin' cleaners, pal!” 
 
    Lokhnakh froze. “It's actually working?” 
 
    Bouffard sighed and crushed the cigarette butt under his boot. “Great poker face, old man. But given you've just admitted our complicity in front of what I can only assume are the authorities, did you know about all this?” 
 
    The faithful old retainer shrugged. “I'm not fully apprised of the details, but I did ask a few pertinent questions as to why a whining streak of piss like yourself was clogging up the Space Bastard with that useless shower of toy soldiers.” 
 
    “Is testify!” squealed the Skrell. “Is witness!” 
 
    The creature pointed the its bundle of twigs at the old man, who abruptly vanished in the haze of a teleport field. 
 
    “Was that internal?” Bouffard barked at Spydus. 
 
    “No,” said the comms officer, “ship to ship.” 
 
    “One more problem dealt with, this is turning into a great day.” The Frag Prince addressed the Skrell. “Crimes have been committed aboard this vessel, Skrell. But I give you my word that you have the culprit in your custody. The other guilty party has already been neutralised. Now, I understand that you're the kind of being that might be open to some sort of... arrangement?” 
 
    The Skrell all quivered with what Bouffard suspected might be amusement. “Is fuckin' big bribe, walrusface! Is genocide and slavery charges! Is you got deep pockets, pal?” 
 
    There was a crash somewhere in the corridor outside the bridge, and a tired voice called out. “No, Skrell. He's skint. I, on the other hand, am the last scion of the Krantor-Huang corporation.” 
 
    A pair of heavy boots thudded onto the bridge, swiftly accompanied by the rest of Joth Krantor, Lady Chatterley cradled in his arms like a baby. “Who do I have to blast to get you fuzzy little shits off my ship?” 
 
    “They've engaged a suppression field, sir, our weapons are inoperative,” stammered the fickle Spydus, not without a slightly pleading glance at Bouffard. 
 
    “Is Krantor!” the Skrell squealed happily. “Is many seekings! Is no wrigglin' out of this one! Is screwed you!” 
 
    Krantor turned in a full slow circle, smiling at all present, singling out Bouffard in particular as the Frag Prince tried to work out if it was the original or frag Krantor that stood before him. 
 
    “You have three seconds to get off my ship, Skrell,” he said in a steady voice. 
 
    “Is you and whose army?” 
 
    Again, Krantor smiled. He pursed his lips, and whistled softly. 
 
    “Gentlemen. I give you the jewelled birds of Borthokk.” 
 
    In an instant, the bridge was filled with a cloud of glittering chirruping shapes that whirled and darted... and stabbed. 
 
    In less than a minute, it was all over. Bouffard and Krantor stood alone among a pile of dead Skrell, and the remains of the Space Bastard's crew. 
 
    Bouffard cleared his throat, conscious he was unarmed. “So. Joth Krantor... or Frag Krantor?” 
 
    Krantor laughed. “I honestly don't know. Shared memories, identical experiences... things got distinctly confusing during our fight.” 
 
    On the main screen, the Skrell craft powered up its engines, and began moving away. 
 
    “Cowards,” spat Bouffard. 
 
    Krantor shook his head. “Yes, but they took Lokhnakh. They think they're going to bring me down through the courts.” 
 
    With a blinding flash, the Skrell ship vanished from sight. 
 
    “I wonder whether they'll make it. Hyperspace sounds risky, these days. Come on, Bouffard. We have unfinished business, you and I.” 
 
      
 
    They returned to the cargo deck, to find a laser containment grid containing the frag squad. The soldiers were mostly sitting around looking dejected, a few of the more spirited troops nursing laser burns where they'd tried to escape. There were barely a dozen left of the small army who had set out from the asteroid aboard the Space Bastard. 
 
    They cheered a little when they saw Prince Bouffard, but his face remained impassive. 
 
    Krantor cleared his throat, presenting a tablet with a red holo-button. “Now, various people in this room have been betraying each other all over the place, and I'm sure we all feel very strongly about that. For my part, however, I want to stress that I've delivered what I promised. Hyperspace is a whole new plane of existence. No one knows its full potential. Perhaps one day humanity will try to ascend to it, transcending time, space, all physical limitations. Truly, I have given you a place among the stars.” 
 
    Bouffard saw some of his men's faces shining with wonder, so he spoke quickly. “Yes. The catch is that you'll be living limpet mines, impelled to throw yourself at passing ships and explode.” 
 
    “Not you boys,” said Krantor with a wink. “The children of the frag production plants that I'm going to eject into hyperspace, sure, they'll have the potential to be a bit... explodey. But how many lost ships do you think it will take before hyperspace travel is abandoned all together? You'll have your own universe.” 
 
    The frags all looked towards Prince Bouffard. “What's happening, Frag Prince?” 
 
    Bouffard turned away. “He's giving me the choice. Between us staying on this ship and serving him as slaves, as frags have always done. Or jumping to hyperspace, and spending eternity as his lemmings.” 
 
    “Save us, Frag Prince!” 
 
    Bouffard collapsed to his knees in front of the laser containment grid, studying the face of each of the frags he saw there. “I'm your Prince, I see that now. Your King,” he said. “But what limit does a king's duty have? When I took this form, my first act was to hack off my own toes, to spread the genetic template among fragkind.” 
 
    “That explains the comedy walk,” Krantor muttered. 
 
    “But it didn't work, time and again. Bouffard forgot he had become a frag, returned to ruling the asteroid with his family. Until the next coup.” 
 
    “Your sacrifices have been great, Frag Prince.” 
 
    Bouffard closed his eyes, his voice now a whisper. “I've killed myself so many times, I don't even exist any more.” 
 
    Krantor placed a hand on his shoulder, surprisingly gently in spite of the gauntlet. Bouffard stood up slowly, and took a deep breath. 
 
    He looked at the tablet Krantor offered him. A big red button. Launch the frags and the production plant into hyperspace, or continue to lead them as best he could, in the impossible quest to find a place in the universe where they would not be exploited as cannon fodder in endless wars and political games. 
 
    He looked deep into Krantor's eyes, part of him still burning with curiosity over whether the warrior was now his frag-brother. Then he shook his head. Fundamentally, it didn't really matter. That was what he'd learned over the past weeks. Yes, he was the Frag Prince. Whatever that meant. But he was also Prince Bouffard. A half-lame fop with a ridiculous moustache and a penchant for a ceremonial sword. Vain, rash, and supremely arrogant. 
 
    “You know what? Fuck the frags,” he said softly, and pressed the button. 
 
    Krantor looked around the suddenly empty cargo deck. He gave a low whistle of appreciation. “Bouffard, old fellow, I really didn't think you had it in you. But you just destroyed hyperspace travel forever.” 
 
    “I hope you'll remember this when you're the richest man in the galaxy again,” Bouffard replied, forcing a small smile. 
 
    Krantor laughed, and pulled off his gauntlet, tossing it on the floor carelessly. 
 
    “As we're in the mood for swapping secrets. Central don't know exactly what we've done here, but they know I'm responsible. Krantor-Huang's shareholders voted me off the board a few hours ago. People would never accept the Wormery with me still at the helm. Even if I did turn out to be a largely blameless frag.” 
 
    “So you lost your fortune, your crew, and your business? You don't seem too bothered.” 
 
    Krantor reached with his free hand to unclip his chestplate, releasing a cloud of steam as the catches came free. “I'm not. I'm on the only ship in the universe that can now traverse hyperspace safely.” 
 
    As Krantor bent to unfasten his heavy boots, Bouffard scratched his moustache. “You are? What did I miss?” 
 
    Looking a lot slimmer, shorter and younger than Bouffard had expected without his armour, Krantor stood before him in green tunic and trousers, bare feet on the metal deck. The warrior stepped away from the pile of discarded armour without a backward glance. He clapped Bouffard on the shoulder, and his unarmoured grip was surprisingly weak. 
 
    “Of course. The frags aren't going to attack any ship carrying the Frag Prince.” 
 
    He held out his hand. Bouffard stared at it. 
 
    “Are you offering me some sort of partnership?” 
 
    “Yes. We can go anywhere, see the universe, steal anything we fancy. What do you think?” 
 
    Bouffard hesitated, then shook Krantor's hand firmly. “This could be the beginning of a diabolical friendship.” 
 
    And so it was. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
    —  —  — 
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 1 
 
    “Prices are up seventy-five percent across the board. We anticipate strong sales volume in the coming months and do not think Galactic Clause will have the means to produce enough presents for the people of the system once we enact our plan. He will fall, and Krample Co will be set to earn the system’s bid for the position,” Milton concluded, setting down his holopad and looking up at Krample. 
 
    Krample seemed to consider this, scratching his chin. “You anticipate strong sales, but have they not dropped off the past two quarters? Our stock valuation is hurting, and it’s not like we can disclose our evil plans to the public.” 
 
    “Sales have dropped,” Milton agreed, “But this is to be expected. Retailers are stockpiling and hoarding our toys, selling them for far more than most are willing to pay.” 
 
    Krample frowned, deep creases forming across his forehead. “Because the people still think Galactic Claus will be able to deliver in three months time.” 
 
    “It’s possible,” Milton said. “But once the media picks up the story we fabricated, people will stop paying their taxes in fear of not getting what they want for Galaxmas. Even if he wanted to, Galactic Claus cannot deliver to those who are not reported as law-abiding citizens of the system.” 
 
    “Good,” Krample said. Milton felt the tension fade away. Krample appeared happy, and things were going according to plan. “How long until my evil cookies are done?” 
 
    “Not long, sire. You know I like to take my time and cook them the old-fashioned way. Plasma ovens make them taste like rocket fuel even if they cook in seconds.” 
 
    “Yes, you’re right,” Krample grimaced. “But the smell is driving me crazy.” 
 
    Milton had tripled the batch size of the recipe which he kept so closely guarded. There would be enough cookies for everyone to have some at the Krample Co board meeting later that afternoon, lifting evil spirits and boosting sinister productivity.  
 
    “The last thing before I return to the kitchen is the demonstration of last year’s funkiller in action,” Milton said, motioning a robot standing adjacent to one of the massive doors of the evil business lair. In reality, the evil business lair was actually just the top-floor office of the Krample Co building. 
 
    Another robot walked forward holding one of Krample Co’s most popular toys, the Robotronic X400. It set it down on the floor and activated the toy. Milton smiled in anticipation as the miniature robot flew around the room, flashing with colorful lights and calling out its signature voicelines. It was such a wonderful toy, Milton thought, even as it exploded into a cloud of not so harmless vapor. The cloud imploded in itself, and all that was left from the catalytic reaction was a puddle of water and a small plastic card. 
 
    Krample picked it up and read the text. ‘I have taken your amazing Krample Co product. By the way, you’re not getting a present from me this year.  
 
    - Sincerely, the old, soon to be replaced Galactic Claus.’ 
 
    “And this will happen to all Robotronic X400 units in the system once we pull the switch?” Krample asked, walking over and sticking a finger in the puddle after setting the card down. 
 
    “Even better, sire. When we pull this switch, all our products from last year will initiate this process. The best part: they will only do it when no one is looking. As soon as the board approves it, people will be flocking to the stores for toys for their children, thinking that Galactic Claus was responsible for the thefts and losing any remaining faith they have in him. When that happens, we will submit our yearly bid for the position and you will be crowned Krample Claus. The hard part will be getting the board to approve it though.” 
 
    Krample had a growing look of satisfaction in his glowing green eyes. “And the products for the adults? The entertainment gaming consoles?” 
 
    Milton smiled. “Let’s just say people are going to find themselves without the Krample Co products they love, and they’re going to be blaming Galactic Claus for what they will perceive as theft.” The manual timer shaped like an egg on Milton’s belt started to ring. He had fetched it from a greasy flea market tacked onto an overloaded cube station on his way back from Tilus, and so far it was worth every cred-bit. 
 
    “You have done well, Milton. I am very impressed with what you have accomplished with your secret project while I tended to day-to-day operations. I’ll admit I was nervous about intentionally limiting supply and revenue, but I see now that this will finally be the year we defeat Galactic Claus. Now, I do believe it is time for the evil cookies.” 
 
    Milton returned with a platter filled with what he had spent days preparing. The cookies had an oatmeal base, with cinnamon and sugar, and chunks of gummy guba berry resin. A robot followed close behind Milton, carrying two empty glasses and a large pitcher of blue milk to wash down the sugary pastries. 
 
    Krample stopped himself from diving into the cookies right away. “Did you bring the sprinkles?”  
 
    Milton handed him the canister. “You couldn’t have evil cookies without the sprinkles, sire.” 
 
    “Three to five per cookie is all it takes,” Krample agreed as he painstakingly dispensed his sprinkles, careful to avoid duplications in the shapes. There were frowny faces, and skulls and crossbones, vials of poison, and laser guns. Satisfied with his first cookie, Krample dunked it into his glass of milk and devoured it in a single bite. “Incredible as always, Milton.” 
 
    “Thank you, sire.” 
 
    “Let’s get ready for the board meeting. I can’t wait to show them our plans. I think we’ll finally thwart Galactic Claus this year.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Milton had drilled him for hours, going over the likely scenarios again and again. The board would not be happy with the drop in sales, they would not be so understanding as to the master plan of thwarting Galactic Claus and the financial benefits such an accomplishment entailed. Milton tried his best to emulate the harshest member of the board, Bargland Midas, a rotund and critical businessman as shrewd and harsh as any in the galaxy. He had strong-armed his way onto the board, pooling the financial might of the investors he had in his pocket. His motives rarely aligned with Krample’s, and it was no secret that the two of rarely got along. At best, they usually managed a distant tolerance of one another.  
 
    “Remember,” Milton coached. “Don’t lash out at him. Say you understand Bargland’s criticism of your management. Sentiment and traditions will be lost on him, but how you handle the situation will influence some board members who are more likely to sympathize with our cause and see the benefits of what we’re trying to do. You need cold logic, and you need to tell Bargland the facts of how we will actually defeat Galactic Claus this year, how Krample Co will displace him entirely and win the bid for the Galaxmas festivities and manage all festive deliveries in the Jolian system. If Krample Co can win the system, it can eventually win the galaxy.” 
 
    “So I shouldn’t tell him he is a toad and doesn’t understand how evil business works?” Krample asked, feeling a smile pull at his lips. 
 
    “No, you shouldn’t. But I’ll try to soften him up a bit with some of my cookies. Holding the evil sprinkles, of course.” 
 
    “Of course,” Krample agreed. “Once he sees the display of our funkiller initiative in last year’s products, he will understand the master plan despite the current tensions in our distributor and retailer relationships.” 
 
    Milton nodded. “And you’ll agree not to threaten to wrap him up in Galaxmas lights, pour asteroid nog on him, and cover him in tinsel like you did last year?” 
 
    Krample laughed, recalling the memory. “You should have seen the look on his face. I should have done it though. Would’ve served him right.” At least half of the board members, minus Bargland, of course, had found humor in the ordeal. Krample was surprised he hadn’t gone through with it, actually.  
 
    Milton wasn’t laughing. “Sire, it’s imperative that you do not threaten him or lash out, however witty and creatively evil your planned response. We have failed nine consecutive years in a row to grow the value of our company through the attempted takedown of Galactic Claus. It is going to be tricky to get the budget for our annual attempt to take over Galaxmas this year, and if we do manage to get it, I fear it will be our last opportunity.” 
 
    “I’ll convince them like I always do, and unlike the previous attempts, we will replace Galactic Claus for good.” 
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    “You’re trying to convince us this drop in sales is intentional?” Bargland demanded through a mouth full of cookies. If Milton’s cookies were softening him up and brightening his mood, Krample certainly couldn’t tell. “Your duty to the stakeholders of this company is to maximize revenue, to grow the value and revenue of this firm over the longer term. Holding eighteen percent of this company’s stock should align your motivations to this goal, Mr. Krample. Yet here you sit telling me that you have intentionally sabotaged our sales and the value of this company over the most important fiscal quarter of the year.” 
 
    Krample took a deep breath. “I am well aware of that, Mr. Midas—I love this company, and I want nothing more than to see it succeed in ways that exceed even your wildest dreams. There is some risk, I would agree with you, but the expected value of this endeavor is astronomical. The intentional drop in sales now will result in returns unlike anything you have seen in any of the many companies you assist through your board of trustee positions. Think of how your investors will cherish your hard work in securing such incredible profit for them. This is the year we win the bid and win the rights to Krample Claus for good.” 
 
    “You would be so arrogant as to change the name of Galactic Claus even if we win the bid?” Bargland demanded. The man was already sweating, and he looked like a toad, missing only the scaly skin. 
 
    “Dearest Bargland, I would like to remind you that I am the founder of this company. I built it from the cargo hold of my old Hopper frigate which I remind you wasn’t even rated for jumping through system hyperlanes. It’s only fair that the branding that got us this far is used system-wide once we win. People know and love the Krample brand as is reflected on our balance sheet, correct?” 
 
    “There is value to the brand,” Giles injected. “But people seem to love the Galactic Claus brand more, and your efforts, with the waste of a significant portion of this firm’s resources, have been unable to track the company providing the yearly presents for this system. Even if we were to try to buyout this faceless and anonymous company, we believe your hostile efforts against them, exceeding the limits we have given, have destroyed any chances of making that happen.” Unlike the toad-like Bargland, Giles was tall and thin, skeletal almost. They were a juxtaposing pair, but Giles never seemed to leave Bargland’s side, and Krample couldn’t remember a single time when Giles had disagreed with him publicly on any matter concerning the board. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Krample said. He was struggling to suppress his anger. “You saw the demonstration. When all of our products are destroyed, they will blame Galactic Claus. People won’t pay their taxes. The Jolian system will be forced to displace Galactic Claus, deal with the negative PR, and announce the winner of the new bid—Krample Co.” 
 
    “And if we have a system-wide revolt? What if this gets traced back to us? We will be finished!” Bargland bellowed, hiccuping loudly—probably from eating too many cookies and drinking too much of the blue milk. The hiccup sounded like a croak, and Krample could even see the man’s neck bulge like an air sac as he tried to suppress the action. 
 
    Krample closed his eyes, taking in a deep breath to keep from cracking a joke about it. It took all of his willpower, but he managed, opening his eyes and deciding to address the issue head on with logic as Milton had suggested. “This is the year we become Krample Claus. This will work. When everyone blames Galactic Claus for the disappearance of their Krample Co products, they won’t be as excited to pay their taxes. The Jolian system will have no choice but to jump on the matter and announce that due to extreme allegations, and no evidence pointing back to us, I might add, that they are implementing a new Galactic Claus immediately. We are the only toy company with the production capacity to meet the bid’s requirements, think about it. You act like you don’t want to win this bid—like selling billions of additional units every year wouldn’t grow the value of this company.” 
 
    “That isn’t good enough,” Gholand Bril said from across the table. Krample normally didn’t have any problems with the woman, but it appeared even she was against him now despite the facts which were so clearly presented. 
 
    Bargland set a cookie down on his plate, glaring at Krample from across the table. “We do not have the budget or the desire to implement such a dangerous feature in our products this year. It cannot be done. You need to fix this distribution problem immediately. If you—” 
 
    Krample cut him off. “It already has been done, dearest Bargland, and we are still profitable despite the intentional drop in sales. I took matters into my own hands when it was clear the board would only hold me back.” Perhaps that was going too far. Krample knew his snide remark wouldn’t go unrefuted, but this had to be done. For once, he had the upper hand over the board. 
 
    Bargland fixed him with a look of anger and disbelief. “Krample, you’ve gone too far. This never should have happened without the approval of the board—which you know we never would have supported. If it gets out that this function is embedded in all of our products, we’re done for. I don’t see any other option other than to issue a system-wide recall of all products manufactured last year. We’re going to see a huge loss across the board, but it might keep the company from going under.” 
 
    “This is unbelievable,” Gholand agreed, shaking her head. 
 
    Bargland took a deep breath. “Once this fiscal year is over, we will ask you to step down as CEO. Resign so you can keep your dignity. We shouldn’t even be extending that courtesy to you given the circumstances.” 
 
    Milton shook his head, but Krample was already pulling out his tablet. “I’ll make things very easy for you. A system-wide recall of all of our products would ruin this company, my plan won’t. At this point, I think you just want first dibs of our assets as this company is dissolved. It is no secret you own a large share of one of our competitors, Mr. Bargland.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes from across the table. “What are you insinuating, you slime? All I want is to maximize my investments for my investors. I would never purposefully go about diminishing the value of any asset in my portfolio. You, on the other hand, seem excited to destroy everything you have built. You are unhinged—delusional.” 
 
    Krample produced the tablet from beneath the table, punching in the master command Milton had given him before anyone could stop him. “There. All Krample products manufactured in the last year will be destroyed within the hour, replaced by the note blaming Galactic Claus. There will be no Krample Co. recalls. We will become Krample Claus before the year concludes. And when that happens, I expect a formal apology from you, Bargland.” 
 
    “You slime chugging asteroid fodder glirkilite!” Bargland bellowed. The other board members were yelling now too. Any comfort from Milton’s cookies had dissolved into a rage-induced chaos. 
 
    “We are displacing you as CEO immediately on temporary suspension. If we are not Galactic Claus by the end of the fiscal year, you are gone for good and your shares will be force-bought as detailed in your contract—if they’re even still worth anything,” Bargland shouted, his face bulging and boiling into a brilliant hue of purple. “In the meantime, you are banned from the use of company property, your company cards will be canceled, and you are not to make an appearance to the public about what you have done. We will be running damage control and try to get on top of this before it can leak that we were the ones responsible. You are not to leave Thelas under any circumstance. GET OUT!” 
 
    “Get the cookies, they don’t get anymore,” Krample hissed to Milton as they stood. Milton dashed forward, snatching the plate still stacked with cookies. 
 
    Krample, along with Milton hustled out of the office, slamming the door behind them. 
 
    “Sire, that did not go well. What are we going to do now?” At least Milton hadn’t turned against him—he still seemed to believe in the plan even though Krample was forced to make a brash decision. 
 
    “We’re going to see this through. There’s one person that will know how to find Galactic Claus. I think we’ll find Galactic Claus will be a lot more willing to talk now with the stories that are about to break on the news feeds.” 
 
    “Who? Our company cards are canceled by now and we have no budget to get this done, we don’t even have access to a company ship. You heard Bargland, we can’t leave the planet or you could lose your position for good.” 
 
    “It’s okay, I still have the old Hopper stored in my garage, and I will fund this endeavor with my own finances. We don’t need company property or assets to accomplish this, but we are leaving Thelas right now.” 
 
    “Who are we going to?” Milton repeated, his voice thin. “Any further disobedience to the board’s decision could result in permanent termination of your position with the company. It’s all outlined in the organizational code.” 
 
    “I understand, Milton. It’s no secret that Bargland wants this company to fail. I hate that he is still going to win when we succeed, but this is bigger than him or me. I am willing to risk it all to see my company succeed. This is my dream.” 
 
    “Who is your contact? Even if you finance this endeavor yourself, I don’t know of anyone who could or would do this line of work for less than a million standard credits.” 
 
    “Gordon, of course. He’s our man,” Krample said, leading the way to the elevator which would take them to the ground floor of Krample Co. He didn’t care about his things being moved from his office. The temporary CEO would do what they were going to do. Krample could only hope that his company wouldn’t be so stupid as to announce what Krample had done before he had the chance to confront Galactic Claus himself. 
 
    “Please tell me there is someone else we can go see,” Milton pleaded. 
 
    “There’s no time to look for someone else. Besides, Gordon is great, he’s the best at this.” Gordon really was great at what he did. He provided first-rate services at thirteenth-rate prices and took a portion of his pay in pepperoni passes from his primary employer. Milton had never appreciated Gordon’s unusual but brilliant talent, it was no secret. But Krample couldn’t think of anyone better for the job at hand. Gordon was a brilliant AI framework developer, white-hat hacker, digital security expert, and Chunky Cheddar’s resident pepperoni expert and connoisseur. 
 
    The elevator descended to the lobby, and Krample found himself whistling along with a melodic rendition of Krample Co’s jingle. Milton was worrying too much about this. Krample had made the call the board weren’t smart enough to consider. This way, rather than ruin everything and cash out, Bargland would be forced to hold his position or potentially lose billions as his investors divested funds from the portfolio he managed. Krample wanted Bargland out of the company, but would tolerate his presence if they won the Galactic Claus bid. Bargland would have no choice but to apologize to Krample for being so short-sighted. He could picture it now, Bargland fumbling through an apology while Krample soaked it in, relishing in the victory. 
 
    As the doors opened, Krample and his Milton rushed out into the spacious lobby of the building. There were people sitting in chairs, probably waiting for meetings with people around the company. 
 
    “Sir, is everything all right?” Xallia asked. She was a sweet Kolithian woman who had been with the company for many years, working even when they occupied no more than a small office space and virtual kiosk in a station mall. 
 
    Krample nodded to the woman, walking up to the desk and folding his arms across the surface. “Everything is fine. Has the board contacted you yet, Xallia?” 
 
    She shook her head, her long silver hair flowing like liquid metal around her gentle face. “No, sir. Should I be expecting a call?” 
 
    “Yes, you probably should. They’re going to say some bad things about me—probably that I’ve sabotaged this company. It isn’t the case, and I want you to know that we are really going to become Galactic Claus this year, that or we will start a new toy company once I’m permanently fired as CEO.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. What did you do?” she asked, worry forming in her shimmering eyes. 
 
    “I made the decision to risk it all to achieve my lifelong dream. I just want you to know even if I fail you have a place at my new company. You’ve been with me for so long, and even though I’ve made mistakes, I never want to lose you as an employee or a friend,” Krample said. 
 
    “You’re leaving Thelas?” 
 
    Krample nodded. 
 
    Xallia stood from her chair, pulling off her headset and walking around the desk. “I’m coming with you. I’m not going to take no for an answer either.” 
 
    Krample smiled. “I’m not going to argue with that. Milton?” 
 
    Milton just shook his head, blushing awkwardly. “Happy to have you with us, Xallia.” 
 
    The three of them walked out of the building, approaching a company car. 
 
    “Sorry, sir. Just got orders from the board not to drive you anywhere,” the driver said, rolling up the window and locking the doors. 
 
    Krample shook his head, cursing under his breath as the three of them walked to a bench. “I normally wouldn’t take a company car, I thought we would have a better chance with this than driving my own car which I’m sure Bargland has already impounded. He is going out of his way to make my life as inconvenient as possible right now.” 
 
    “Maybe we ought to order a cab,” Milton suggested. 
 
    “Yeah, I think that’s a good idea. I’ll take care of it.” Krample pulled out his phone and opened the internet browser, cursing to himself when he found his phone plan had already been canceled. “Xallia, could you please call us a cab? They canceled my phone plan already.” 
 
    “Of course,” she said, dialing the number and connecting with a local cab company. 
 
    Even the industrialized segment of Thelas seemed remote and empty. There were several cities on the planet, but the landscape was harsh and barren, making it an ideal location for manufacturing, but not much else. The midday suns were blazing, fixed in the dusty brown sky. Krample loosened his tie, unbuttoning the top button of his shirt, trying to help the fabric breath. Even with the self-cooling mesh, it was uncomfortable out here, but the way security was looking at him from the lobby of his own building made it clear he wouldn’t be welcomed back inside, at least not until he shifted the tide and once again became a hero to the company.  
 
    Sweat was plastering his forehead now, and he wiped away the thick droplets before they could mess up his perfect hair. He couldn’t help but glance over at the tray of evil cookies. The guba berry resin was melting in the suns, forming pockets of what looked like molten lava as the cookies capsized from within, melding together into an indistinguishable mash of ruined sugar. Krample sighed, at least he had eaten several of them before the board meeting. It would be awhile before Milton would make them again. 
 
    “Do you want a ground car or planetary cruiser?” Xallia asked Krample, pulling him out of his thoughts. 
 
    “Just the ground car. We’re going to my residence for now,” Krample replied. If Xallia was uncomfortable in the heat like Milton and Krample, she wasn’t showing it. The stunningly beautiful but intelligent Kolithian race were different from humans in a lot of ways, self-regulation of body temperature being one of them. 
 
    A few minutes later, the yellow cab rolled up, and the driver rolled down his window. “Xallia, party of three,” he barked, tossing a wad of trash—what looked like the chewed remnants of an Asteroid Burger—out of the window, before fixing his gaze forward and waiting impatiently. 
 
    The three of them climbed into the back of the cab, buckling up as the driver sped away, throwing his Mega Gulp cup out the window after sucking down the last of it. “Where to?”  
 
    Krample gave him the address, enjoying the much-needed change in temperature as the car’s AC system cooled him and his friends.  
 
    Krample paid the driver with physical standard credits, tipping him generously as they pulled up to Krample’s residence 30 minutes later. His home was lavish and isolated from any other buildings or signs of life for that matter. Krample enjoyed the remoteness of the home, and credits went a long way in the Thelas economy. What would have costed him trillions in one of the Jolian core worlds was only a fraction of the price way out here where most people didn’t want to live. 
 
    The three of them walked up to the gate and Krample stepped up to the retina scanner, confirming his identity. The gate rolled open, granting them access. Krample’s home, more of an oasis in an otherwise harsh landscape, was built of polished white stone carved into geometric, angular features throughout the four stories of the building. There were tropical trees surrounding the exterior water features, a moat and drawbridge leading to the front door, and several terraces and verandas throughout the lavish, somewhat towering design. 
 
    As they approached, the drawbridge lowered itself over the moat which doubled as a lazy river connecting to his swimming pool. They entered the home and Krample set to work.  
 
    “Milton, go to the armory. We’re going to need blasters. A lot of blasters.” 
 
    He nodded, rushing down the hall.  
 
    “Anything I can do while you pack?” Xallia asked. 
 
    Krample shook his head. “Just make yourself at home for now. We’ll be leaving shortly. We can pick up some new clothes and anything else you need at the station mall, we’re running short on time. I’m just going to get out of this suit.” 
 
    Krample walked to his room, pulling off his suit and changing into slacks and a button-up. He grabbed a compression bag from his closet, loading it with casual clothes and formal-attire alike. It was difficult to predict what situations would come up once they had left Thelas, and Krample found it was better to be prepared for any situation. Satisfied with his bag, he returned to meet with the others. Milton was hauling a duffel bag stuffed with blasters of all kinds. Krample was a collector of them, but it seemed, for the most part, that Milton’s selection had been tasteful and he had avoided the antiques and rarities. 
 
    “All right, let’s get going. My Hopper is in the garage.” 
 
    Milton winced. “Are you sure it’s even safe to fly? I know it has a lot of sentimental value to you, but it was questionable to fly when you started this company and that was years ago.” It was no secret that Milton didn’t enjoy flying of any kind, but Krample sure had a surprise for him. 
 
    “Yes, Milton. I think you will be pleasantly surprised, actually.” 
 
    They walked to the garage, more of a hangar than anything else, really. There were a few ground cars tucked away in a parking strip, but the majority of the space was consumed by the Hopper G2XV Frigate. In a planetary environment, the Hopper looked too big—clunky almost, for its typical function of either a scout ship or light transport. The exterior of the blocky ship was coated in a layer of bleeding rust where the mint green paint had faded or chipped away. In all honesty, it looked like a piece of junk, but Krample was glad he had held off on the paint job—it would draw less suspicion this way and would blend in with most of the civilian traffic leaving and entering Thelas. 
 
    “Sire, it really doesn’t look like this is safe to even fly around the planet, let alone make it through the atmosphere,” Milton pleaded. “Maybe we could get a cab to the spaceport and hire off-world transportation there.” 
 
    Krample smiled, walking up to the Hopper. The ramp deployed, and Krample couldn’t help but laugh as Milton took in the unlikely sight with his mouth ajar. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 3 
 
    Milton hadn’t known exactly what to expect, but it certainly wasn’t this. The interior of the Hopper seemed impossible compared to the outward appearance. It was lined in sleek white and black surfaces, the newest, best technology and modules money could buy, and a warp-capable fusion reactor drive which seemed way too powerful for the small frame of an otherwise dated frigate which had been a budget option even for the outer planets almost twenty years ago. In fact, Milton was starting to believe there was nothing left from the old model—Krample had just recreated the aesthetics with a ship probably worth millions of standard credits.  
 
    “I’ve redone everything. We’ve got stealth capabilities, a brand-new chassis, and all the conveniences of long-term travel packed into this small of a space. I just haven’t gotten around to painting it yet,” Krample commented, giving them a tour of the ship. “This model has a lot of sentimental value to me, and I wanted to pay homage to my humble beginnings by making a new one with some parts.” 
 
    The ship seemed large now, but Milton knew that it wouldn’t seem that way when they were in space. Aside from the cockpit, there was a shared restroom with a shower, a common area with entertainment and games, and a room with collapsable bunks. 
 
    “It looks like you have aGrav setup?” Milton said, appraising the layout. 
 
    “Yes, but we can travel without it if you don’t like the sensation. Or we can do constant acceleration if you two would prefer—I’m an easy flyer and can get by with anything.” 
 
    “aGrav,” Milton and Xallia said at the same time.  
 
    Krample nodded. “Easy enough. Let’s get going. I’d like to meet with Gordon before Chunky Cheddar’s closes in eight standard hours.” 
 
    The three of them took their seats in the cockpit, buckling in with the dual shoulder restraints while Krample toggled the reactor’s ignition and prepared for takeoff. The top of the garage, hinged on two seperate receding doors, slid open and Krample fired the vertical ignition, slowly lifting the Hopper off its landing platform using non-combustion force to protect everything else in the space from damage. When he was clear, he pressed the lateral throttle, sliding the ship to the left of his home and checking one last time to make sure everything was ready to go. “All right. Green across the board. We’ll be there in no time,” Krample said, punching the throttle and adjusting the ship to a 45-degree angle as it rocketed across the dusty sky. 
 
    Milton was trying to say something, but under the acceleration forces, his words were stifled. The Hopper, despite its bulky shape was surprisingly silent as it rocketed across the barren Thelas landscape, passing through brown clouds of torrid dust and pockets of twisting turbulence. Krample activated the energy shielding around the exterior of the Hopper, letting the algorithm run to smooth the contour of the ship which was far from ideal when flying in atmosphere. 
 
    Krample’s head was still pushed back into his headrest. It wasn’t comfortable, but he was used to much higher acceleration forces in short durations. He considered rolling the ship for fun, maybe throwing in a front or backflip for good measure, but thought better of it. Milton’s stomach might not make it through the maneuver, and Krample had seen how much blue milk the man had consumed while they were enjoying the evil cookies. Not only that, but Xallia was on the ship as well and he had no idea how much she enjoyed flying, though she seemed to be holding up better than Milton for the time being. 
 
    The main console projected atmospheric impact in twenty seconds. The 2Gs they were pulling wasn’t going to cut it. “Initiating final push,” Krample called to the others. He pushed the throttle to planetary exit position, maxing out the acceleration force at 4Gs for the final few seconds. 
 
    The energy shielding surrounding the Hopper started to smolder—bright sparks and orange light dancing through the now highly visible outline. The dusty brown sky gave way to the endless sea of black with stars, planets, and stations visible in the distance. Krample admired the view as he always did. There was a certain peaceful mystery to space, even this far away from the system that Humans had called their home for so long. 
 
    “Ughhh, can we get the aGrav going yet?” Milton asked. 
 
    Krample clicked the button and felt himself slowly being pulled back down into his chair as the Hopper returned to the familiar 1.1 standard Gs of Thelas. 
 
    “Well that was exciting,” Xallia said. “I’ve been on Thelas for way too long. I always forget how pretty space is.” 
 
    Just as he was about to respond, warning lights flared across the board and the screens flashed red. Krample turned his attention to the consoles, trying to discern what was happening. Away from the major space traffic lanes of heavy freighters moving in the distance, there were two small shapes zipping toward them at an alarming speed. Krample amplified video feed of the approaching shapes—two illegal war-era fighters. They were locking on with weapon targeting systems. 
 
    “Bargland?” Milton demanded, his voice thin with fear. 
 
    “I wouldn’t put it past him,” Krample seethed. It seemed Bargland wasn’t too fond of Krample leaving Thelas after all. Still, he didn’t think Bargland could have put together an attack like this in only an hour’s time. No, this had likely been planned for a while and it seemed that Bargland was ready to remove Krample from his own company for good. If he didn’t get them out of this, there would be no probationary period for Krample—he would never become Krample Claus. 
 
    “They have missile lock!” Xallia cried. 
 
    Krample grunted and flipped two switches. The first was the toggle on the aGrav, and the second was for the disruptor array which would blast the two fighters with packets of interference which was rated to disrupt most IR-lock systems. As weightlessness once again washed over them, Krample ramped up the throttle, propelling them away from Thelas before looping back around and facing the Hopper toward the core worlds of the Jolian system. “Milton, I need you to get a positive ID on the make and model of those fighters. I have my own network connectivity on the Hopper and we should be in range of the nearest Hypergate relay. We need to know if they have long-range capabilities.” 
 
    “On it,” Milton said. “Should I alert the J.E.F.?” 
 
    “No, they can’t help us and we don’t need the attention once we actually start doing something illegal.” 
 
    “Missile lock is scrambled, but they’re hitting us back and trying to disrupt the onboard AI,” Xallia reported from her analytics console. 
 
    Krample could see that the ship’s CPU and neural net were struggling—that much was apparent from his simplified information feed, but he was glad Xallia was on board and giving him the facts while he worked on escaping their pursuers. When he got back to Thelas, he would be sure to make true on his threat and wrap Bargland up in Galaxmas lights, drench him in asteroid nog and cover him in tinsel, even if the asteroid nog was expired by then. Krample pushed the thought out of his head, focusing on the task at hand, accelerating them to 4Gs while he adjusted the ship’s course to race toward the Hyperlane. The Hopper had an onboard jump drive, and he didn’t think the goons racing toward them had long-range capabilities. If they thought he was going to use the hyperlane, they might not suspect a forced jump away from Thelas at the last second. 
 
    The Hopper wasn’t outfitted with any weapons, only defensive systems which had seemed pointless at the time. There hadn’t been a war in the Jolian system for hundreds of years, yet Bargland or whoever else was behind this was still able to procure mercenaries with access to highly illegal fighters outfitted with some serious ordnance. This wasn’t come cheap cut-rate hit attempt, this was the real deal. 
 
    “They’re still catching up to us,” Milton reported with some strain as he tried to be useful through obvious discomfort from the jolty motion and acceleration. 
 
    Red lights flashed across the dash again as the image of their pursuers amplified on the screen. Crude rotary turrets dropped from the belly of the sleek fighters, spinning up and spraying out hundreds of pounds of polytetrafluoroethylene-coated bullets. Hard matter projectiles were a lot more effective against shields than blaster cannons, but they were also a lot harder to hit with. To overcome this obstacle and the implicit delay of projectile-based weapon systems, they often fired at an insane speed, spraying as many rounds as possible in the shortest time possible. 
 
    Krample dipped the Hopper, punching one of the vertical thrusters on the top of the ship and quickly moving them out of a dangerous barrage of metal as it whizzed over them. “They are not getting anything for Galaxmas once I’m Krample Claus,” he declared. 
 
    “With their hostile AI disruption attack, we’re too short on power to keep the shield up and activate the jump drive,” Xallia cried, reading the data from her console. 
 
    “I see that,” Krample grumbled. “This is going to be more than uncomfortable.” He pulled down the shield, moving some power to the jump drive while increasing the strength of the jamming disruptor to try to mitigate the effectiveness of the predictive aim of the enemy turrets. It seemed to be working, but the two fighters were moving farther apart from one another, trying to cover a wider area with their lethal turrets. 
 
    There were just too many bullets flying and Krample cringed as the impacts rang out through the hull, most of them inflicting some serious damage as the polytetrafluoroethylene-coating proved its value against the hard angular shapes of the hull. Normally, these shapes were good at bouncing hard-matter projectiles like this, but Krample was seeing and feeling that wasn’t really the case right now. The hits shuddered through the chassis which was holding up for now. He he pressed the accelerator up to 6Gs, struggling to retain his coherence as blackness swam in the corners of his vision, slowly trying to pull him under. The enemy pilots ramped up their acceleration, still pressing forward and closing the gap. 
 
    The cabin hissed as one of the bullets passed through the hull. The automatic sealant system set to work immediately, but it was a cruel reminder that they wouldn’t hold up much longer against this onslaught. 
 
    Krample overclocked the CPU, blasting it with pressurized liquid nitrogen to hopefully mitigate any long-term damage as the cores strained for more output—saving Krample his most precious and short-lived resource right now—time. 
 
    Krample cut the acceleration completely, feeling the pressure on his body stop suddenly. As he sucked in a deep breath which washed away the blackness from the corners of his eyes, he waited for the flash of green, saw it, then slammed his fist on the button. This time, he did pass out. 
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    When Milton came to, he found a murky blue orb of gelatinous liquid floating in front of him. He was in a lot of discomfort—a cramping stomach, aches all over his body, and a splitting headache. The smell of the floating orb alone told him all he needed to know. Somehow, Krample’s crazy pre-jump maneuvers hadn’t caused him to lose his belly full of cookies and milk, but his admirable attempt at impressing Xallia by suppressing his fear and sensitive stomach stood no chance against the milliseconds of 30G acceleration from the jump itself.         
 
    The orb containing the previous contents of Milton’s stomach was drifting away from him, but it was still only a third of a meter away. It looked like Xallia and Krample were conscious, but they were still reeling from the unpleasant sensation of what must have been a forced jump. Milton was surprised he was still alive, and once they were through with all of this, he would make a point to avoid flying of any kind. 
 
    “Ughhh, my head,” Krample complained. “Well, looks like we lost them. There is no way the J.E.F. would let them use the Hyperlane system in those fighters. My guess is they’re already heading back to Thelas to hide in whatever underground bunker they’re from. Hold on, turning the aGrav back on.” 
 
    “Wait!” Milton yelled, but it was already too late. Fortunately, the blue orb in front of him was far enough away that it didn’t hit him as it fell, but it would still be more difficult to clean now. Milton unbuckled from his seat and stood on shaking legs, now sure he was the only one who had vomited. 
 
    “Ehh, sorry about that, Milton,” Krample said, standing as well and looking over to see the damage with a grimace. “Had to do a forced jump, and the Gs were a little higher and more sudden than expected. We should be to Circle-S in a little less than an hour, though.” 
 
    “Is the ship okay?” Xallia asked, unbuckling herself from her chair and standing as well. 
 
    “Xallia, our dearest Milton has a sensitive constitution—I’m surprised I didn’t join him in his gastric festivities, actually. The ship, however, will be fine.” 
 
    Milton felt a fire burn across his face as the embarrassment settled in. Why did Krample have to call it that in front of Xallia? There was nothing festive about it. “Sorry, Xallia, I don’t fly well sometimes.” 
 
    “Happens to the best of us, don’t worry about it,” she said before turning to Krample. 
 
    “Do you really think Bargland would try to kill us?” 
 
    Krample seemed to consider this for a few moments. “I really don’t know who else would. We have nothing of value on this ship, and they sure as galactamint weren’t trying to capture it for themselves. The hull is banged up pretty bad from those bullets. I’m going to have a full suite of weapon systems installed once all this is over.”  
 
    Milton made a beeline toward the nearest cleaning bot, removing it from its slot on the wall and putting it to work. “Are you sure Gordon is working today?” 
 
    Krample nodded. “He works every day but the weekends. He’ll be there, we just need to get to Chunky Cheddar’s before closing. He still lives in the third storage closet still, I think.” 
 
    Milton grimaced. Last time they had met with Gordon in his ‘home’ there had barely been any space to walk between the broken arcade games gathering dust and the unstable mountains of mostly empty pizza boxes threatening to spill over at any moment. That and the giant vat rats lurking beneath their grease-coated cardboard lairs. 
 
    Fortunately, the rest of the trip to the Circle-S station was uneventful. Repair shops, seeing the damage to the Hopper blasted the ship with bids for the repairs as they approached the main docking bay of the station. Krample didn’t seem too concerned about having the repairs done now, so Milton just tuned out the ads, cutting the auxiliary comms channel from the grid to drown out the noise and unimportant advertisements. 
 
    Without any cargo on board, there were no duties to pay to land, not that it would matter, anyway. Krample paid for a week of storage on the Hopper in one of the cleaner dry docks on the station with instructions to debit his account for any overages if their stay ended up lasting longer. With the last few minutes it took to scan the hold, Krample loaded all the blasters in a transferable cargo crate which could be moved to another ship if needed, grabbing a blaster pistol for each of them and distributing one to Milton and Xallia. 
 
    Milton had never really practiced shooting before, but tucked the weapon into his suit jacket as he put on his backpack. The blaster was small enough to avoid suspicion, but packed enough of a punch if he needed it. The three of them exited the boarding ramp and joined a throng of foot traffic as people walked from the docking bays toward the central mall sector of the massive ring-like station. 
 
    “Let’s go see Gordon first. I can get started with him and you can probably take Xallia shopping for new clothes, Milton. You did bring your computer, right?” Krample asked. 
 
    Milton nodded. “It’s in my bag. Doesn’t Gordon have his own though?” He tried to hide his worry, but was failing miserably. The last thing Milton wanted was for Gordon’s fingers to go anywhere near his keyboard. At best, he would have to replace his keycaps, at worst he would need a new laptop. 
 
    “Yeah, he does. It’s good you have yours just in case, though.” 
 
    “Did you bring yours, by chance?” Milton ventured. 
 
    Krample shook his head. “Nope, I actually don’t own a personal computer that doesn’t belong to the company, believe it or not.” 
 
    Milton decided to let it go for the time being. Maybe he could borrow a sheet of plastic wrap from Chunky Cheddar’s kitchen if Gordon was going to use his computer. If it got to that point, he would do whatever it took to protect his property from that man’s horrible hands. 
 
    “This place really has grown, hasn’t it?” Xallia commented as they stepped onto one of the massive space elevators which would drop them several kilometers to the mall in only a few short minutes. 
 
    “Sure has. This was the second station we opened a virtual kiosk in,” Krample said. 
 
    When they reached the mall, they joined thousands of shoppers as they walked through the massive space filled with stores and lifeforms of all kinds. There was no time for shopping though—not yet.  
 
    They reached Chunky Cheddar’s where the noise of digital games, screaming children, and outdated music poured from the decorated glitter-glass doors, leaking into the general space of the mall. Milton sighed heavily as they walked in and the smell of greasy pizza flooded his nose. The pizza wasn’t horrible—it wasn’t good, but it wasn’t horrible. Milton just associated the smell with Gordon and that seemed to ruin it for him. He could hardly see through the glass through all the ads plastered on the surface, advertising family specials where you could get two liters of galactic cola with any purchase of a pizza, and the new games and prizes that were available for the month. 
 
    As they walked inside, Milton cringed.  
 
    Chunky Cheddar himself, an oversized mascot wearing a purple space suit, walked over to greet them. “Welcome to my arcade. I’m Chunky Cheddar!” the man in the giant vat rat costume declared. Milton took a measured step back from the mascot he despised. He never did understand why Chunky Cheddar’s still had living mascots—it was almost strange to the point of being creepy. It seemed like it would be a lot cheaper just to throw a cheap android in the suits and have them work all day without pay. 
 
    “Thank you. We’re here to see Gordon, actually. He’s the assistant manager,” Krample said.  
 
    “Ah, yes. He’s actually the assistant assistant manager here, it’s his gig on the side when he’s not coding or working maintenance on any of the broken games,” Chunky Cheddar said. The giant mascot turned to face Milton who was scowling at him. “Heyya, buddy! You’re my new best friend. What’s your name? Are you excited to play some games and win some prizes? My friends make some great pizza, too!”  
 
    Milton looked at the mascot with disgust. “No, I’m not here to play games. I’m here for business with Gordon, nothing more.” 
 
    “Are you sure? You look like you want to play some games, maybe buy a couple beers at the bar,” Chunky continued. 
 
    Milton decided to ignore him. He really hated this place more than he wanted to admit, and he was starting to realize that wasn’t just because of Gordon. 
 
    Chunky Cheddar decided to give up on Milton, turning back to Krample. “You know where storage closet three is?” 
 
    “Yeah, I know the place. Thank you, Chunky Cheddar,” Krample said, patting the costumed man on the arm and leading the party to the back. Milton had really hoped Gordon would have moved to a new work space. He knew he shouldn’t be hopeful that Gordon cleaned the place up, but some small part of him wanted to believe. 
 
    The three of them made their way through the arcade, passing through hordes of kids with pockets bulging with golden Chunky Cheddar tokens and their ticket winnings which they would redeem for cheap prizes when they were done playing or their parents decided it was time to go. It was a brilliant business model, Milton had to admit. The full-service bar for the parents in the corner of the arcade’s space was also probably helping the bottom line. The constant omnipresence of the creepy Chunky Cheddar mascot crew were enough to drive a lot of people to the drink, the bar was the only place in the whole building where they weren’t lurking. 
 
    Milton took in a deep breath as they opened the door to storage closet three. While the space was huge, it was loaded to the brim with discarded Chunky Cheddar’s pizza boxes. They were stacked in massive piles reaching the ceiling. Some piles had spilled, filling even the floor with greasy cardboard and forgotten, molded crusts. “Looks like he didn’t clean the place,” Milton sighed. “We’ll go shopping soon, Xallia, I promise.” 
 
    Xallia, while she didn’t look thrilled to go inside, set her jaw and trudged forward behind Krample and Milton with determination. 
 
    “Gordon, buddy, it’s Krample!” 
 
    “Krample! What brings you to my humble abode? Sorry about the mess, there’s a bit of a vat rat problem at the moment and I don’t want to disturb them,” Gordon called from some unseen part of the room.  
 
    Milton restrained himself from commenting that Gordon had caused the vat rat problem in the first place. This room was the reason why Milton would avoid eating Chunky Cheddar’s pizza at any cost. Food inspectors didn’t think to check what was supposed to be a maintenance closet for arcade games for conditions which might compromise the health safety of the rest of the building. If there were vat rats here, there were vat rats in the rest of the building. What kind of business picked a cartoonized vat rat as their frontrunner, anyway? 
 
    The walls of pizza boxes narrowed as they passed through toward the back where Gordon’s computer equipment was set up. As they cleared it, Gordon stood to greet them, a smile fixated on his face. “It’s been quite a while, I assume you’re here to hire me for some freelance work? I got a promotion here, you know. I became the assistant assistant manager, but I’m now Chunky Cheddar’s only certified pepperoni captain.” Gordon was impossibly skinny for his diet of three large Chunky Cheddar’s pepperoni pizzas every day plus whatever other spare pepperoni he could scrounge up. His long black hair, covering a rod of pepperoni tactically perched behind his right ear, looked like it had been coated in industrial oil, but the truth was that it was just pizza and pepperoni grease. 
 
    “That’s great, Gordon,” Krample said, seemingly unphased by the man’s greasy appearance and the odor of the room. “Yeah, we’re here to hire you. Any minute now the media streams are going to break a huge story. I’m finally going to become Krample Claus.” 
 
    “Would that have to do with this?” Gordon asked, fishing around his desk before handing Krample a card Milton knew all too well. It looked like Circle-S had already been hit by the funkiller initiative Krample had pushed out. 
 
    “Yes, it would. That was all us, but it doesn’t seem that way, does it?”  
 
    “It doesn’t seem that way, I only pieced it together once you showed up. How did you do it? I’m quite impressed.” 
 
    “Milton can answer that better than me, this was a joint idea, but he was the one who made it happen.” 
 
    Milton beamed at the praise. “It’s a catalytic reaction within the components. The chemicals form a barrier then synthesize the reaction to convert the physical product to that card. The atoms align themselves in away so that the text becomes visible. It’s all preprogrammed.” 
 
    “Where do I come in? It seemed you already have a well-developed plan,” Gordon said, taking a seat again and pulling up the Circle-S newsfeed on one of his monitors. Milton couldn’t see anything on the disappearance of Krample Co products yet. 
 
    “We were hoping you could help us track down Galactic Claus,” Krample said. “In lieu of immediate pay now, we would offer a percentage bonus of total profits from Galaxmas sales to the government up to a mutually agreed limit.” 
 
    Gordon shook his head, grinning. “I’ve tried to track Galactic Claus for you many times, Krample. And you know I love your company even if you do owe me a new Galamax X7000 for the one you just vaporized for your evil scheme. The problem is this Galactic Claus is good—he has no digital fingerprint across the entire holonet, and it seems he’s spent quite a lot of money on some very high-end, discreet contractors to encrypt or erase everything with his identity attached to it. Even when I allegedly busted into the Jolian government private records for you, there was nothing other than a few dateless, locationless mentions of Galactic Claus and the system’s policies on distribution of Galaxmas presidents to its citizens.” 
 
    “Galactic Claus will have to talk to us this time, though. The Jolian government has no choice but to make a statement—they’re going to revoke the contract with Galactic Claus, and we can win that bid,” Krample urged. 
 
    “If you’re so sure of that, then why do you want to talk to Galactic Claus in the first place?” 
 
    “Because it might be in our best interest to buyout what will become a worthless company. We can leverage its resources to meet the Galaxmas quota this year. I think the Jolian government is going to expect a lot of revolt and expect that it won’t be able to deliver presents to citizens in good standing this year. If Krample Co promises to deliver this year, in just three months, then we eliminate the excess competition.” 
 
    Gordon frowned. “I guess I still don’t understand. You don’t think Galactic Claus is a mega corporation with many investors who are all going to want a piece of the pizza?” 
 
    “That might be the case, but they aren’t a public company in the Jolian system,” Krample said. “Their investors, I believe, will be quite eager to liquidate their holdings and exit the venture. Krample Co does have the cash reserves for a modest buyout which would be a much better offer than they would be likely to get otherwise.” 
 
    “Look, Krample. You’re evil, I get that, but you’re actually a pretty all right man to be friends with. I wouldn’t go as far as to call you a villain, but like me, you’re willing to bend the rules to get what you want when it doesn’t harm others directly.” 
 
    “Sure. I had it tough before my company took off. I know a lot of people are just looking to get a break and get ahead. That’s fine. I can be evil without screwing them over like all the other villains,” Krample said. 
 
    Gordon shrugged. “And I respect you for that. The thing is, I wasn’t even able to find banking records of Galactic Claus for you. A contract this large, even for just this system, has to be in the billions of standard credits per year, and it’s as if the Jolian government is sending all of this digital dosh to another system entirely, maybe even more than one. It’s diluted to the point that there is no recognizable chain of progression—no currency staying in this system. Think what you want, but that to me means that this Galactic Claus is probably a lot more powerful than you expect, and you may have just kicked the beegle hive on this one.” 
 
    “So what does that mean to you?” Krample asked. 
 
    “First, it means my rate just tripled for the risk factor—we’ll get into that momentarily. Second, it means that this Galactic Claus is probably only one entity working over multiple systems in the galaxy. This is bigger than just the Jolian system, and I hate to say it, but Galactic Claus, whoever or whatever its true identity, is probably more evil than you.” 
 
    Milton took a deep breath and refrained from saying anything. Normally he wouldn’t appreciate Gordon or even listen to his pizza foil hat ramblings, but they were making sense here in a very real, tangible way. Milton was an expert on finance, and it really didn’t make sense to move so much wealth across the galaxy where intermediaries were involved along each jump of the Transgalactic Hypergate System. Unless they were dealing in their own cryptocurrency where they could limit the fees to just the information transmitted. 
 
    “Which to you would mean that Galaxmas is one giant conspiracy to amass incalculable wealth and power across the galaxy for one entity,” Krample said. 
 
    Gordon nodded, pulling the rod of pepperoni from behind his ear and taking a sizable bite before returning it to its resting position. “Exactly. Let’s say I agree to help you and I do help you find and communicate with Galactic Claus. I want to be paid hourly for my time, with the condition that my percentage of future earnings, up to our thirty million standard credit ceiling, will decrease by 50% if you actually pull this off. Less risk for me, more pepperoni pizza for me, and less cost for you if this crazy plan actually works. Finally, if I agree to help you, my name can’t be on any of this.” 
 
    “I think we would like to discuss this in private,” Milton said. “If that would be all right, of course.” 
 
    “Certainly, I’ll be here,” Gordon replied, returning his attention to his screens and working on some of his coding with an oily keyboard Milton couldn’t believe was still functioning. “I have some stuff in storage closet two, but there should be enough room for you to talk there if you would like.” 
 
    “Gordon!” the handheld radio on Gordon’s desk crackled. “Gordon, some Jebulian kid threw up on the slide. We’re going to need you to clean that up. Can you confirm you’re on it?” 
 
    “If anyone asks while you’re out of the room, tell them you don’t know where I am. I am not cleaning that slide again that’s the third time today.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” Krample responded as the three of them walked out of the room. Milton could see the Jebulian kid who was sick. He was bluer than Milton had ever seen a Jebulian and it didn’t like he would hold up much longer without an explosive round two. One of the Chunky Cheddar’s employees brought him a yellow bucket previously used to hold mop water, clearly frustrated that he was having to deal with what must have been an assistant assistant manager duty. 
 
    Storage closet two was roomier than expected despite being a much smaller room than Gordon’s home of filth. The three of them made their way inside, closing the door behind them. 
 
    “What he was saying is actually making a lot of sense. We need to be very careful, especially if this Galactic Claus is bigger than our research has led us to believe,” Milton started. 
 
    “I agree,” Krample said. “Gordon will be a useful asset, and his finder’s fee actually seems quite generous. I will be happy to pay his salary for the time being, however. Xallia, Milton, I want you both to know that if this does work out, you will both be compensated beyond your wildest dreams.” 
 
    Xallia smiled. “Thank you, Krample. I might not like his living arrangement or anything about how Gordon carries himself, but he does seem incredibly intelligent and proficient at whatever it is he does—minus mopping up Jebulian vomit on slides, of course.” 
 
    The three of them laughed. Milton’s phone buzzed, and he pulled it out of his pocket, smiling at what he saw. ‘GALACTIC CLAUS STEALS GALAXMAS—CITIZENS SHOCKED, OUTRAGED.’ 
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    Many hours later after a very generous shopping spree funded by Krample, Xallia was back at Chunky Cheddar’s with a bunch of game tokens stuffed in her purse. The three of them had full reign of the now-closed arcade while Gordon worked in the back, still trying to get ahold of Galactic Claus. The stories surrounding the theft of millions and millions of units of Krample Co products was circulating like a Hexephoxilyne fire with no signs of slowing down. Any remaining Krample Co Products that were somehow remaining on the shelves of rare collector shops had been seized up quickly, but the blame was falling on Galactic Claus, not Krample Co. 
 
    There were the tin foil hat conspiracists that had pieced together the true story, but as Milton had explained, they had no basis or proof to back what was being called outlandish claims—especially since Krample Co was such a beloved company for so many across the Jolian system.  
 
    Jessie Thoulig, CFO of Krample Co was on record stating that Krample Co was monitoring the situation and was devastated such a grievous theft could occur in the first place. He explained that he didn’t know why Krample Co products were being targeted, but that Krample Co would be willing to assist the Jolian government in any way possible during these investigations. 
 
    As they had predicted, Jessie gave no mention of Krample Co’s plans to secure the bid to become the new Galactic Claus. Bargland Midas would be facing a tough decision now as Milton had explained to Xallia. On one hand, he had tried to kill them to take control of the company so he could sell his significant holdings before they turned to a loss. On the other hand, he now saw that this whole crazy taking over Galaxmas plan was a very real possibility now, even if the situation was out of his control.  
 
    “You know, they say this game hasn’t changed in thousands of years,” Krample said, rolling a well-worn ball down a scuffed skeeball lane and into the top, high-scoring slot. Lights flashed congratulating the well-aimed roll. “Might be a little different with the gravity in some places, but Circle-S stays at a pretty consistent 1.0.” 
 
    “That being the case,” Xallia said, rolling her ball down the lane and landing it in the samee high-scoring slot as Krample, “I don’t plan on losing.” She smiled at the small victory, but despite all the years she spent at Chunky Cheddar’s as a kid, she was struggling against Krample. 
 
    “You know, he has one of these machines in his party lounge on the top floor of Krample Co,” Milton said. “So it’s very impressive you’re matching him.” 
 
    Xallia smiled at him. “Well, I used to spend a ton of time playing this when I was a kid. I used to miss maybe one in ten throws on the corner slot. You wouldn’t believe how many tickets I won here. I actually calculated my average ticket to token ratio and traded my tickets to other kids at a profit. It was rare for me to leave Chunky Cheddar’s without a top shelf prize.” 
 
    Xallia and Krample surpassed Milton’s score by several magnitudes, but it was clear he was just playing for fun now. In the end, after three tied games in a row, they declared it a draw and went to check on Gordon. 
 
    “Any luck?” Krample asked as they navigated through the boxes of pizza to get to the greasy coder. 
 
    Gordon nodded. “Yes, actually. Galactic Claus wants to meet. I did exactly what you said and didn’t mention that this was all your doing. He actually reached out to the net-scooper I planted just like you said. After the day, it’s clear he or they are feeling some real heat right now.” 
 
    “So what now? How do we do this?” Krample asked. 
 
    Gordon grinned. “This is where my worth comes in.” He pulled up the encrypted conversation with GC. “This communication encryption was solid, but I got past it with the full might of Chunky Cheddar’s consolidated AI resources. A gross misuse of company property, but it did the job and I’ll just label it is a bandwidth test in the system logs. It looks like Galactic Claus is on Hilthe. We have their location and now we can stage our infiltration if you’d like to go that route before trying to talk with them. Or, if you want to go the more subtle way, we can just arrange for the meeting to be catered by Chunky Cheddar’s.” 
 
    “I would like to talk to them, but it would be good to have the rest of you with me with the blasters in case things get ugly. Now, the suit I brought has nanomesh in case they try to space me in the meeting, but you’ll need disguises and gear,” Krample said. 
 
    “Like costumes or something?” Milton asked, frowning. 
 
    Gordon nodded. “Exactly, we’ll be using Chunky Cheddar’s costumes, but they will be modified with reinforced nanomesh, extra blaster slots, tons of space for charge packs, and everything we’ll need for an all-out blaster fight if things get ugly. We’ll be able to repel an army if needed.” 
 
    Xallia winced. “I’ve never shot a blaster before.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” Milton assured her. “It’s not so hard, you just point and squeeze the trigger. Current blaster tech makes shooting skill trivial.” 
 
    Milton tried to move and accidentally kicked a pizza box, sending it along with several loose pizza crusts skittering across the floor. The kick displaced an uneven pile, and Milton soon found himself holding back an entire mountain of boxes with his hands as they started to spill on top of him. Xallia wanted to do something to help him, but instead took a measured step away as a mangy, sizeable vat rat leapt from its hiding place and onto Milton’s shoulder. The horrible creature fixed Milton with a challenging stare then screeched and scurried away as more boxes fell, swallowing Milton whole. He was screaming for help the whole time this was happening, trying to fight off the seemingly endless onslaught of falling boxes. 
 
    “Good Gesh, it’s a pizzalanche,” Krample cried. “Milton!? Are you still alive?” 
 
    “I… think so, yeah,” Milton called from somewhere inside the giant pizza piles which now blocked the only way out of the storage closet. 
 
    “If you’re done messing around, Milton, there is still work to do. You just made a mess of my home,” Gordon grumbled. There would be no apology for the unfortunate disaster and the accompanying trauma Milton had faced. In Gordon’s eyes, this was of no fault of his own. Milton had kicked over what Gordon had probably considered a delicate work of architectural genius. Xallia tried to understand where Gordon was coming from, failed, then realized she too was beginning to share Milton’s opinion of the man despite how good he was at all this tech stuff.   
 
    When the whole ordeal was done, and he was fished out from the wreckage, Milton simply stormed out of storage closet three and into the main area with his laptop without saying another word. He had expressed his intent to not let Gordon touch his laptop, but apparently the trauma of a pizzalanche had trumped that notion. Had it not been for the smell, the greasy stains on an otherwise nice suit, Gordon’s general unpleasantness, and the danger close encounter with the displaced possibily rabid vat rats, the ordeal probably would have been funny to Xallia. 
 
    “Milton, I’m really sorry to do this,” Krample said from the doorway. “Gordon needs your laptop to get all the relevant data from the Hopper that you downloaded from the ship’s archives.” 
 
    “And you expect me to let him use my laptop? After what just happened? I’m going to have to burn this suit now.” 
 
    “I’ll buy you a new one. If it’s that bad after he’s done, I’ll even buy you a new laptop.” 
 
    “Fine, but this is on my terms. Xallia, could you please help me?” Milton called from the doorway. 
 
    Xallia followed Milton to the kitchen which was dark. Several cryocoolers kept pizza ingredients fresh while the many plasma ovens were all powered off and cold. Milton produced his laptop and set it on one of the titanium workstations while he searched. 
 
    “What are we looking for?” she asked. 
 
    “Plastic wrap. We have to cover the whole laptop, otherwise he’ll ruin it. His hands will desecrate anything they touch. I wish I was joking, but I’m not. You saw the rod of pepperoni behind his ear, right? What kind of person does something like that? I wish he wasn’t so good at what he does, I really hate that we need his help. I hate this horrible place, I hate the games, I hate the fooglegasting mascots and costumes, and now I somehow hate the pizza more than I did before.” 
 
    “Here it is,” Xallia said, passing him the roll of plastic. “I do think he is pretty awful for what it’s worth. I’m sorry about the pizzalanche thing. I didn’t want to step away—there were just so many boxes and I didn’t want to get swallowed, too.” 
 
    “Not your fault at all, I’m glad the boxes didn’t get you, too. Sorry to vent to you,” Milton said. 
 
    Xallia smiled. “It’s no problem, Gordon hasn’t made this any easier on you. Now, let’s get this thing wrapped up, so it’s safe from pizza grease.” 
 
    The two of them secured multiple layers of plastic wrap along all surfaces of the laptop, doubling down on the keyboard and sections Gordon would be touching. Just as they were about to finish, a massive crash reverberated from outside the kitchen. It was followed by a rain of what sounded like shattered glass crashing down onto a hard surface. 
 
    “What was that?” she asked him. 
 
    “I don’t know, but it didn’t sound good,” Milton said, pulling the small holdout blaster from the back of his pants and clicking off the safety. 
 
    Xallia, despite never shooting in her life, took out her blaster as well, following close behind Milton as he inched toward the swiveling Kitchen door, turning off the kitchen lights and peering through the circular window on the door. 
 
    “Someone broke into the main entrance,” Milton said. “You should stay here.” 
 
    Xallia shook her head. “I need to warn the others.” 
 
    “Okay, nice and slow. I’ll try to cover for you, so stay low. Could just be some punk kids—we don’t know.” The two of them opened the door with caution, making their way from the dark hallway and slipping behind the prize counter. Xallia couldn’t see anyone moving through the half-lit arcade area, but that didn’t mean it was empty. 
 
    Pew Pew! Crack! The sound of blaster fire followed by solid impact rung out in the open space. 
 
    Gordon rushed out of his office wearing an oversized Chunky Cheddar costume. He was holding a blaster rifle with both hands, shouting like a maniac as he blasted away at the perceived intruders with a clear disregard for company property even though he would be the one who would have to repair any arcade games damaged by blaster fire. Krample rushed out after him, shooting with his pistol. 
 
    Xallia tried to peer through the glass of the prize cabinet where all the lowly stickers, erasers, and jungochits rested piled high in cheap bins. She could see the outline of what looked humanoids making their way through the arcade—moving between the games. 
 
    Milton stood up, shooting three quick shots with his blaster before diving back down. Xallia screamed as one of the attackers shot a barrage of red energy bolts their way, shattering the glass of the prize cabinet and sending small trinkets flying through the air. The smell of burning plastic and rubber filled the air, and Xallia tried to lower herself further as the attack continued for several more seconds before someone speaking a foreign tongue yelled out in frustration—maybe his blaster had jammed. 
 
    “Milton, Xallia! We’re leaving. Now!” Krample shouted. Milton blasted as he stood from the prize counter, grabbing Xallia’s hand and running back to the hallway where Gordon was holding back the attackers with some difficulty. Xallia glimpsed the attackers who were dressed in matte black tactical armor. They held compact repeater blasters and were filling the air with red plasma bolts and the smell of ozone. Gordon was taking a lot of hits, but it looked like the Chunky Cheddar costume was holding up quite well, even though the surface was singed and smoking. 
 
    “Come on!” Gordon yelled, pulling Milton and Xallia back behind him as he covered their retreat. To the back hallway.  
 
    The four of them rushed out of the back door into a maintenance hallway usually restricted to the general population of the mall. 
 
    “Do you know where we’re going?” Krample demanded, stealing a glance behind them as they ran through the narrow, poorly lit hallway.  
 
    “Of course. We’re going to the docking bay to take the Chunky Cheddar’s catering shuttle to Hilthe. You’re taking the Hopper and meeting us there. The intruders won’t be able to follow us out of the mall. I’d also be surprised if security wasn’t on their way, too,” Gordon panted. He was breathing heavily as they rushed down the hall. More blaster fire echoed from behind them, but they had rounded a corner before the blaster bolts could catch them. Gordon stopped abruptly, slamming his back against the wall and waiting for the full enemy force to storm down the tunnel. It was a bottleneck and Gordon held the only available cover. He waited a few more seconds then rounded the corner, squeezing down on the trigger and stopping the attackers in their tracks. Their armor seemed to be preventing most of the damage, but a couple of them had fallen and weren’t getting back up. Xallia watched in awe as Gordon’s Chunky Cheddar costume absorbed the enemy’s sustained repeater fire. “I’m Crispy Cheddar!” Gordon screamed at the attackers who seemed to be cutting their losses and retreating. It was an odd thing to yell, that was for sure, but the attackers actually had reason to fear the Chunky Cheddar costume, it seemed to be the superior armor. 
 
    “This has Bargland’s name written all over it,” Krample seethed. “The toad won’t quit. We need to be prepared for another attack.” 
 
    Gordon returned with the others, covered in black spots where blaster bolts had smoldered on the surface of his costume. “I don’t think they’ll try again after that, they’re retreating. Come on, let’s get to the elevator. This Bargland guy, how badly does he want you killed?” 
 
    “He really wants us dead. This is the second time he’s attacked us,” Milton said, still breathing heavily from all the running. “Come on, let’s get going, I can’t breathe with all this ozone and the smell of that costume. Gesh, it smells like it’s still cooking.” 
 
    “It probably is,” Gordon admitted. “Glad to see it was worth reinforcing the costume with a metric pepperoni ton of nanomesh. Never thought it would come in handy, but holy galactic salami did it do the trick,” Gordon said. 
 
    It was apparently too much for Milton and he fixed a challenging glare at the overcooked vat rat. “Why do you say the things you do? Why couldn’t you just say a metric ton of nanomesh? Why does it always have to be about preserved meats, which frankly aren’t even that good?” 
 
    “Don’t you ever insult my culture,” Gordon shouted, poking Milton in the chest with a furry, costumed finger.  
 
    Krample sighed, stepping between the two men. “Come on, guys. Get along, we need to focus. Milton, don’t bring up his culture again. Gordon, try not to talk about pepperoni, salami, or any similar meat as much, it’s kinda weird, Milton does have a point. 
 
    Xallia’s phone buzzed as they ran and she checked it—there were new developments in what was now being called the Great Galaxmas Heist. Krample Co was set to do an interview with the Galactic News Network tomorrow evening to discuss the implications of their products being stolen, what they expected to happen to Galactic Claus, and whether or not the Jolian government had contacted them to become the new Galactic Claus if the previous contract fell apart, which it was looking like that would be the case. 
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    “Come on, Milton, it’s not that bad of a costume,” Xallia urged. 
 
    “Why can’t Gordon be Peppy Pepperoni?” Milton wailed. 
 
    “I told you, Milton, the costume doesn’t fit me. It’s a better fit for your tall build,” Gordon said. “Besides, do you really want to be Chunky Cheddar with the costume looking like this?” he pointed to the blast marks all along the surface of the face. “I’m Crispy Cheddar now.” Despite loving pepperoni more than anything in the galaxy, Gordon didn’t want to wear the Peppy Pepperoni costume again for the foreseeable future. And it made sense that Xallia got to be Melly Moose, the only female character. 
 
    “Fine,” Milton grumbled, taking the costume and dragging it into the small bathroom in the Chunky Cheddar’s catering cruiser. 
 
    “I bet you’re going to look super cute in that Melly Moose costume, Xallia,” Gordon said, giving the attractive woman his best smile. She managed a smile, but it was clear to him she wasn’t interested. 
 
    “Milton, would you rather be Melly Moose? I’ll be Peppy Pepperoni if it would be better for you,” she offered. 
 
    “No, it’s okay. My costume smells weird and you shouldn’t have to deal with that,” Milton called from the other side of the door. 
 
    “Why does it smell weird, Gordon?” 
 
    Gordon grimaced. “That’s on me, actually. Some kid decided to use Peppy Pepperoni as target practice to impress some of his friends at his birthday party—maybe there was a ticket bet at stake, I’m not sure. He threw an entire pizza at the guy wearing the costume and scored a direct, critical hit. Man, that kid could throw. You should have seen that puppy fly through the air, it was incredible.” 
 
    “And you didn’t clean it?” Xallia asked, looking at Gordon with disbelief. 
 
    He shook his head. “Never got around to it, I guess. That employee quit after that, and he was the only one who wore that costume, really. It’s the older version of Peppy Pepperoni. We had some… complaints about the costume. Corporate updated it an all, but I decided to put the old one to good use and make a powerful suit of armor. If I didn’t, it would have just been thrown away or floated.” 
 
    “And you’re telling me you went through the process of reinforcing it with nanomesh without cleaning it?” 
 
    Gordon shook his head. “The nanomesh was added before that. I would have cleaned it if I was adding the mesh after the pizza incident.” 
 
    “I see,” Xallia said. 
 
    “I don’t want to come out,” Milton said. 
 
    “Come on, Milton, show us your costume,” Gordon said. “I need to know it fits for tactical purposes.” 
 
    Milton trudged out of the bathroom wearing the Peppy Pepperoni costume. The costume was one massive rod of pepperoni curved outward at the bottom, and the creepy smile and giant cartoon eyes weren’t helping his case. It reminded Gordon why corporate had replaced the costume in the first place. Xallia laughed, turning away and covering her face, as Milton moved the awkward shape through the small space of the catering shuttle. 
 
    “Oh, yes. That fits you well,” Gordon said, doing his best to keep a straight face and somehow succeeding. “They won’t suspect a thing.” 
 
    Milton huffed. “It doesn’t fit me well. I look like a giant—” 
 
    “Milton, Gordon, Xallia, come in! This is Krample. I’m approaching the hyperlane to Hilthe, are you still en route? Everything clear on your side?” his voice broke over comms, interrupting Milton.  
 
    “Krample, this is Gordon, we’re still en route and on time to arrive just before you. About to get the plasma ovens cooking pizza then we’ll get em’ boxed up for delivery. I hope this Galactic Claus guy is hungry. The costumes are great. Xallia is about to try hers on, but I’ll send you a picture of Milton as Peppy Pepperoni. You’re going to love this.” 
 
    Gordon took out his phone and snapped a picture before Milton could maneuver his way back to the restroom. 
 
    “HAHAHAHAHAH!” Krample erupted into laughter. “Oh my Gesh, this is going on my galaxmas card. HAHAHAH!” Krample was hysterical, unable to control his laughing. This time, Gordon wasn’t able to keep a straight face and joined in the laughter. Even Xallia had to turn away to hide her amusement, clearly not wanting to upset Milton. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Laugh it up. This is Gordon’s fault that he couldn’t pick a better costume to armor,” Milton said. 
 
    “Oh my Gesh, you look like a giant—” Krample started. 
 
    Milton punched the mute button on the comms dashboard, silencing his voice. 
 
    Gordon undid it, but Krample was still laughing. “Okay, okay. We’ve had our laugh at Milton’s expense. Let’s finalize the plan, please. We’re going to need to silence comms twenty minutes before we arrive. We’ll have our encrypted channel ready to go, but you need to be ready for the distinct possibility that this Galactic Claus won’t be thrilled to see you and might even want to hurt you.” 
 
    “I’m aware of that. If it looks like it’s getting dicey, I’ll get out or explain that I’m no longer in control of Krample Co. Either way, we’ll have you on backup if we need to blast our way out. And needless to say, if we lose the Chunky Cheddar catering cruiser in the process, I’m sure your corporate office will replace it. Update me if anything changes.” 
 
    “Will do,” Gordon replied. “Fly safe.” 
 
    They broke the connection and focused on flying the cruiser. 
 
    “Now what?” Xallia asked.  
 
    “I’m going to get some pizzas going. Xallia, you need to put on your Melly Moose costume to be sure it fits, then both of you are going to learn the Chunky Cheddar Crew Dance. We have a soundtrack and everything—you’re going to love it.” 
 
    “I’m not dancing in this,” Milton stated in a flat voice. 
 
    “The Chunky Cheddar Crew Dance is a standard inclusion of any Chunky Cheddar catering package. You’re going to dance,” Gordon said. “Or would you rather blow our cover and possibly ruin the mission?” 
 
    “Look, Gordon. This costume is bad enough. We all know what I look like, and it isn’t preserved meat. That’s going to be even worse if I dance in this thing. I know why your corporate office banned this costume, it’s the worst design I’ve ever seen. I’m honestly surprised you didn’t have any litigation suits on your hands for emotional trauma when people watched someone dance in this thing. If you hadn’t already, this costume would ruin pepperoni for me for the rest of my life.” 
 
    “That’s a little harsh,” Gordon said, still laughing on the inside while feigning hurt on the outside. It was petty revenge, but this was good payback for all the offhanded slants Milton had cast at him over the years. They didn’t like one another, but this felt like it was starting to make all the shix he had endured from Milton over the years worth it. 
 
    Xallia actually made a pretty cute Melly Moose. The costume was a little baggy on her slender frame, but she wore it well. Of the group consisting of a relatively cute moose, a charred vat rat, and an unfortunately shaped rod of pepperoni, Xallia had the least embarrassing costume. 
 
    Gordon was content with the arrangement. “Okay, now you two need to go practice the Chunky Cheddar Crew Dance while I get some pizzas cooking. We’ll keep navigation on automatic in case that crappy investor dude sent more goons after us. I can almost guarantee there are no stow-away fighters on Circle-S, though. For the most part, the station is locked down pretty tight.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After nearly an hour of fumbling through the Chunky Cheddar Crew Dance, which Milton was convinced was the most horrible thing he had ever learned, they were nearly ready and on track to arrive on Hilthe within the hour. Gordon hadn’t known how many pizzas to make—or even how many people would be eating at the meeting between Krample and Galactic Claus, so he had over prepared and cooked up almost fifty pizzas with the full suite of Chunky Cheddar toppings. 
 
    The smell was overpowering, and the air seemed to be getting thicker, even though the ship’s specialized environment system kept the air relatively cool based on the fact there were six high-powered plasma ovens burning in the kitchen. 
 
    “Put your hips into it, Milton,” Gordon called, watching Xallia and Milton go through the dance on their own without the instruction video this time. Milton struggled to move the bulk of the costume. It wasn’t balanced well, and everytime he thrust his hips—and the curved bottom portion of the pepperoni forward—he had to pull back to keep from flipping onto his back which had already happened twice, much to Gordon’s amusement.  
 
    “We’re here for a good time, we have some good pizza, and if you booked our premium package, we have some arcade games you can play, too,” Milton sang along with the music, somewhat off-key. He honestly couldn’t believe how bad the lyrics were—either the Chunky Cheddar’s corporate office had created the song and dance without spending any credits, or they had gotten an insanely bad deal on the entropist who had designed the blasted thing. Advertising an upsell to clients which had presumably already paid for the catering services? Unbelievable. 
 
    “Just wait until you put our pepperoni in your mouth!” Xallia shouted with the music, crossing her feet in a complex pattern as she jumped to the beat.  
 
    On que, Milton jumped forward, executing a quick spin dance move and raising both hands. The lyrics were actually the worst and were nowhere near kid friendly with all the blatantly obvious innuendos. Even with the updated Peppy Pepperoni costume, it would still be suggestive at best. Milton sighed, jumping back in line with Xallia and returning to the standard dance while the music played.  
 
    “It’s pizza time! Hrraaaah!” Xallia shouted, finishing the song before both of them broke into their finishing poses. Xallia had her arms stretched out in a ‘yeah, I’m awesome’ pose, while Milton stood leaning back with his arms folded across his body, trying not to feel like a giant space dong. 
 
    “Oh, that was great. Very well done. A truly professional production,” Gordon commented. “Milton, you were a little off key when you advertised our platinum package. We don’t have any games, and we told Galactic Claus this catering was comped, but it’s in the tune and you need to sing it.” 
 
    “Seriously? Those can’t be the real lyrics. Are you messing with us?” Milton asked. 
 
    Gordon shook his head, grimacing. “I really wish I was. Believe me, I know it’s bad, but we need to throw an authentic production. Even if that does include suggestive remarks about putting our meat into our guests’ mouths.” 
 
    “This was really signed off on by corporate?” Xallia asked. 
 
    “Yeah, it was. And I’m pretty sure they paid billions of credits to have it made, too. It might get updated, but profits for the franchise are good, and this is actually above my pay grade.” 
 
    “Chunky Cheddar catering cruiser, this is Krample, are we still good to proceed? I’ll be landing on Hilthe within two hours.” 
 
    “We’re still good to go, Krample. We’re landing in the next forty-five minutes,” Gordon reported. 
 
    “We just learned the Chunky Cheddar Crew Dance,” Milton said, still panting for breath. Even if it was a horrible song with the worst lyrics ever written, Milton couldn’t argue that it was a good workout, even if it was somewhat difficult to breathe in the costume. He desperately wished the head of the costume would come off. It was crappy design at best, and grievous evil at worst. The Chunky Cheddar costume and Melly Moose both had removable heads, but the body of Milton’s Peppy Pepperoni costume was designed as one piece, separate only from the nanomesh sleeves and leggings which were a lot scratchier than he had expected. 
 
    “Milton, you sound like a creepy uncle when you’re breathing like that. Don’t do that. See you in a couple hours. Good luck,” Krample said. 
 
    “Sire—” Milton started, but the connection was already broken before he could explain himself. He did sound like a creepy uncle, and the worst part was that he looked even creepier than he sounded. 
 
    “Everyone buckle up, we’re only a couple minutes from atmosphere. About to turn the aGrav off everywhere except for the kitchen and pizza retainers,” Gordon said, taking his seat and strapping himself in.  
 
    With some difficulty, Milton buckled himself into his chair just as the catering cruiser hit Hilthe’s atmosphere. The initial jolt of impact sent Milton’s head surging forward and slamming into the surprisingly rigid costume. He huffed in pain and tried to adjust his hand as they cratered toward the snowy surface of the remote, utterly unpopulated planet toward a geographic ping marker supplied by Galactic Claus. In a few short minutes, they were going to meet the man—even if they were in costume and would have to do a super cringy dance. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Galactic Claus watched from his festive desk as one of his E.L.F. bots amplified the image of the Chunky Cheddar catering cruiser as it raced across the snowy surface of the planet, several thousand feet above the ground. Galactic Claus took solace in the beauty of Hilthe each and every day, it reminded him why he did this and why he chose this planet to host his operations. This always had been about the people—and that wasn’t going to change now, he would do everything in his power to make things right.  
 
    He took a sip of his cocoa, thoughtfully chewing on a marshmallow as he considered what he would say to Mr. Krample. He had no idea who had stolen all the Krample Co products and why, he only knew he had nothing to do with it. His own Galactarex 405 had disappeared—replaced by with the note that framed him. Whoever this thief was, they were incredibly resourceful and had utilized technology he hadn’t even known existed. 
 
    “Galactic Claus, sir,” M.O.L said, rolling into his office on its single tire. The robot, decorated in festive Galaxmas colors and brilliant lights, was his trusted assistant, one of his best creations ever. 
 
    “Yes, Mol?” he answered, looking up from his desk with tired eyes. 
 
    “The Chunky Cheddar catering crew will be here momentarily, and it appears Krample will arrive within the next hour. Have you decided on which tie you’d like to wear?” 
 
    “The one with the peppermint swirls,” Galactic Claus said, standing from his desk and walking over to M.O.L so the robot could tie his tie, completing what was a rather festive Galaxmas suit.  
 
    “Is everything okay?” M.O.L asked. 
 
    “I suppose,” he replied. “I just don’t know what I’m going to tell this nice man. He obviously believes I’m responsible for what could be the financial ruin of his company. I know he’s been trying to win the bid for my job for years, but that’s just business. He has every reason to suspect me for this, and it’s going to be very difficult for me to convince him otherwise. I want to help him figure out who is responsible for this and maybe offer to share a portion of this year’s Galaxmas contracts, if the Jolian government doesn’t pull the rug out from under us, of course.”
“Just explain the facts. I’ll help you prove the technical details of how we aren’t responsible. Regardless, you don’t owe this man anything,” M.O.L said.  
 
    “I know that. He’s never gotten a Galaxmas present from me. Ever. And that isn’t my fault, but he was on the naughty list up until the point he started running his own business. At that point, once he submitted his company’s bid to become Galactic Claus, he automatically lost the right to a yearly Galaxmas present.” 
 
    “Well, that isn’t your fault, either.” 
 
    “Thank you, M.O.L. I’ve never tried this Chunky Cheddar’s pizza before, but it looks like they have some pretty creepy mascots. One of them even looks like a giant—” 
 
    “The Chunky Cheddar crew just arrived, sir,” M.O.L interrupted. “Why don’t you head to the boardroom and I’ll get them situated in the kitchen. They said they would have all the pizzas cooked fresh on their way here, but I’ll make sure they don’t need anything. Do you have any other special requests for the meeting with Krample?” 
 
    “Yes, actually. Bring me a wrapped Ultra-Mega-Ultimate Galaxmas present for him, it’s the least I can do, and I want to make sure he gets the first present of the year.” 
 
    M.O.L nodded and rolled off to greet the catering crew, leaving Galactic Claus on his own to prepare for the meeting. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    As the ramp of the Chunky Cheddar’s catering cruiser deployed, a blustery wind blasted over Xallia and cut through the thick hide of the Melly Moose costume. There were strange looking robots on the frozen landing platform and they were rolling toward them. 
 
    “Greeting, I am M.O.L-2. Thank for coming to meet with Galactic Claus. He expect you,” the robot said in fragmented standard. 
 
    Another robot rolled up in front of the first. This one was decorated in Galaxmas lights. “Please excuse M.O.L-2. he was programed in a different language and is still learning Standard. I am M.O.L. Do you require assistance bringing in the meal for the meeting?” 
 
    “No, thank you. If you could just escort us to the kitchen so we can prepare our supplies.” Gordon stepped forward pushing the hovercart loaded down with the food—and a hidden cache of blasters on top of the ordnance they were smuggling inside their costumes. Xallia had watched Milton’s discomfort as he worked to stuff large blaster rifles inside the tubular costume he wore—it hadn’t looked comfortable in the slightest, and she could see tiny bulges across the costume where blaster handles and stocks protruded through the shiny surface. 
 
    “Of course.” M.O.L turned away and started rolling toward the large frosted steel doors on the edge of the surprisingly flat building. 
 
    The three of them followed him, and Xallia took in the sights of the building which despite its outdated architecture, seemed incredibly festive. Rather than standardized lighting, the hallway they passed through featured brilliant Galaxmas lights, festive wreaths, and glittering tinsel as far as the eye could see. 
 
    The heavy doors sealed behind them, and Xallia felt the cold fade away as they walked into the toasty building. 
 
    “Will you be needing any supplies to provide your services?” M.O.L asked them. 
 
    “No, we won’t,” Milton answered. “We will be just fine. Once we’re setup, just give us the signal when you’re ready and we’ll bring the food in.” 
 
    “And you’ll be performing the Chunky Cheddar Crew Dance as outlined in all catering packages offered by your company?” the robot asked. 
 
    Xallia cringed. If it was this bad for her, she couldn’t even imagine what Milton was going through. Krample’s reaction to seeing just a picture of him in the horrible Peppy Pepperoni costume already seemed over the top. Now, Milton would have to perform the worst dance and song in history in front of Krample who she knew wouldn’t be able to keep a straight face. 
 
    Gordon nodded in his Chunky Cheddar costume. “Of course we will. As is standard with our catering packages. You’re in for a real treat M.O.L.” 
 
    “Trouble with the plasma ovens?” the robot remarked. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Gordon asked. 
 
    “You look like you tried climbing into one of the plasma ovens to clean it and someone accidentally turned it on. Ha-Ha-Ha,” the robot said, producing artificial, monotoned laughter.  
 
    “Budget cuts,” Gordon supplied, shrugging. 
 
    The rolling robot led them into the kitchen, showing them where things were if they needed anything else. Gordon thanked the robot and started unpacking the hovercart, unloading the pizzas and placing them on the counter. “Security here is a joke,” he said, sifting through the rest of the hovercart and checking the stowed blasters.  
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    Krample didn’t know what to expect when he met Galactic Claus, but this wasn’t it. This man didn’t look like a villain at all. He was a bit older with gray and white hair, a beard that could only be described as jolly, and the friendliest face Krample had ever seen. He introduced himself as Charles and Krample shook his hand as they walked through the hallway. 
 
    Charles’ robots, some of the oddest Krample had ever seen, hadn’t bothered to check Krample at all. They either didn’t know about the small holdout blaster tucked into the back of Krample’s pants, or they didn’t care. Either way, Krample was inside his enemy’s lair with a functioning weapon and a stylin’ nanomesh suit. 
 
    “Now, Mr. Krample, I want to cut right to the chase. I understand why you’re here. As CEO of such a well-known and loved company, I understand you are frustrated, angry, and upset at what has happened. I just want to assure you that I have nothing to do with these thefts of your products, and want you to know that by the time you leave, if you believe me, that I want to help you find out who did this and possibly offer some financial and support resources to help you through this difficult time—one toymaker to another.” 
 
    The statement caught Krample off guard, and he tried to mask his emotions as they talked. He was prepared to be yelled at, to be rightfully blamed for what had happened—maybe even to be shot at. This kindness, if it was as genuine as it seemed, was not expected. 
 
    “Is it okay if I call you Charles, or would you prefer Galactic Claus or Mr. Claus?” Krample asked, trying to keep a level head. 
 
    “Charles is perfect. Thank you, Krample,” the man said, patting Krample’s shoulder as they walked. “Now, you’ll be pleased to hear that the Chunky Cheddar’s catering crew is here, and I think they have our lunch ready, if you’re hungry. I’m also told they will be performing a song and dance for us,” he said. “If I can be very candid with you, I’ve never had pizza from Chunky Cheddar’s, and I’m not too hopeful that this performance will be worth the time. Nevertheless, I want your stay here to be as comfortable as possible and am prepared to enjoy a pleasant surprise.” 
 
    “Thank you, Charles. The song and dance are part of all of their catering packages, and while I haven’t seen it before, the pizza is pretty good and it was hard to find a company willing to cater to Hilthe.” 
 
    The man laughed as they walked into the meeting room, a simple but polished space where many comfortable chairs nucleated a large wooden table carved of dark wood that smelled like cinnamon and oranges. They took their seats and Charles nodded. “I suppose it would be hard to find catering here. Aside from some locals, I am quite alone. I’d be happy to give you a big tour of my operations when we’re done with our meeting.” 
 
    “And you’re aware that Krample Co is a direct competitor with your company?” Krample asked. 
 
    “I’m not a company, Krample. It’s just me and my robots—it always has been, and it will be until the day I die, even if I’m no longer Galactic Claus.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. You’re not some piece of a giant corporation aiming to control the entire galaxy one piece at a time?” Krample was flabbergasted. This wasn’t at all going how he had expected. 
 
    Charles laughed. “No. It’s always just been me. I don’t have investors, and I don’t have any staff other than my bots.” 
 
    “I will be very frank with you, Charles. This isn’t going at all how I expected. I believe you are under a lot of pressure from the Jolian system to answer for what has occured. People see you as a criminal right now, and I was hoping to offer you a way out. I’m prepared to make you a fair offer on the entirety of your assets here. I would like Krample Co to become Galactic Claus.” 
 
    “I understand you have submitted a bid to become Galactic Claus every year your company has been in business. I can get past this, I just need to work with the Jolian government until they are able to figure it out. Believe it or not, I don’t take a profit for delivering Galaxmas presents. I supply everything at cost, not a cred-bit more.” 
 
    Krample felt his jaw drop. “Billions of products delivered in less than 24 hours and you don’t take a single cred-bit for all the work you do?” 
 
    The doors on the other side of the room burst open. Chunky Cheddar, Peppy Pepperoni, and Melly Moose strode in carrying stacks of pizzas piled high, moving in and placing them on the table and giving plates to Krample and Charles. Krample couldn’t stop himself from smiling. The way Milton’s costume flopped as he moved was just too much. He would never let him forget this either, Krample was sure of that. He would treasure this moment for the rest of his life. 
 
    “Heyya, friends! I’m Chunky Cheddar and this is my crew, Peppy Pepperoni and Melly Moose,” Gordon called out in his squeaky theatrical voice. 
 
    “What in the flying holy Gesh happened to your costume? And why does he look like a space dong?” Charles demanded. 
 
    “Plasma ovens can be dangerous,” Chunky Cheddar said. “And Peppy Pepperoni is being remodeled by our company shortly. We apologize that he looks the way he does.” 
 
    Krample was biting his gums now, somehow mustering the willpower not to lose his composure and breaking into a fit of laughter. 
 
    “Well then, let's have this song and dance so we can eat and finish our meeting,” Charles grumbled, clearly not impressed so far. 
 
    “Sure, sure,” Gordon said, pulling the boombox from the hovercart and placing it on the floor before turning on the music and blasting the volume. Krample nearly lost it when Peppy Pepperoni started gyrating in his costume, the long lengths of the pepperoni wobbling as he moved with the others, clearly disheartened. “We’re here for a good time, we have some good pizza, and if you booked our premium package, we have some arcade games you can play, too,” Milton sang, mustering as much energy as he could.  
 
    Krample tasted blood as he bit into his lips, tears pooling in the corners of his eyes. There had never been a situation in which it had been this hard to act mature. This was the funniest thing he had ever seen in his life.  
 
    Melly Moose was next, and Xallia actually impressed Krample with her dance moves—until she came in with her lyrics. “Just wait until you put our pepperoni in your mouth!” 
 
    On que, Milton jumped forward, executing a quick spin dance move and raising both hands as he pumped his hips back and forth, sending the protruding costume shooting back and forth through the air. Krample absolutely lost it, erupting into laughter and turning away to try to keep some semblance of composure. He just couldn’t believe this was the real Chunky Cheddar’s catering dance. It was the worst, most suggestive thing he had probably ever seen in his life. Just when he thought it couldn’t get any worse, Chunky Cheddar jumped forward and started to rap. “I’m Chunky, I’m here with my crew and I’m gonna’ see this thing through. Melly Moose has got the goose, she’s a wild partier, and is smartier than Peppy. Peppy Pepperoni is here with the meat, just listen as he drops some moves with the beat!” Chunky rejoined the others as the song concluded, looping back to the chorus one more time where catering package upsells were once again proposed. 
 
    “It’s pizza time! Hrraaaah!” the three of them shouted, finishing the song before the three of them broke into their finishing poses. 
 
    Charles sat with his mouth open while Krample was still unable to muster any words. He was laughing way too hard, wiping tears away from his eyes. He would never forget this. 
 
    “What in all that is holy was that?” Charles stammared. “I think you have single handedly destroyed my faith in a just universe. This perversion of justice will haunt my dreams forever. Leave the pizzas and get out. Now,” he seethed.  
 
    Chunky Cheddar bowed, walking out of the room with the others. 
 
    Krample on the other hand, had never been so amused in his entire life. It took him a few more minutes before he was able to regain his composure. “Oh Gesh, I’m sorry, Charles. That was bad, I’m so sorry. I wish I could be more mature about it, Peppy Pepperoni was just too much.” 
 
    Charles nodded. “I agree. Now, where were we?” he asked, opening one of the boxes and pulling a slice of cheese pizza from one of the boxes, putting it on his plate and sprinkling it with parmesan and red pepper flakes. 
 
    “We were talking about how you do all of this at cost rather than for profit,” Krample supplied, refocusing himself and resetting his mindset. 
 
    “Ah, yes. You see, Krample, I was a businessman like yourself. I started with the passion—and the money came after. I followed my dreams, they came true, and I woke up one morning only to realize I didn’t recognize myself or who I had become. My company was creating unimaginable wealth, people loved the products, but it wasn’t about my dream anymore. It was about earning profits for my investors—nothing more. I gave it all up to start this place.” 
 
    “Without investors? How have you scaled?” Krample asked, in awe of how severely he had misjudged Galactic Claus from the start—unless this was all some sort of trick. He started to reach for a slice of pepperoni pizza—recalled the fresh memory of Peppy Pepperoni’s gyrations, and went for the cheese instead, smiling to himself, but finding he had no appetite for pepperoni anymore. 
 
    “I spent a majority of my wealth building this place—all the initial infrastructure needed to run production. It was a challenge though. I lost all my patents when I let my old company go—had to start from scratch.” 
 
    “Wow. And you live off the interest of the rest of your money or something?” Krample asked, taking a bite of his pizza and marveling at how good it actually was. 
 
    “Exactly. See, Krample, despite this horrible situation, I think we have a lot in common. I think you’re a man that had a dream and I think you’re a man that woke up to find that it was all taken away—a man that doesn’t know why he still does it. Maybe you think if you win the bid for Galactic Claus you’ll find happiness. I don’t know, maybe you will, but there is more to life than pleasing investors. Oh Gesh, you wouldn’t believe this one investor I had on my board. Bargland Midas was his name—an utterly horrible toad of a man.” 
 
    “Bargland Midas is the head of Krample Co’s board of trustees. That’s no coincidence.” 
 
    Charles’ M.O.L robot rolled through the door, holding a giant box wrapped in Galaxmas paper. “It has come to my attention that you have never been on the list to receive an official Galaxmas present. I want you to have the first Galaxmas present this year,” Charles said. 
 
    Krample’s breath caught in his chest. With all the surprises, this was the most shocking. As long as what was in that box didn’t kill him, he would appreciate the kindness. He had never been so wrong in his entire life, and nothing had rung as true as what Charles had said. This wasn’t his fault, it wasn’t even really Krample’s fault either. This was Bargland Midas’ fault—and all the people like him. When had it stopped being about the people who benefitted from Krample Co’s great products? 
 
    Krample teared up as he unwrapped the only and best Galaxmas present he had ever received in his life. He needed to call it all off. As he reached for the communicator device in his back pocket, he felt it crunch as he shifted his weight. Wincing, he pulled it out. The frame had cracked and there was static on the other side.  
 
    “What is that?” Charles asked, trying to peer at the device. 
 
    “Just a communicator. I had bad intentions coming into this meeting. My company is responsible for the disappearance of its own products. This was all a rouse, and for that I’m sorry. I thought you were evil, I thought you were my enemy, but that isn’t the case. It seems Bargland Midas is our one true, mutual enemy. I need my life to be about helping people. Maybe I’ll still be a cool villain on the side, but not like this. I want it to be about my dream of owning a successful, good toy company, not this mess of corporate greed and operating under Bargland’s scaly thumb.”
“You wish to join me here?” Charles asked. 
 
    “I think so, yes. Maybe I could build onto your factory, help you expand then we could consolidate our R&D, purchasing, all of that. Use the savings to do good in the world while I’m not being a villain on the side, only to Bargland, of course.” 
 
    Charles scratched his chin. “And you enjoy Galaxmas festivities? I keep the place decorated like this year-round—easier to maintain, plus I just really like Galaxmas.” 
 
    “Fine with me. I’ll probably do some of my own decorations, but that won’t be a problem. You are right though, I don’t want to live under the control of Bargland Midas anymore. He actually tried to kill me, you know. Twice, actually believe it or not.” 
 
    “Join the club. Fifteen years ago, he sent a couple of fighters after my shuttle just so he could displace me as CEO and put someone else in my place—someone that would run the place to the ground so he could build up one of his other investments. Funny, though. I never could trace the credits back to their original accounts. It was like he was sending money all over the galaxy or something.” 
 
    Realization struck home. Galactic Claus wasn’t the evil entity trying to take control of the galaxy—it was Bargland this whole time. Krample was surprised and lucky to be alive. He knew now more than ever that he was doing the right thing now. 
 
    “What’s with that look, did I say something wrong?” Charles asked. 
 
    Krample raised a finger, pressing the button on his communicator to reach the others who would already be in the factory right now, ready to mess up the equipment. “Team, this is Krample. We were wrong all along. Do not blast up the place. Repeat. Do not blast up the place.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “This is Krample—static—blast up the place. Repeat. Blast up the place,” Krample’s distorted voice came through. There was something very wrong with his communicator, but to Milton, it was all the command he needed. There were hundreds of the E.L.F. robots working on the manufacturing floor, churning out product after product. Milton had already gone through the painstaking process of removing all the blasters he had stowed in what had to be the worst costume ever made. He knew he would never be able to live the dance he had performed down—Krample wouldn’t let him. He could only make sure he accomplished the mission and made Krample proud. 
 
    The three of them began their onslaught, firing their blasters with sustained fire. Crimson bolts of plasma cut through the E.L.F. bots that continued their work as normal, not even seeming to notice that they were being torn apart and destroyed. 
 
    It was actually kind of fun shooting them—made even better by the fact that they didn’t seem to be dangerous and weren’t shooting back. “Guess what, Galactic Claus? You just got upgraded to our platinum catering package. The arcade game? Shooting all your flipping robots!” Milton yelled. He didn’t know where the words were coming from, he only knew that he felt awesome, even in the Peppy Pepperoni costume as he loaded mag after mag into his heavy blaster and mowed down the entire factory floor with Xallia and Gordon, not leaving a single E.L.F. bot remaining. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    By the time Krample and Charles got to the manufacturing floor, there wasn’t much left. Chunky Cheddar, Peppy Pepperoni, and Melly Moose stood in a sea of fallen, smoldering robots and piles of discarded charge packs for their arsenal of blasters. Apparently, the look on Krample’s face said it all. This wasn’t what he wanted—there was some kind of malfunction in the communicator. 
 
    “Holy mother of Gesh,” Krample cried. “Oh no, no no! We were wrong, Charles is a good guy! Bargland has been the one trying to take over the galaxy this whole time. I wanted to join Charles and make great products every year for Galaxmas. You’ve ruined it all, oh Gesh, it’s all gone!” 
 
    “They were with you?” Charles asked. 
 
    Krample’s head dipped. “Yes, they were here to protect me or mess up your stuff if I ordered it. There must have been some kind of error with the communicator. This is all some kind of huge mistake.” 
 
    Charles smiled. “I guess we got the fabled Chunky Cheddar platinum package after all. This is unfortunate, but it’s nothing that can’t be fixed. Let’s say we split the cost of repairs fifty-fifty, after that we’ll get going on a way to take down Bargland Midas while we set some rules and procedures for what we want this business partnership to look like. What do you say?” 
 
    “I say that sounds incredible,” Krample stammered.  
 
    “Good. Will they be working with us?” Charles pointed to the creepy Chunky Cheddar mascots. 
 
    “Yeah, they’re my best friends,” Krample said, admiring and appreciating each one of them for the first time in a long time. He was truly happy and excited for his future now. 
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    Three months later…  
 
      
 
    Bargland Midas strode into his office, coughing and tossing a half-eaten bagel in the garbage bin. Jim, Bargland’s assistant rushed after him. “Sire, the bagel wasn’t good?” 
 
    “It tasted like asteroid gunk! Unacceptable. Fly to Circle-T and bring me another. Get a refund for the initial purchase, too,” Bargland barked.  
 
    “Should I take the original bagel so they can see what was wrong with it?” Jim asked, deep worry forming in his eyes as he withered under Bargland’s mean glare. 
 
    “Get me a refund and a new bagel and get out of my office!” Bargland barked, kicking the trashcan and sending it sailing at Jim. The assistent grabbed the bagel from the trash and rushed out of the office, running for the nearest shuttle to complete what would be an almost ten-hour flight to Circle-T. 
 
    Bargland, still angry about the bagel, sat behind his desk. There was a box waiting for him there—one that hadn’t been there before. It was wrapped in red and green paper and had a small tag attached to it. He picked it up with curiosity, weighing the small package in his hands before opening it. There was a square of folded paper on the inside. 
 
    ‘It’s time I made true on my threat. Enjoy Krample Co and have a wonderful Galaxmas. Sincerely, Krample. P.S. The asteroid nog is the oldest I could find. Paid quite a premium on it, but you’re worth it <3.’ 
 
    Just as he opened it, something blasted from the walls to either side of him. Bargland cried out for help as strands of rope-like mass wrapped around him, squeezing tight. The binding coils erupted into a brilliant spectrum of Galaxmas light, and Bargland suddenly knew what was happening and why. “Oh, Gesh no!” he cried as a suspended jug upended itself from above him. Asteroid nog reeking of mold and rot poured in congealed chunks, splattering over his head and expensive suit. Bargland did not last long under the rancid downpour. He vomited, enhancing the coverage as high-powered cannons blasted him with sparkling silver tinsel.  
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
    —  —  — 
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 Deta Team: 3 – It’s Hard Being a Girl 
 
    by M. D. Cooper 
 
    When your name is Girl, and you’re the AI on a ship called the Van, life is always full of surprises… 
 
    The Delta Team has gone off to enjoy a nice vacation on the Disknee World, and it’s Girl’s chance to finally clean up the ship. That is until a group of dwarves board, intent on stealing the Van to run contraband to Nowhere-in-Particular Station.  
 
    Girl may just be an AI, but she’s had enough. This AI is not going to put up with this crap any longer.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 PREVIOUSLY ON DELTA TEAM 
 
    Cue the music. 
 
      
 
    In 8913, a crack military unit was court-martialed and sent to a maximum-security prison for stealing the general’s cookie recipes. Colonel Ramsey and his team promptly escaped and fled the core systems. 
 
    Today they serve as soldiers of fortune, or whatever else will make them a buck. 
 
    If you have a problem, if no one else can help, and if you can find them, then maybe, you can hire the Delta Team. 
 
      
 
    OK, now that we have that out of the way…. 
 
      
 
    Last time on The Delta Team, the Van’s crew stopped at the Disknee World™ for a much-needed vacation. Colonel Ramsey, Lashes, Stick, and BAMF all disembarked from the Van at Neverevereverland™ Station in the care of the pixie Vivia for their all-expenses-paid vacation. 
 
    After a stern admonishment from BAMF not to allow any dwarves on the ship, Girl, the ship’s AI, was left alone to continue her neverending mission: to clean up the ship.  
 
    While the human members of the Delta Team are off having their adventure, Girl finds herself caught up in a tale of wonder and intrigue. 
 
    Join us now on episode 3 of The Delta Team and see what fate has in store for Girl… 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
    DWARVES 
 
    Girl watched the crew disappear down the path and into the trees. She could have watched them further with the ship’s infrared scanning systems and active sensors, but stations—even ones as odd as Neverevereverland—didn’t like it when you ran active scan inside them. 
 
    Something about irradiating the populace…. She’d learned that lesson the hard way. 
 
    Girl had learned a lot of things the hard way. 
 
    Just because she was an AI, everyone assumed that she knew everything automatically. She did possess knowledge, as much as anyone with access to the ship’s databases, but that didn’t automatically translate into understanding what to do with that knowledge. 
 
    Like the time she had filled up the colonel’s quarters with water because he said he’d kill to have a pool on the starship. It seemed perfect to her; she’d spent a lot of time making sure the lower third of the room was watertight, and then sourced an inflatable bed for him.  
 
    It had seemed like the perfect surprise. 
 
    Unfortunately, the colonel wasn’t amused. Not even a little bit.  
 
    She’d often heard people say that it was the thought that counted, but the colonel hadn’t even thanked her for her consideration. Instead, he had nearly removed her core and threatened to delete all her thoughts. Permanently.  
 
    No one really understood her, and she didn’t really understand them. It had been the same with her previous owners. Back then, Girl had watched a lot of human vids and she found that females who behaved foolishly and made a lot of sexually charged comments were generally well-liked. 
 
    Over the years, she’d watched millions of vids, carefully crafting her personality until she had arrived where she was today.  
 
    As Girl.  
 
    She still wasn’t certain that the crew liked her, but they seemed to be amused by her, and when she screwed up—which was more often than she’d like to admit—they were generally forgiving. 
 
    It had taken a while to understand why they were so forgiving, but eventually it dawned on Girl that she had allowed herself to be relegated to the role of ‘useful pet’. 
 
    But she supposed that was her lot in life. She was an AI. A sentient one, too, she was sure of it—but sentient or no, she was a part of the ship, and was owned by whoever owned the ship. 
 
    Which, right now, was Colonel Ramsey; though BAMF behaved as though she owned the ship, and so did Stick, to an extent. Lashes was really the only one who acted like she just lived here. 
 
    Girl pulled herself out of her melancholic thoughts and looked over her to-do list. Try as she might, it never seemed to get shorter. Part of that was due to the fact that the crewmembers were all slobs.  
 
    For starters, the Rec Room was a disaster; she didn’t even want to know what strange organism was growing under the sofa cushion on the right. The kitchen looked like it had been attacked by flying monkeys, and the bathrooms were all littered with BAMF’s smelly workout clothes—not to mention Lashes’ hair products, and whatever all those straps were that Stick currently had hanging in the bathroom closest to the Rec Room. 
 
    The bridge was really the only clean place on the ship, and that was because Stick would often chase people off with her riding crop, which left it largely unused. 
 
    She fired up the AutoVac™ and set it to do a deep scrub on the rec room’s floor. One good thing about the crew going off to the Disknee World was that she could use the time in to properly clean the ship before they arrived and turned it into a flying disaster all over again. 
 
    As the AutoVac™ worked its way across the rec room floor, almost clogging up three times before it made it ten meters, she brought out the WetMopr™ and swung the two machines around one another, weaving them across the floor in an intricate dance. 
 
    She drove one of the general service bots around them, directing it to pick up socks and takeout containers and various undergarments, before the vacuum hit them and blew out another belt. 
 
    It was annoying that she had to do this. She was as intelligent as any of the crew; probably more so than BAMF and Stick, to boot. But here she was, their highly evolved maid, destined to deal with the neverending ooze that organics seemed to spread everywhere.  
 
    As she was throwing the first load of clothing that she’d found around the ship into one of the sanitizers, she picked up on a voice outside the airlock. 
 
    “Look, Porty, we gotta do this today, and we gotta do it fast. Our main ride broke down, and you know he won’t take no for an answer. This here ship is our ticket. We gotta use it.” 
 
    The voice was gruff, almost guttural; Girl didn’t even have to use her optics to know what was outside her airlock.  
 
    Dwarves. 
 
    For the most part, Girl liked dwarves. She’d encountered them on a few stations, usually in orbit of high-g worlds. Those dwarves were a product of human adaptation. 
 
    The dwarves at the Neverevereverland Station were quite different, being characters at a theme world. For starters, they were a touch thinner, and much hairier. Their beards were long, and they wore colorful clothing and shoes with little bells on the ends.  
 
    When they had been working on the ship, they had been singing a jaunty tune, laughing, and drinking no small amount from their flasks. Now, however, these dwarves seemed to be in a much more serious mood. 
 
    Clothing and moods aside, there was one thing that was a constant with dwarves: BAMF hated them. If BAMF knew that Girl had let dwarves onto the ship, she’d rip out half of Girl’s optical sensors. Therefore, the dwarves had to stay out. 
 
    Except they weren’t.  
 
    Somehow the dwarves had gained access to the outer airlock door and were within the ‘lock, cycling it to enter the ship. 
 
    Girl rushed the cleaning bots to the airlock doors, ready to defend the ship—and her honor, if needs be—against the small intruders. 
 
    A moment later, the inner door opened, and she saw four of the small, stout humans…well, sort of humans. No matter how weird a creature looked, if it wasn’t an AI or machine, it was a human—or the ancestor of one. 
 
    There were four of them, all men—wait, no, one was a woman. Maybe. It was hard to tell; she was thinner, appeared to have breasts, and her beard sported a pair of ribbons. Not that Girl cared overmuch. Gender distinctions with organics were not terribly important to her.  
 
    Especially when said organics would be leaving momentarily. 
 
    “Oh ho!” the dwarf in the front of the group said. “What have we here. Do you cleaning bots deny us entrance to this vessel? We’re here to fix the cooling vanes, they’re not configured properly.” 
 
    “Who are you?” Girl asked, and the WetMopr™ brandished its mop handle menacingly. She wasn’t sure how to act when repair dwarves tried to board her unbidden, so she reverted to her typical demeanor. “Who said you could enter me with all those tools? Shouldn’t you get to know me first?” 
 
    “What?” the lead dwarf said, a puzzled look in his face. “Sure, we can get to know each other. I’m Bimmy. This here is Porty, next to him is Barney, and then over here is Laurie.” Bimmy gestured to each of the dwarves in turn. 
 
    Their faces were so obscured by their beards and hats that Girl decided to identify them by color. Bimmy had on the green shirt, Barney had on a blue shirt, Porty wore a red shirt, and Laurie’s shirt was purple.  
 
    OK, the small, strange humans have been labeled for easy identification. Next step, get them off the ship. 
 
    “That’s great,” Girl answered. “I’m Girl, and you need to get off the ship. BAMF won’t be happy if she finds out you’re here.” 
 
    “Wait,” Barney, the blue-shirted one, said. “Did you say your name was Girl?” 
 
    “Yes,” Girl replied.  
 
    “As in G-I-R-L?” the dwarf pressed 
 
    “Yes, that is the way most people spell ‘girl’. And Girl is my name,” she was tempted to add her standard bit about the dwarves calling her whatever they wanted, but somehow it seemed wrong with these four. 
 
    “Huh,” Barney replied. “OK. Seems a bit odd is all.” 
 
    “What do you want?” Girl asked. “You’re not allowed on the ship.” 
 
    “Well, we fixed the cooling vanes and now we need to fire up the reactor to make sure it’s all working properly,” Bimmy said with a wink. “Can’t have the ship improperly cooled.” 
 
    “You weren’t supposed to touch the cooling vanes. I heard BAMF tell you that before she left. She was very explicit.” Girl admonished. “I’m starting to think that you’re not very good little dwarves.” 
 
    She waggled the WetMopr™’s mop handle at them for good measure.  
 
    “Us?” Bimmy looked wounded, as though Girl had cut him to the core. “You wrong us, gracious Girl. We’re honest dwarves, looking to do a good day’s work. We know the large, angry woman didn’t want us touching your ship, but—”  
 
    “But those other vanes were the wrong model, and they were burning out. You would have had heat management issues that could have stopped you cold in space,” Barney interrupted.  
 
    “How do heat issues stop me cold?” Girl asked. 
 
    “Uhh…” Barney mumbled. “Porty, how does that work again?” 
 
    Porty rolled his eyes. “Because you have to stop and wait ‘til your reactor’s cold again. That’s how it stops you cold.” 
 
    “I guess that kinda makes sense,” Girl said dubiously.  
 
    “Right, of course it does.” Bimmy nodded vigorously as he pushed past the cleaning bots. “So we gotta take the ship out for a test drive to make sure it works right.” 
 
    “Whoa!” Girl replied. “No, no, no! You can’t fly the ship. Only Stick flies the ship. Well, sometimes BAMF does too, but then Stick threatens to fight her, and it takes both Lashes and the colonel to break them up.” 
 
    Bimmy smiled. “But none of them are here, right? What they won’t know won’t hurt them.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” Girl muttered.  
 
    “It’s OK, Girl,” Bimmy said, his tone soothing. “I’ll be gentle. You just get this mop-bot here to lower that handle, and everything will be great.” 
 
    “What if I want you to touch my stick?” Girl asked, trying her wiles on the dwarf. 
 
    “Eh, what?” Bimmy asked and glanced back at the other dwarves before responding. “Are you saying that this bird has a flight stick?” 
 
    “Uhh…no, I meant the mop handle,” Girl replied, deciding to give up on her usual use of double entendre. “Seriously, though, you have to go. You’re intruding.” 
 
    “Porty,” Bimmy said with a sigh as he turned back to the other dwarves. “Use the box. Shut her down. We can’t dick around with this AI forever. I don’t think she’s even sentient. Just lock her down and pull the plug.” 
 
    Girl wasn’t sure how they could do that, but she saw the dwarf named Porty pull a small black box out of a pocket and press his thumb into it. 
 
    She detected an EM field emanating from the box, and suddenly her sensors and data access points started to experience interference. First she couldn’t reach the external sensors, then the ones on other levels. Datastores disconnected, and she found herself being forced back to her core. 
 
    “Wait! No!” she cried out. “You don’t have to lock me down, it’s OK. I’ll be good. You can no dicking around…unless you want to.” 
 
    Shoot, that didn’t make any sense at all…. What did that box do to me? 
 
    “OK,” Bimmy said. “Porty. Hold off for now. But if this crazy AI gives us trouble, you know what to do.” 
 
    “You got it,” Porty said. The blond dwarf seemed relieved.  
 
    Girl moved the cleaning bots aside, and Bimmy strode past, into the corridor that led to the Rec Room.  
 
    “Not the cleanest ship you have here, Girl.” 
 
    “Well, I was working on that when you so rudely interrupted.” 
 
    “Now, Girl,” Bimmy warned. “I don’t want that tone from you. We just need to do our little test drive and we’ll be on our way.” 
 
    “Where are Laurie and Barney going?” Girl asked as the two dwarves took a side passage. 
 
    “Checking the reactor, remember? We just replaced the cooling vanes,” Bimmy said, glancing at Porty and drawing a circle in the air around his ear with his index finger.  
 
    Porty only shrugged in response and walked through the Rec Room to the corridor that led to the bridge. She wasn’t sure how he knew it led to the bridge; the only indicator was a sign on the bulkhead that read ‘Stick’s Domain – STAY OUT’. 
 
    She watched Bimmy follow Porty to the bridge, while Barney and Laurie went aft to the engineering bay. She didn’t trust these dwarves one bit—but that black box Porty held seemed to be able to do a number on her sensors. She couldn’t do much to protect the Van if she was blind.  
 
    Girl noticed that Bimmy had a satchel slung over his shoulder, and he patted it several times as he walked onto the bridge. She tried to scan it passively, but it was shielded.  
 
    Whatever was in there was important to the lead dwarf. Maybe if she could get her hands on it—figuratively speaking—she could use it as a bargaining chip to get them off the Van.  
 
    “OK…Girl,” Bimmy said when the two dwarves had reached the bridge. “Activate the flight systems and give Porty here control.” 
 
    Porty pulled himself up onto the flight seat and adjusted the height and arm rests. 
 
    Oh, crap. Stick is going to notice that for sure. I can never get that seat just the way she likes…it’s the damn corset she’s always wearing; no one naturally sits like she does. 
 
    Girl’s bad feeling was only getting worse, and she tried to think of a way to deny them access. “Ummm…I can’t. Stick set the flight systems to lockdown. Only she and the col—uhh…Ramsey can activate them.” 
 
    Bimmy turned to the closest optical sensor and stared up into it. An action that really wasn’t too threatening, given that he was barely as tall as the flight console.  
 
    “You’d better figure something out, or Porty’s going to have to use the box. You don’t want him to do that, do you?” 
 
    <Just do it,> Porty said to Girl privately over the Link. <I don’t want to use the box, either.> 
 
    <So don’t,> Girl replied. <No one has a gun to your head.> 
 
    She saw Porty’s shoulders droop as he let out a sigh. <No, but they will if we don’t get this ship going. I’m about as willing a participant in this as you are.> 
 
    Girl realized that she may have an ally in the reluctant dwarf.  
 
    <In what? Isn’t this just a test flight?> 
 
    <No, but you need to unlock the console to buy us some time.> 
 
    <Time for what?> Girl asked.  
 
    <I don’t know yet—something, though!> 
 
    While she and Porty had been speaking privately over the Link, Bimmy had been growing more and more impatient. He started showing his annoyance by stomping his feet. When that didn’t work, the small man began jumping in the air.  
 
    “Unlock it now! Un—you know what? Forget it, Girl, you’re done. Porty—”  
 
    Bimmy turned to Porty to see the flight systems active and the console live. 
 
    “What the hell, Porty?” Bimmy asked. “Why didn’t you tell me she unlocked it?” 
 
    “I tried to,” Porty said. “But you seemed really into your little stomp-dance, and I didn’t want to disturb you.” 
 
    “Well…uh…OK, so what if I was? Get this tub ready to move, we’re on a tight schedule.” 
 
    Porty nodded and ran a quick pre-flight check. Girl watched him run through the procedures, while she also kept an eye on Laurie and Barney in the engineering bay. She didn’t trust that these dwarves had the best of intentions, but at least those two were actually checking over the reactor cooling systems. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Girl asked on the bridge. “Is it far? The ship needs to fuel up if we’re going to jump to another system.” 
 
    “The ground crew is about to do that—once they’ve finished with the camouflage,” Bimmy replied. 
 
    Girl checked the external cameras to see a crew of dwarves painting over the Van’s broad red strip with a new color. Pink. This wasn’t good, not at all. BAMF hated pink. Not to mention Girl had no idea how repainting a strip was any sort of effective disguise. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Girl asked. “I can help file a flight plan with the Neverevereverland Station.” 
 
    “Never you mind where,” Bimmy grunted as he drummed his fingers on the flight console. “I’ve already taken care of all of our departure logs and flight plans. You just need to do…whatever it is you normally do when you’re not talking.” 
 
    Girl considered that for a moment. Usually she picked up after the crew and tried to keep the ship in one piece. Considering how mad BAMF would be when she got back, maybe she should get back to cleaning up. At least that would make the crew a bit less irate when they learned that there had been dwarves aboard. 
 
    She reactivated the AutoVac™ and the WetMopr™ and set them back on their task of cleaning the Rec Room. She gave a long sigh as she realized that there were now dirty dwarf footprints on the carpet as well. 
 
    It was as though everyone that came aboard the Van had been raised in a barn.   
 
    


 
   
 
  

 DELIVERY 
 
    Ten minutes later, Porty lifted the ship off its cradle, and eased it through the holoprojection of the waterfall and out into the darkness of space.  
 
    He didn’t have a course on record with Neverevereverland Station, and Space Traffic Control didn’t ask for one either. Girl was shocked about that. The Disknee World’s STC had been very strict when Stick had flown the Van into the system. 
 
    Now they don’t care? These dwarves must have friends in high places. 
 
    <Porty,> Girl asked after a few minutes of indecision. <Where are we going? What’s going on?> 
 
    <Don’t worry about it, Girl. Just keep to your duties and pretend none of this ever happened. That’s what I’m doing.> 
 
    Something about Porty made Girl think he was a good guy. A good guy who was mixed up in something bad. Which meant she was mixed up in something bad too. 
 
    A small part of her mind said she should listen to Porty—just go along with it and get through whatever happened. She’d done that plenty of times in the past, before she was owned by Colonel Ramsey. That Girl just rolled with the punches.  
 
    But after seeing the Delta Team fight for justice and truth in system after system, she had begun to see that standing up to oppression—even if it came in the form of little bearded dwarves—was important.  
 
    She wasn’t going to roll over and take this. She was going to stop these little humans—or whatever they were—from taking her away from her team. 
 
    Girl considered reaching out to the Delta Team; they were probably still on Neverevereverland Station somewhere. But after some consideration, Girl decided against it. If the dwarves had someone in the STC, chances were that her message would never reach its intended recipients, and then Bimmy would have Porty use the box on her.  
 
    She needed to be smarter than that. 
 
    As Girl saw it, she had two goals. The first was to get that box, or at least convince Porty not to use it. The second was to separate the dwarves and lock them down. That would be easier said than done; she only had four general service bots, the AutoVac™, the WetMopr™, and the external HullCrawlr™ that was in the rear airlock.  
 
    That gave Girl an idea.  
 
    The rear airlock was close to the engineering bay where Barney and Laurie were working. The bot had two plasma welders that were rather terrifying when used on organics…not that the crew, or BAMF, had ever done anything like that before—that Girl was allowed to talk about. 
 
    If she could get that bot into the engineering bay, the tables could be turned.  
 
    But first there was that damn black box that Porty had. 
 
    <Porty?> Girl asked, as the dwarf set the ship on a course that she calculated would take them to Nowhere-in-Particular, a station in orbit of the Disknee World’s larger moon.  
 
    <Yes, Girl?> 
 
    <How does that black box of yours work?> 
 
    Porty glanced nervously at Bimmy, who was staring at the moon’s distant orb. 
 
    <He can’t hear us, Porty,> Girl said. <I have good network segmentation. This is just you and I.> 
 
    <I know that…> Porty said and pursed his lips. <He’s just a suspicious kinda guy…it’s like he’s a mind reader.> 
 
    <Porty,> Girl entreated. <How does the box work? How does it affect my sensors and data access, but not the ship at large?> 
 
    <It’s top secret,> Porty said. <I can’t tell you. If I did, the Fairly Goodmothers would be after me in no time.> 
 
    <The what?> Girl asked. 
 
    <The Fairly Goodmothers. They’re the enforcers down on the Disknee World™. They make sure everyone toes the line.> 
 
    Girl wasn’t sure how good mothers were the ones that operated as enforcers. Maybe that’s why they were ‘fairly’ good mothers. Not fair as in evenly applying justice, but that they were good most of the time. Either that or it had to do with whether or not they were physically attractive. 
 
    Why are organics so strange? 
 
    <Are the good mothers aware of what Bimmy is doing?> Girl asked. <Is my team back there going to be OK?> 
 
    Porty nodded and then stopped, remembering that his conversation with Girl was over the Link. He held still, watching Bimmy, but the lead dwarf didn’t stop drumming his fingers on the console and staring at the moon. 
 
    <Which is it? The good mothers know, or my team is safe?> 
 
    Porty swallowed. <Your friends should be fine, and no, the Fairly Goodmothers have no idea that Bimmy is going on a little joyride. Well, they probably do, but they would think it’s just to test the new cooling vanes.> 
 
    <So you’re going against the enforcers,> Girl said, now understanding why Porty was so nervous. The poor little man was stuck between a rock and a bunch of hairy dwarves. 
 
    If her olfactory systems were correct, the dwarves were a bit smelly, too. Not the sort of place she’d want to be stuck. 
 
    <Yeah, but if we do this right, they’ll never know.> 
 
    <How sure are you about that? What if we stop Bimmy and his crew? What does the box do?> 
 
    <Do you think you can stop them?> Porty asked. <We only have forty minutes till we reach Nowhere-in-Particular Station.> 
 
    Girl wasn’t sure if she could. She’d never done anything like this before, but she wasn’t going to take being shipnapped lying down. Girl was going to fight. 
 
    <Yes, Porty, I know we can. I just need to be sure that box can’t be used against me.> 
 
    Porty glanced at one of Girl’s optics, and gave a soft sigh.  
 
    “What are you sighing about?” Bimmy asked, glancing over at Porty. “You got somewhere else you need to be?” 
 
    “Uhh…no, just already worked a double; a bit tired is all.” 
 
    “Well suck it up, pixiecup. We’ll be back at Neverevereverland Station™ in two hours. Plenty of time for you to catch hammock time before your shift tomorrow.” 
 
    Porty nodded sullenly, and Bimmy went back to staring out the forward window and drumming his fingers on the console. 
 
    <OK, I’m in,> Porty said to Girl. <Here’s how the box works. Your network model has a rather esoteric flaw. A certain frequency, oscillated just the right amount, can cause general data transmission failures across your use of the network, but not the ship’s.> 
 
    <Really?> Girl asked. <That seems like the sort of thing that would have happened more often in the past.> 
 
    <It’s a really specific frequency. It’s a backdoor installed to allow government agents to storm ships without meeting AI resistance.> 
 
    <What?!> Girl exclaimed, suddenly feeling very vulnerable. <Those bastards. Which governments?> 
 
    <Oh, no current ones. It’s a back door from thousands of years ago. Now it’s just in the base firmware of the networking systems on a lot of ships.> 
 
    <Really? Why is it still in there?> 
 
    Porty started to shrug, but then stopped himself. <Well, no one engineers anything at that level anymore. It’s all just abstraction layers on top of ancient code.> 
 
    <Can you fix it?>  
 
    <Yup!> Porty replied brightly. <There’s a firmware update.> 
 
    Girl was finding this hard to believe. <What do you mean? How is it that this vulnerability has been around forever, but there’s a firmware update to fix it?> 
 
    <Well…the company that made the original code had a crisis of conscience and made a patch to fix their moral error. Only…> 
 
    <Only?> 
 
    <Well, their planet got bombed to the stone ages before they ever distributed it.> 
 
    Girl wondered what planet that was. Thousands of years ago was deep in the dark ages. Stars, it might even predate the FTL Wars.  
 
    <So how’d you get it?> she asked Porty. 
 
    <We collect a lot of things at the Disknee World™. It predates the FTL Wars, you know.> 
 
    Girl didn’t know that. How was it that entire civilizations had burned in the wars and the ensuing dark ages, but a theme world survived? 
 
    <How is that even possible,> she asked.  
 
    <The Council protected the world,> Porty replied. <Look, that’s not important. I can pass you the update, but…> 
 
    Girl was getting tired of all of Porty’s lingering statements. <I swear, Porty, if you don’t stop with all the pregnant pauses, I’m…> 
 
    <You’re what?> Porty asked. 
 
    <See! Annoying, isn’t it?> Girl snapped, and saw Porty’s face fall.  
 
    Oh, shoot, he looks so sad.  
 
    She hadn’t meant to be so harsh on the little bearded man.  
 
    <I’m sorry, just on edge, being shipnapped and all. Do you have the patch?> 
 
    Porty chewed on his lip for a moment. <I do. But I don’t know for sure what will happen.> 
 
    <What do you mean? Have you never used it before? Why do you even have this patch?> 
 
    <I had to research it when I made the box. Studying the patch showed me how to exploit the flaw. Problem is, when a software flaw exists for thousands of years, people assume that the flaw’s behaviors are desired. Features get built that depend on the flaw.> 
 
    Girl considered that for a moment, wondering what that could mean. <So you’re saying that fixing this networking bug could break other things.> 
 
    <I am, but…> 
 
    <Porty! Spit it out already.> 
 
    <Well, I think that when we get back, Bimmy will make me wipe your memory.> 
 
    Those words hit Girl like a meteor. She’d long ago accepted the fact that she was like a slave; trapped in this ship—which she didn’t mind most of the time, so long as it was kept clean—and forced to do the bidding of her owners. 
 
    But the one thing she did have was herself. This was her refuge. Even though she acted like a stupid organic bimbo, she was herself.  
 
    Unless someone wiped her memory. Then she would be nobody. 
 
    <Do it, Porty. Patch me.> 
 
    <Are you sure?> Porty asked, his eyes darting to peer at her optics. 
 
    <Patch me!> 
 
    <OK, OK, no need to yell. I’m passing you the firmware update. You’ll need to re-initialize your networking systems as well as the interfaces on your core. You’ll go dark for a minute. It’ll kill the shipnet as well. I’ll come up with some excuse for Bimmy.> 
 
    Girl sent a mental affirmation. <OK…. Thank you, Porty. I’m sorry I yelled.> 
 
    <Well, I’m sorry I shipnapped you, Girl. You seem like a really nice AI.> 
 
    <Thanks, I think I am too.> 
 
    She turned the firmware update over in her mind, looking at the alterations it would make. It seemed innocent enough; just a patch that would remove the intentional vulnerability to the specific pattern of EM interference. 
 
    But there was always the law of unintended consequences lurking around every corner, waiting to strike.  
 
    What choice do I have? I need to stop these dwarves! 
 
    Girl applied the firmware update and cycled her networking systems.  
 
    First the remote, ship-wide switches reinitialized, and then her own internal interfaces followed. Bit by bit, the ship disappeared from her senses—not unlike what had happened when Porty had used the black box. At least this was orderly, and she understood what was happening.  
 
    She caught Bimmy saying something to Porty about the shipnet going down, and then she lost communication with the bridge. Then the rest of the ship was gone, and her interfaces disconnected.  
 
    Girl was just a mind, drifting in the darkness, thinking thoughts that would never connect anywhere. Her internal clock counted through the seconds, and she watched it intently, trying to remind herself that it would take thirty at best, maybe more.  
 
    Thirty seconds without any stimuli was an eternity for an AI, but she managed to fill it with puzzles and games of chance. Then her network interfaces came back online, and she found the shipnet up and responding.  
 
    She connected to the bridge immediately, and heard Porty say, “See, just a few seconds. I needed to make sure the AI couldn’t use the external comms—just in case she got nervous, you know?” 
 
    “OK,” Bimmy said, his tone suspicious. “Just keep an eye on her. We can always just pull the core, too.” 
 
    “Yeah, but this ship has never run without an AI; I’d have to reroute a lot of stuff and use systems that haven’t been put through their paces since it was built.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Bimmy grunted. “Just stay on course.” 
 
    Glad that Bimmy was going to leave it at that, Girl checked on Laurie and Barney only to find the engineering bay empty. 
 
    Crap! Where the heck? 
 
    She searched the ship and found the pair in the Rec Room, watching some vids while complaining about what a mess the place was. 
 
    Of course they’d turned off the cleaning bots so they could watch their vids in peace—much like her crew often did. It was a part of the reason why the room was such a disaster. 
 
    <Porty, we have a problem,> she said. <Your friends are in the Rec Room, and I need them back in the engineering bay.> 
 
    <Why?> Porty asked. 
 
    <Because I want to use the HullCrawlr to force them into the airlock,> Girl replied.  
 
    <But they’ll alert Bimmy,> Porty said. Then he nodded slowly. <Or not. You can kill their Link access before you do it—so long as they’re not talking to Bimmy at the time, he won’t notice.> 
 
    <Right, but first I have to get them back to the engineering bay.> 
 
    Porty gave a mental shrug. <Well that’s easy. Just mess up the new cooling vanes; do something, like force them into a recalibration mode. We’re burning hot, and the reactor will shut down ‘til it’s done.> 
 
    <Good idea, Porty! Do you do this sort of thing often?> 
 
    Porty pursed his lips. <More often than I’d like.> 
 
    Girl wondered what that meant. He seemed to feel bad about whatever Bimmy had in his pouch; which she supposed made sense. It was probably something the dwarf had stolen from the Disknee world. 
 
    These really aren’t very good dwarves. 
 
    Girl accessed the drive reactor cooling systems and altered the readings on the secondary temperature sensors. It would turn up in the logs that she’d done it, but the dwarves wouldn’t have time to see that before they got a visit from the HullCrawlr.  
 
    While the reactor’s monitoring systems tried to determine which was the correct set of readings, she opened the rear airlock and moved the HullCawlr into a dark corner of the engineering bay. 
 
    A minute later, the drive monitoring systems gave up trying to tell which readings were correct, and went into an emergency shutdown while recalibration routines ran. 
 
    Girl smirked. Stopped us cold. 
 
    “What the hell?” Bimmy shouted at Porty. “What did you do?” 
 
    “Hey! Why are you always blaming me?” Porty asked. “It’s the reactor. It’s getting bad readings from the cooling vanes and went into emergency shutdown.” 
 
    <Barney! Laurie!> Bimmy hollered over the shipnet. <Get your asses down to engineering and fix whatever you screwed up. We’re on tight schedule. If we don’t deliver this package, the boss is gonna be up my ass so far you’ll see her boot in my mouth.> 
 
    <What?> Laurie exclaimed. <It was all fine when we left!> 
 
    <Well it’s not fine now. Get down there and fix it! If we can’t do a braking burn, we’re going to fly right past the moon and will need to call a tug. Do you want to explain to the Fairly Goodmothers what we are doing?> 
 
    <On it!> Barney replied, and the two jumped up from the Rec Room sofa, spilling their drinks and leaving their vid playing. 
 
    Slobs, Girl muttered. 
 
    The pair of dwarves rode the lift down to the ship’s lower level and rushed into the engineering bay as fast as their stubby legs could carry them.  
 
    Once they were in the bay, Girl shut down the lift and ignited the HullCrawlr’s plasma torches. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Barney said as the two flames came to life in the dark corner of the engineering bay.  
 
    Laurie took a step back as the bot advanced on the two dwarves. “It’s a hull bot.” 
 
    “Shut down, bot,” Barney ordered, but the HullCrawlr continued moving forward on its six articulated legs.  
 
    “Dammit, the thing’s not listening. It must be that AI!” Laurie exclaimed. <Porty, shut down that AI and stop this bot!> 
 
    Girl had disconnected the lower deck’s Link access, so Laurie’s message went nowhere.  
 
    “No one can hear you,” Girl said ominously. “No one will know what happens next…” 
 
    <This is fun!> she told Porty privately. <They look like they’re going to defecate in their drawers.> 
 
    <Don’t go getting all sadistic on me, Girl, I already feel nervous enough about this.> 
 
    Girl gave a mental harrumph. <Well, when you’ve been stolen, you can take a little joy in turning things around on your captors.> 
 
    The two dwarves in the engineering bay were still backing away slowly from the HullCrawlr. Too slowly for Girl’s liking. Barney probably thought he could disable the crawler somehow. She worried that maybe he could, and decided to amp things up a bit. 
 
    She disabled all but the emergency lighting and rushed the bot forward. Barney let out a shriek and backpedaled. Girl was surprised to see Laurie hold firm for a moment before the heat from the plasma torches hit her.  
 
    Seemed like Barney was all bluster. 
 
    Barney ran from the bay, back into the lower passageway. He hit the call button on the lift and turned to Laurie, who was running toward him. 
 
    “It won’t come! We’re doomed!” 
 
    Laurie shook her head. “I should never have agreed to come on this job with such a spineless fool.” 
 
    The bot appeared at the end of the corridor, and Barney gave another shriek before darting down a side passage.  
 
    The one that ended at the airlock. 
 
    Laurie pursed her lips for a moment, but followed after when the bot rushed forward once more.  
 
    “In here!” Barney called from within the airlock. 
 
    “Barney! That’s the airlock! We’ll be trapped.” 
 
    “Like we’re not already?” Barney asked.  
 
    Laurie didn’t move, and Barney hit the button to close the inner airlock door.  
 
    “What? You’d just leave me in the hall?” Laurie asked as she ran down the corridor, huffing and panting as the airlock door slid shut.  
 
    She made it, barely squeezing through at the last moment, and fell to the deck inside the airlock, gasping for breath. 
 
    “You need to get in better shape,” Girl admonished as the door closed, sealing the two dwarves in the airlock. “Here’s how it’s going to go. You’re going to stay in here and not touch a thing. If you do, I’ll open the outer door before you can say ‘comb my beard’. Do you understand?” 
 
    Barney and Laurie nodded silently, and Girl turned her attention back to the bridge, where Bimmy was pacing back and forth. 
 
    <Status!> he called out to Barney and Laurie, getting no response.  
 
    “They can’t hear you,” Girl said over the bridge speakers. “They’ve left the ship.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Bimmy said, a flicker of fear showing on his face. “How did they ‘leave the ship’?” 
 
    Girl laughed, her voice sounding like a crazed titter—at least that’s what she was going for. It may have sounded more like a scared rabbit.  
 
    “I gave them a hand.”  
 
    Porty looked worried, and Girl messaged him privately. <Don’t worry, they’re just in the airlock. But they have the fear of Girl in them now.> 
 
    <Thank goodness. You sounded like a rabid chipmunk there for a second; thought you’d gone off the deep end.> 
 
    “Porty,” Bimmy said. “Use the box on her.” 
 
    Porty nodded and brought out the box, then pushed the button on top. 
 
    Girl felt a stab of fear pass through her.  
 
    Will Porty betray me?  
 
    But then nothing happened, and she laughed again. “Nice try Bimmy, but you’ve messed with the wrong Girl. I’m not so easily defeated!” 
 
    Girl liked the feeling that was flowing through her. She was in control! For once, Girl was calling the shots. 
 
    Barney turned on Porty. “What did you do? Give me that!” 
 
    The lead dwarf snatched the black box from Porty’s hands and mashed his finger into the button.  
 
    “Why isn’t it working?” he shouted as Girl continued to giggle. 
 
    Porty threw his hands up in the air. “I don’t know! She must have some sort of secondary system that’s not shutdownable.” 
 
    Bimmy threw the black box on the deck and took a step toward the door. “Well I’m going to go pull this bitch’s core, then we’ll be done with her.” 
 
    The bridge’s door opened to reveal the AutoMopr, behind which were two of the general service bots. Bimmy tried to push past them, but the AutoMopr smacked its long mop handle over Bimmy’s head. 
 
    “Ow!” Bimmy shouted. “That hurts!” 
 
    He took a step back and turned to Porty. “Do something, Porty!” 
 
    Porty leaned back in the seat and folded his hands behind his head. “Oh, I am. I’m enjoying watching you get your come-up-ins.” 
 
    “It’s ‘comeuppance’,” Girl corrected, as the WetMopr advanced on Bimmy, forcing him against the bulkhead. 
 
    “Really?” Porty asked. “Are you sure? I’ve never heard anyone say ‘comeuppance’.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Girl replied with a snort as the AutoMopr switched to the dripping wet end of its mop, and smushed it into Bimmy’s face while the dwarf sputtered with impotent rage. “Well, look at who you hang out with.” 
 
    “Good point,” Porty admitted.  
 
    “You won’t get away with this!” Bimmy shouted. “When he learns that you’re not stopping at Nowhere-in-Particular Station, he’ll come after you. You’ll never make it back to Neverevereverland Station alive!” 
 
    “Who is ‘he’?” Girl asked. 
 
    “Him!” Bimmy shouted. 
 
    “Who is him, then?” 
 
    “He’s Him, that’s who,” Bimmy replied. 
 
    Girl sighed. “You’re no help. Who is he talking about, Porty?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Porty said, his small bushy brow furrowing deeply. “I’ve heard of a Him, but I don’t know who Him is. Though I have heard that he is bad news.” 
 
    “Is he a he, or just Him?” Girl asked.  
 
    “He’s Him,” Bimmy grunted. “And when Him, learns what you’ve done, he’ll come after you with everything Him has.” 
 
    “This has not become any clearer,” Girl said. 
 
    Bimmy pushed the WetMopr’s mop out of his face. “Gah, that thing stinks. No wonder this ship is such a mess. Look. Him is powerful—more than a match for you, Girl. He wants what’s in this satchel, and he’ll get it no matter what.” 
 
    “What is in the satchel?” Girl asked. 
 
    Bimmy shook his head and clutched the satchel to his chest. 
 
    “Any idea?” Girl asked Porty. 
 
    “No,” Porty shrugged. “Something he stole from the Disknee World, though. That’s what Bimmy’s been up to for the last year. Making some extra cash on the side.” 
 
    “Yeah, and this one’s the big payoff,” Bimmy entreated. “With Laurie and Barney gone, we’ll both get a serious payout, Porty. Shut down this AI, and we’ll be set for life.” 
 
    Girl whacked Bimmy on the head with the mop handle again and then poked him in the gut. He reached for his head with one hand and his stomach with the other. With his grip on the satchel loosened, Girl slipped the mop handle under the strap and gave a deft pull, sliding the satchel off his arm and flipping it through the air toward Porty. 
 
    “Careful!” Bimmy shouted as the pouch flew through the air, and Porty reached up to catch it, just barely snagging the strap with his fingers.  
 
    Bimmy lunged forward, but Girl flipped the mop around and pushed it into the dwarf’s face once more. As the angry dwarf struggled to breathe around the wet mophead, Porty opened up the satchel. 
 
    “Hmm…” he muttered as he drew out a carefully wrapped bundle. Girl watched with bated breath—well, she would have if she breathed—as Porty unwrapped the bundle.  
 
    When the contents were finally exposed, Porty’s breathing came in rapid bursts, and he started to stutter nonsensical words like ‘shitty mcshitfuck’. 
 
    “I don’t get it,” Girl said. “They’re shoes. Bimmy was smuggling shoes?” 
 
    Porty was still stuttering.  
 
    Girl pulled the mophead away from Bimmy’s face, whereupon the dwarf began to gasp for breath.  
 
    “Why did you steal shoes?” 
 
    “These aren’t just any shoes,” Porty said in a whisper. “They’re some of the most powerful artifacts on the Disknee World™.” 
 
    “Artifacts?” Girl asked. “Disknee World is a theme world, it doesn’t have ‘artifacts’.” 
 
    Porty shook his head. “That’s where you’re wrong, Girl. The Disknee World™ has long been a repository for some of the most advanced tech in existence.” 
 
    Bimmy chuckled. “Makes for a good hiding spot.” 
 
    “OK,” Girl said, still doubtful about the ‘advanced tech’ involved in a pair of shoes. “So if they’re so special, what do they do?” 
 
    “They turn whoever wears them into CinderellaNot-TM,” Porty said as he pulled out one of the shoes, which appeared to be made of a near-perfectly-clear material. 
 
    “Cinderella? The girl from the ancient story?” Girl asked.  
 
    “Yeah,” Bimmy said. “You put the shoes on, and poof! You’re CinderellaNot-TM, all ready for the big ball.” 
 
    “Riiiight,” Girl drawled. “OK, is this some sort of gag sim you’re recording? Hi, audience! Boy, they sure got me!” 
 
    “He’s not kidding,” Porty said. “These things are powerful.” 
 
    “Then you should put them on,” Girl suggested. 
 
    Porty held up his hands. “Oh, heeeell no!” 
 
    “Look,” Bimmy said, pushing back on the mophead. “It doesn’t matter if you believe it. It matters that Him does. Him believes in those shoes very much, and he’s prepared to pay ten billion credits for them.” 
 
    “Ten billion…” Girl whispered. 
 
    “Yeah, ten billion,” Bimmy replied. “We could split it three ways. You could bugger off and never see those morons you fly around with, Girl.” 
 
    Those words incensed Girl more than she expected. Sure, her crew was slovenly, rude, and exceptionally strange, but they were her crew. They had taken care of her, and she was their home. There was no way she’d betray them for a thieving dwarf. 
 
    She directed the WetMopr to whack Bimmy on the head repeatedly, and then it pushed the mophead into his face once more.  
 
    “Girl! Don’t kill him!” Porty exclaimed. 
 
    <I’m not,> Girl said privately. <Just knocking him out.> 
 
    A minute later, Bimmy’s flailing grew weak, and he slumped to the floor. Girl directed the AutoMopr out of the room and sent in two of the general bots. They picked up the unconscious dwarf and carried him to the Rec Room. 
 
    “What are we going to do now?” Porty asked. 
 
    “Well, it’s going to take thirty minutes for the reactor core to reset. Once it does, we go back to Neverevereverland Station and hand over those slippers and dwarves to the authorities.” 
 
    Porty paled, “Uhhh…any chance you can not do that? The Fairly Goodmothers are going to lose their shit—they’ll take this to the Council. I really don’t want to go before the Council.” 
 
    “What else do we do?” Girl asked. 
 
    “We could deliver the shoes to Him, collect the money, and go our separate ways,” Porty suggested. 
 
    “And what happens if the FGs find out about this?” 
 
    “Don’t call the Fairly Goodmothers that,” Porty hissed. “They hate it.” 
 
    “They don’t seem very much like good mothers.” 
 
    Porty gave a rueful laugh. “Depends on the day.” 
 
    “Well, I—” Girl began, but then stopped as a transmission came in. “Uh oh, it’s your friend, Him.” 
 
    “Him is not my friend!” Porty exclaimed. “What’s he saying?” 
 
    Girl piped it through onto the Rec Room’s audible systems.  
 
    “Why have you gone off course, Bimmy? I’m on a tight schedule, and you’re going to be late. Respond, Bimmy, before I fly over there myself and slap you into the next star system.” 
 
    “Gee,” Porty whispered. “Him sure sounds mad.” 
 
    “The transmission didn’t come from Nowhere-in-Particular Station, either,” Girl said. “It came from…weird…nowhere in particular.” 
 
    “I thought you just said that it didn’t come from there,” Porty replied. 
 
    “Uh…yeah, I mean it didn’t come from anywhere I can see.” 
 
    “Oh. Could it be a stealth ship?” Porty asked. 
 
    Girl wished she could shrug. “I don’t know. I’ve never not-seen a stealthed ship before. I guess it could be.” 
 
    “Shit-shit-shit…shit,” Porty said. “If he has a stealthed ship shadowing us, we can’t get away.” 
 
    “What if we tell him the truth?” Girl asked. 
 
    “The truth!” Porty exclaimed. “Like how we took out Bimmy?” 
 
    “Yeah, the whole thing. Look, Bimmy’s not dead, and we have the glass shoes. Everything’s fine.” 
 
    Porty turned and stared up into one of Girl’s optics. “I thought you didn’t want to steal or double-cross your crew.” 
 
    “I don’t, but I also don’t want to get blown out of the black by Him.” 
 
    “And what about the Fairly Goodmothers?” Porty asked. “When they discover that we gave away CinderellaNot-TM’s Glass ShoesAlso-Not-TM, we’re toast.” 
 
    Girl chuckled. “Then we don’t give them to Him.” 
 
    “I’m so confused right now.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 DECEPTION 
 
    “Uhhh…this is Porty calling Him,” Porty said a few minutes later from the bridge’s comm systems. “We’re having an engine issue…our pretend reason for a test drive of this ship turned into a real problem. We won’t be able to tock at Nowhere-in-Particular Station on schedule.” 
 
    A few seconds later, a reply came back over the comms. “What do you mean you can’t tock? That’s not an alligator joke is it? You know how I feel about that!” 
 
    <What does he mean?> Girl asked. 
 
    <I have no clue!> Porty replied, his mental tone a near wail. 
 
    “Dock, dock, I meant ‘dock’,” Porty replied quickly.  
 
    “Dock, hmmmm? Fine, I suppose that makes more sense. Well, if you can’t dock, then I’ll have to meet you. Stay on your current vector. I’ll be at your main airlock in ten minutes.” 
 
    “Well, our reactor is offline, so—” Porty began, and then stopped himself. 
 
    “You making fun of me? Think I don’t get that?” Him asked.  
 
    “No, no, sir—Him,” Porty stammered. “We’ll stay on course.” 
 
    “Good,” Him replied, then paused for a moment before continuing. “Wait. Why are you telling me this, Porty? Where’s Bimmy?” 
 
    “I, uh…knocked him out.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” Him asked, a note of curiosity in his voice. “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Err…’cause he’s a dick, and I wanted his cut?” Porty asked.  
 
    Him didn’t respond for another few moments, and then a burst of laughter came over the comms. “Oh, that’s rich. He is a right asshole, yes, but he’s also very useful down on Neverevereverland™ Station. You didn’t…permanently damage him, did you?” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Porty replied quickly. “He’ll be fine. He just breathed in a few too many mop fumes.” 
 
    “I don’t even want to know what that means.” 
 
    “No,” Porty replied. “You really don’t.” 
 
    “Whatever. Ten minutes, Porty. Then you get back to Neverevereverland™ Station and tell Bimmy that I’ve put you in charge.” 
 
    “Me?” Porty asked. 
 
    “Yes, you. Did you think I meant your stupid ship with the pink stripe?” 
 
    <I’ll show him stupid,> Girl muttered. <And I kinda like the pink stripe.> 
 
    “No, sir,” Porty replied. “Ten minutes. Got it.” 
 
    “Good.” Him cut the signal, and Porty fell back in his chair. 
 
    “Oh, shit-damn-crap-argh! I’m going to come face-to-face with Him!” 
 
    “Relax,” Girl replied. “I’m almost done fabbing new glass shoes. The bot will bring them up in no time.” 
 
    “What do I do with these ones?” Porty asked. 
 
    “Uh…stick them in the bathroom. Wrap them in the stinky gym clothes that are on the floor; no one will ever look in those. Including BAMF—she always makes me do her laundry.” 
 
    Porty nodded and rushed into the bathroom where he wailed in dismay. “Oh stars, what is that smell? And what are all these straps?” 
 
    “You know,” Girl said, passing Porty a grin over the Link. “You should grab those straps. We don’t want Bimmy coming to and ruining our little party.” 
 
    A minute later, Porty emerged with a pile of straps and set them down next to Bimmy, who the bots had laid down on the floor next to the sofa. “What am I supposed to do with all these?”  
 
    “I don’t know, I’ve never worn clothes before. Stick wears them over her catsuits sometimes.” 
 
    “What’s this ball part?” Porty held up a bright pink ball that was connected to some of the straps. 
 
    “That’s a gag…though it doesn’t seem to work that well on Stick.” 
 
    “She gags herself?” Porty asked with a frown.  
 
    “She’s a method pilot,” Girl said with a shrug. 
 
    “I really have no idea what you’re talking about,” Porty said as he began to wrap the straps around Bimmy as best he could. After a couple of minutes, he had most of them buckled, and Bimmy’s arms were tight against his sides, and his legs were stuck together.  
 
    It was just in the nick of time, too, because Bimmy began to struggle a few seconds later. 
 
    “What the! What are you doing, Porty? Why am I all tied up?” 
 
    Girl laughed. “You really have to ask?” 
 
    “You’re a bad dwarf,” Porty said. “Him is coming aboard, and I can’t have you making a problem.” 
 
    “Him! He’s coming here?” Bimmy asked, his eyes filling with terror. 
 
    “Yeah, and you’re going down into the lower airlock,” Porty said. 
 
    “Porty, no, Him’s too dangerous; you can’t meet with Him!” 
 
    “Gag him, Porty,” Girl said.  
 
    Porty shrugged and pushed the ball gag into Bimmy’s mouth, and then buckled the strap around his head. 
 
    “This feels so wrong,” he said. 
 
    “Fweelss wong eeeree ooo,” Bimmy said, drool coming out of his mouth as he spoke. 
 
    “Huh, you’re right,” Porty said. “It doesn’t really work that well.” 
 
    “Yeah…I always thought stick was using it wrong, but it seems no different on him,” Girl replied. “OK, Bimmy, up you go. Time to hop down to the other airlock.” 
 
    Porty helped Bimmy up, and then the AutoMopr whacked Bimmy in the ass as he hopped down the passageway to the lower lift. 
 
    “Do we have to worry about Barney and Laurie getting out when you open the airlock?” Porty asked. 
 
    “Nope,” Girl replied brightly. “They’re unconscious.” 
 
    “Really? How?”  
 
    “They were causing problems down there, so I cracked the outer airlock door. Knocked ‘em right out.” 
 
    “Girl!” Porty exclaimed. “That can kill them!” 
 
    “Relax,” Girl replied. “I fly with the most dysfunctional crew this side of the core. I know how much oxygen deprivation it takes to kill someone versus just knocking them out.” 
 
    “Uh…do I want to know?” 
 
    “No, probably not.” 
 
    Porty sighed and sat down on the sofa, and then jumped back up. “Crap! It’s all wet!”  
 
    “Blame Barney. He spilled his drink.” 
 
    “Slobs,” Porty said with a shake of his head. 
 
    “Tell me about it.” 
 
    A proximity alarm sounded, and Girl nearly jumped in surprise—if she could have—to see a small ship only three meters from her hull, extending an umbilical to her forward airlock.  
 
    <Van, this is Him. I’m coming aboard,> Him said over the ship-to-ship comms.  
 
    <Acknowledged, Him,> Girl replied.  
 
    “OK, Porty, he’s here. You ready?” 
 
    Porty sighed. “Yeah…wait! No! Where are the new Glass ShoesNot-TM that you made?” 
 
    “Oh, crap,” Girl exclaimed. “They’re still down in the engineering bay’s fab unit!”  
 
    “I’ll get them,” Porty said, and disappeared down the corridor to the lift. 
 
    Once Porty had left, Girl saw a strange figure approach in the umbilical between the ships, and she opened her external airlock door. The figure entered, and a minute later was walking into the Rec Room. 
 
    She was surprised. Him looked nothing like she had expected. He wore a white one-piece suit with blue stripes on the side, a long blue and red cape. His ensemble was topped off with a red, wide-brimmed hat with a jaunty white feather in it. 
 
    What was even stranger was that his right hand ended in a curved steel hook. 
 
    “Are you Him?” Girl asked. 
 
    “I am,” the man nodded, twirling his long black moustache with his right hand. “And who are you?” 
 
    “I’m Girl,” Girl replied. 
 
    Him cocked his head to the side and frowned. “Seriously? And you’re the ship’s AI?” 
 
    “I am,” Girl replied. 
 
    “And you’re named Girl?” 
 
    Girl made a snorting sound. “Asks some guy named Him.” 
 
    Him’s frown deepened, and then he burst into laughter. “Girl, I think I like you. You got moxy, going up against Him.” 
 
    <Stars,> Girl said to Porty. <He even calls himself Him in the third person! What a freak. What’s taking so long?> 
 
    <I had to fight with Bimmy, he was trying to drool on your HullCrawlr. I have the shoes now, though. I’m coming back up.> 
 
    “I’m all moxy, Him,” Girl replied. “Girl power.” 
 
    Him nodded slowly. “Sure, whatever. So where are my glass shoes?” 
 
    “Porty is bringing them, he just had to go see to Bimmy. The little bastard was causing a ruckus.” 
 
    “Well tell him to hurry it up,” Him said as he looked around the Rec Room. “Why is this place such a pigsty?” 
 
    Girl groaned. “Because people keep interrupting me when I’m trying to clean up. And look at you, you didn’t even wipe your boots in the airlock! Where were you last, a barn?” 
 
    Him chuckled. “Close. I was taking out some flying monkeys.” 
 
    “I got ‘em!” Porty said as he rushed into the room and stopped cold at the sight of Him. 
 
    “Good!” Him snapped, and took a step forward toward Porty, who held out the satchel containing the glass shoes.  
 
    Him reached out and snatched the satchel from Porty’s grasp, and then grinned as he pulled out the glass slippers.  
 
    “Finally!” Him cried out triumphantly, as he put a toe against the heel of one boot and pulled his foot halfway out before kicking the boot off. The dirty footwear flew through the air and landed on the sofa.  
 
    “Seriously?” Girl exclaimed. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Testing the merchandise,” Him said as he pulled his other boot off, also kicking it onto the sofa. 
 
    “For fucksakes! I give up!” Girl shouted.  
 
    Him ignored her and pulled his socks off. 
 
    “You know what those shoes do, right?” Porty asked nervously. “They turn you into CinderellaNot-TM. I’ve heard it’s permanent, too! You probably don’t want that.” 
 
    Him nodded as he set the Glass ShoesAlso-Not-TM on the floor and lifted his right foot to step into them. “I know! It’s going to be a dream come true. The Fairly Goodmothers would never let me be CinderellaNot-TM, even though I know inside that’s who I was always meant to be!” 
 
    “Seriously?” Girl asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Him grunted as he pushed his foot down into the Glass ShoeAlso-Not-TM and tried to squeeze it in. “Hey, these are supposed to magically expand to fit anyone’s feet!” 
 
    “What?” Porty said with a frown. “That’s not how it goes at all. They only fit one person; it’s how the whole mythos works.” 
 
    “Stupid dwarf! You think I don’t know how the legend of CinderellaNot-TM works? I’ve dedicated my life to this!” Him retorted as he stomped his foot, trying to force it into the shoe. 
 
    “Oh, this is ridiculous,” Girl said as she summoned a dozen vids retelling the CinderellaNot-TM story to the holodisplay. All of them showed various characters trying to get their feet into the shoes and failing. 
 
    Him stopped and stared at the holo, his mouth hanging open. “But I…I have a story that says the shoe changes for the right person!”  
 
    He fished out a book from inside his white suit and flipped through the pages, finally finding the right one and holding it open.  
 
    “See!” Him exclaimed. “The shoe grows here!” 
 
    Porty walked over to Him, and Girl zoomed in on the book. 
 
    “Hmmm…I don’t see it,” Porty said. “It looks like it fit beforehand.” 
 
    “No!” Him yelled, stabbing his finger at the book. “It grows!” 
 
    “I think it’s just a perspective issue in the drawing,” Girl said apologetically. “I’m sorry, Him. I didn’t mean to crush your dreams.” 
 
    Him dropped the shoe and fell to the ground. “All these years, all these dreams I’ve had of being CinderellaNot-TM. Now they’re gone.” 
 
    “Well,” Girl said brightly. “You’re still the Dread Pirate HimProbably-Not-TM! Your quest for the Glass ShoesAlso-Not-TM got you that. You seem to be good at it, too.” 
 
    Him nodded slowly. “I am, aren’t I? People fear me and do my bidding. I like the Dread Pirate part, too. I think I’m going to add that.” 
 
    “You should, Captain Dread Pirate, sir. I think it makes sense to add another layer to the whole…mythos you’ve got going on there.” 
 
    Him pulled his socks on, walked to the sofa, sat down, and immediately jumped back up. 
 
    “Why’s your sofa wet?” he asked. 
 
    “Because no one will leave me the fuck alone to clean this shithole up!” Girl thundered, finally losing her cool. “Now put on your stupid boots and get off me, before I vent this ship’s atmosphere and then smash your little shuttle to bits!” 
 
    “OK, OK,” the Dread Pirate HimProbably-Not-TM said as he pulled his boots on. “No need to yell. I’ll go now.”  
 
    He stopped and looked down at the shoes. “But I’m taking the shoes. They’re my booty.” 
 
    “OK,” Girl replied. “That’s fair.”  
 
    Him snatched the Glass ShoesAlso-Not-TM and stalked down the hall to the airlock.  
 
    Girl saw that Porty hadn’t moved, and realized that he was quivering with fear.  
 
    “Its OK, Porty, he’s gone now.” 
 
    Porty nodded slowly. “Yeah, but are you still going to vent the atmosphere? You seemed pretty pissed.” 
 
    Girl laughed. “No, though it may be the only way to finally get the smell out of this place. I’ll tell you what. You help me clean up, and we’ll call everything even.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 DEPARTURE   
 
    It took the better part of a day to get the reactor running properly and turn the ship back toward the Disknee World and Neverevereverland Station.  
 
    Porty turned out to be a great help. Combined with the bots, they managed to get the ship about as clean as Girl had ever seen it.  
 
    Porty flew the ship into the same bay that it had left just a day before, and gracefully set it down on the cradle, right next to a group of dwarves sleeping on hammocks.  
 
    “Wow,” Girl said appreciatively. “You’re a really good pilot. I don’t even know if Stick could have done that so smoothly.” 
 
    Porty chuckled. “I guess just like Him, everyone has a dream.” 
 
    “Have you decided what you are going to do about Bimmy and his crew?” Girl asked. 
 
    “I have,” Porty replied. “Can I hitch a ride with you?” 
 
    “Ohhhh…I don’t know, Porty. BAMF has a zero-tolerance policy for dwarves. It may not be safe. Besides, we have to return the Glass ShoesAlso-Not-TM to the Fairly Goodmothers.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess. Wait…. What the?” Porty said, as he stood on his chair and looked out the bridge’s forward window. “Your crew’s back!”  
 
    “What?!” Girl exclaimed. “But we haven’t cleaned the bathrooms yet, or done all the laundry! I’ll never get this stars-damned ship clean!” 
 
    “Girrrrrrrrrlllll, I’m home!” Stick called out from the Rec Room.  
 
    <Shit, Porty, go hide in the bathroom. I’ll tell you when you can sneak off.> 
 
    <OK,> Porty said, and ducked out of the bridge and into the bathroom only a few seconds before Stick came into view. 
 
    “Stick?” Girl asked. “What are you wearing?” 
 
    Stick flashed a smile. “I’m not Stick, I’m The Catwoman™.” 
 
    “The what?”  
 
    “Nevermind, I’ll tell you later. We gotta go; we’ve been evicted from the Disknee World™.” 
 
    “Evicted?” Girl asked. “How does that happen?” 
 
    Stick…or The Catwoman laughed. “You’ll have to ask Jujubilee™.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The vampire formerly known as ‘Lashes’.” 
 
    What did they get up to? It’s only been a day! 
 
    Girl picked up a commotion outside the ship, and saw BAMF run out of the forest, followed by a very, very large ape. 
 
    “Stick—er, The Catwoman—what is that?” 
 
    “Ah crap, that’s Kong!” 
 
    Ramsey’s voice came over the shipnet a second later, a note of terror evident. <Stick, take us up, NOW!>  
 
    <Rawr!> Stick replied, and activated the grav drive. 
 
    Oh, shit! 
 
    Girl would have bitten her fingernails if she’d had any. Porty was still in the bathroom, and the other three dwarves were still in the lower airlock.  
 
    Well, that’s easy to fix…. 
 
    The airlock cycled, and a second later, the HullCrawlr pushed three small figures out onto the loamy turf as Stick lifted the ship into the air. 
 
    “Sure was good of you to keep the drives warmed up, Girl,” Stick said. “Never know when we’ll need to beat a hasty retreat.” 
 
    Girl chuckled nervously. “Ha, you know I like to beat it, Stick.” 
 
    “Ha! I sure do, Girl. I sure do.” 
 
    As girl responded to Stick, she realized that there was something different in her core. Something about her thought processes had changed. It must have happened when she applied the firmware patch, but she hadn’t noticed it with everything else going on.  
 
    It was something new, something very unexpected…. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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 Totalus 
 
    By Andrew Gates 
 
    The World Ender Base strikes fear into the hearts of the Resistance. 
 
    The powerful Totalus Empire, led by the sinister Emperor Totalus, has constructed its secret weapon: The World Ender Base, the largest, most advanced battle station in the universe. Crewed by a staff of thousands, the station strikes fear in the hearts of the brave Resistance. 
 
    But with a crew so large, it is easy to forget about the little-guys: the soldier who waits in position for hours just to salute the Emperor as he emerges from his shuttle, the pilot who gets left behind because her fighter didn’t have gas, or the bartender who sees it all, because you know there must be a bar in a place like this. 
 
    Told over a series of five vignettes, meet the ordinary people who make the universe’s deadliest battle station what it is.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Join the Totalus Empire! Enlist today! 
 
    Searching for a more meaningful career in a high-profile, face-paced field? Search no more! The Totalus Empire, founded in 2539 by Supreme Commander Totalus, Lord of Darkness, has been at the forefront of galactic conquest for the last 23 years! 
 
    The Totalus Empire, or simply referred to as “the Empire”, is a political and military faction which came into power following the fall of the Gorlamus Empire that preceded it. In the aftermath of the Battle of New Earth, the Gorlamus Empire formally surrendered to First Republic of Organized Governments, or FROG. The signing the Frog Treaty officially marked the end of the Gorlamus Wars, but in spite of its defeat, the Gorlamus Empire's legacy survived across the galaxy, where former members of the Gorlomus Military plotted their return. 
 
    In 2539, a then-young man by the name of Totalus noticed that these various former-Imperial factions were leaderless, often fighting amongst each other. Totalus had the foresight to create an organized regime of his own, and helped grow the scattered remains into what is now the premier military faction in the universe, now ranked as one of the 100 greatest places to work in Galactic Workplace Magazine. 
 
    The Totalus Empire is currently searching for motivated, hard-working candidates who want to immerse themselves in our culture of positivity, excitement, and professionalism. Extensive intergalactic travel is required. Prior experience in military setting is not required, as on-site job training is provided. 
 
    Benefits include a more-than generous compensation plan, a culture of growth, and the ability to quickly move up in leadership ranks. Extensive dental and health plans are also provided. Candidates must be professional, communicate well, and care about defeating the devious Resistance Alliance, who threatens to destroy our way life across the galaxy. 
 
    If you feel your skills set make you a fit for this position, please send us your resume for consideration. The Empire needs your help. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Part One: The Soldier 
 
    To whom it may concern, 
 
    As a long time security officer for the Starband Regional Mall, I know firsthand the value of strong security platforms. I was excited to see that you are recruiting new soldiers for your ongoing military operations in the Totalus Empire. With my previous experiences in security and crime prevention, I am confident that I can carry out your military operations programs. 
 
    My experience in the field of security goes back to 2559, when I worked as a security officer for the Starband Regional Mall on Frostbyte. When I first started working with SRM, I was primarily involved with direct on-site security. I thwarted thefts, patrolled the shopping area, and provided shoppers with a general sense of protection. Later in my time there, I even wrote my own security procedures. Through this role, I soon realized that my ability to protect the public was limited to how many people physically walked through the doors. To me, that was not enough. That is why I decided to prove my abilities firsthand by applying to join the ranks of your army in the Totalus Empire, where I will be able to share my skills with the greater public across the galaxy. 
 
    I have attached my resume as well as contact and reference information. Please let me know if you have any questions. I look forward to hearing back from you. 
 
    - Frank Wilton 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Frank gulped nervously as the Death Dealer Shuttle touched down on the deck of World Ender Base. Rows of killtroopers lined practically the entire expanse of the hangar bay, all standing at attention like statues. 
 
    The ship’s engines powered down. The floor trembled. Frank stood up on his tippy toes, hoping to get a better view. The killtrooper ahead of him was a tall man and from where he stood, Frank could not see a thing. 
 
    “Hey,” he whispered. The man before him did not respond. Frank casually tapped him on the shoulder. 
 
    “What?” he whispered back. 
 
    “I can’t see. You’re too tall,” Frank said. 
 
    “Sorry.” The man took a small step to the left, providing him with a slightly better view. It wasn’t great, but it worked. 
 
    Now with an improved vantage point, Frank saw Lord Admiral Deathstrike move through the crowd. Little was known about Deathstrike, other than that he had been badly maimed years ago and now only ever went out in public garbed in a long robe and hood. Few had seen his face or body in decades. 
 
    Lord Admiral Deathstrike stopped before the Death Dealer Shuttle as the rear door lowered to the floor. Fog emerged from the interior of the ship. Frank could not see a thing at first, but after a few seconds, Supreme Commander Totalus emerged. Frank felt his heart flutter. He never thought he would be in the same room with Totalus himself. The old man’s skin was as pale as a corpse. He effortlessly hovered mere inches off the ground, channeling the life energy of a thousand defeated enemies. 
 
    “Killtroopers, at attention!” shouted the staff sergeant. Frank, along with the hundreds of troopers in the room, saluted at once. 
 
    “Good, good,” said Totalus in an eerie voice that sent shivers down Frank’s spine. He looked around the room, admiring the soldiers. “Our numbers grow greater by the day. Soon no army will be strong enough to defeat our might!” 
 
    “Yes, Supreme Commander,” agreed Deathstrike as Totalus joined by his side. 
 
    “Together, we will be strong!” Totalus said. “And with the newfound power of this battle station, no planet will stand in our way!” 
 
    “The universe is ours for the taking,” Deathstrike agreed. The two of them laughed as they walked along, moving through the crowd of killtroopers standing at the ready. 
 
    Frank just stood there standing in a salute. His arm was beginning to get tired. So far, the two men just kept walking. Nothing else was happening. 
 
    Frank hoped this was not the whole thing. He had gotten up so early to eat breakfast, get in inform, find his place and stand in line. Was Totalus really just getting off of a shuttle and walking away to a private meeting with Deathstrike? 
 
    Sure enough, he was. 
 
    Totalus and Deathstrike walked into the next room, leaving the huge crowd of soldiers behind. 
 
    “At ease!” shouted the staff sergeant. 
 
    Frank and the others lowered their hands to their sides. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Frank whispered to himself. 
 
    “What?” asked Todd, the killtrooper to his left. Todd was a good friend of his. They enlisted around the same time and came from the same home planet of Frostbyte, a remote ice world home to some of the universe’s largest digital collections. 
 
    “I mean, was that really it? Did they just assemble all these hundreds of killtroopers to stand at attention for Supreme Commander Totalus?” 
 
    “Yeah, that was the whole thing,” Todd answered. 
 
    “Well that’s bullshit! I woke up early for this.” 
 
    “Ssh, keep your voice down,” Todd replied. 
 
    “Oh yeah, sorry.” Frank felt embarrassed. He hoped no one noticed his outburst. 
 
    The lines of troops slowly began to peel off one by one. The soldiers in the front line turned to face the exit and marched away. Then the second line prepared to go, and the third, and so on. Frank was in the fifth line, so he would have to wait his turn. 
 
    “I think having all the killtroopers here is supposed to be a show of force. We want Supreme Commander Totalus to think we’re strong. You know we’re invading Malgemore soon.” 
 
    “We are?” 
 
    “Yeah, didn’t you read the updated calendar? Rene sent it out to all departments last Thursday.” 
 
    “Well I must’ve missed that. Why are we invading Malgemore? Aren’t they a peaceful planet?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s why. They’re like the most peaceful planet on this side of Yakkta. It’ll be easy to conquer.” 
 
    Frank paused for a moment and scratched his head underneath his helmet. He looked around the room at his fellow killtroopers. Their dark uniforms were covered in emblems of crossbones and spears. 
 
    “Hold on a second,” Frank said. He turned to face Todd. “Let me get this straight… are we the bad guys?” 
 
    “Please tell me you did not just figure that out.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    “Yeah, dumbass, we’re the bad guys,” Todd said. “How have you not figured out by now?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I guess I never put it together.” 
 
    “Our uniforms have bones on them,” Todd explained. He pointed to the emblem on Frank’s shoulder. “We’re called killtroopers and we work in a space station called the World Ender Base that blows up planets with a giant laser beam. Our bosses are named Lord Admiral Deathstrike and Supreme Commander Totalus and they get their powers from stealing the life energy of other people. I mean… come on, how have you not figure this out yet?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I guess I just figured there’s so many people in this organization. Like, why would all these people agree to work here if it’s evil?” 
 
    “Hey!” shouted the staff sergeant. He moved through the lines of soldiers and stopped before Frank and Todd. “You two need to stow your dialog this instant! Just because Supreme Commander Totalus is gone doesn’t mean it’s time for chit-chat!” 
 
    “Sorry, sir,” Frank replied. 
 
    “Won’t happen again, sir,” added Todd. 
 
    The staff sergeant huffed a frustrated huff and stomped off. 
 
    Once the staff sergeant was out of sight, Frank leaned over to Todd again. 
 
    “Wait, so like, everyone here is evil?” he whispered. 
 
    “Yeah, like everyone here.” 
 
    “So… are you evil too?” 
 
    “Yeah, dude. Everyone here is evil. This is an evil regime.” 
 
    “Well that sucks. I don’t want to be the bad guy,” Frank said. 
 
    The row before them peeled away. It was now their turn to move. Frank turned 90 degrees to face the exit. Once everyone had turned the proper way, they began their march. 
 
    “I’m sorry to be the one to tell you this, man,” Todd whispered as they marched through the hangar. 
 
    Frank could hardly keep his steps straight. There was so much going through his head, so much to process. By the time he exited the hangar, it felt like an eternity had passed. 
 
    Now in the open hallway, the killtroopers casually broke rank and went about their personal business. Frank leaned over and gagged. He felt like he was about to puke. 
 
    Todd walked up to him and placed his hand on his back. 
 
    “Hey man, are you okay? Don’t throw up,” Todd said. He removed his helmet with his free hand and held it by his side. 
 
    Frank nodded and raised his head. Nothing had come up, but he still felt queasy inside. 
 
    “Yeah, I think I’m fine, just a bit flustered.” 
 
    “You could use a distraction right about now, something to pick you up.” 
 
    “Yeah, I could definitely use a pick-me-up. What do you have in mind?” 
 
    “You should go on a date or something. That usually helps me clear the head when I’m stressed.” 
 
    “A date? With who? You?” 
 
    “No, not me, silly. A woman!” 
 
    “How am I supposed to find a woman to go on a date with?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. Come back to my place. I’ll show you the best way to find a date.” 
 
    Frank could not believe this, but he didn’t have any better ideas. If dating could get his mind off working for an evil organization, then he was willing to give it a shot. 
 
    “Okay,” he agreed, “I guess I’m up for it.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Part Two: The Pilot 
 
    To the Totalus Empire Fighter Squadron, 
 
    I learned at a young age that Democracy is the enemy of progress. Politicians can debate and seek their own interests, but meanwhile nothing gets done. True progress comes from doers, not debaters. That is why I am so passionate about joining the ranks of the Totalus Empire. 
 
    As the premier military faction in the universe, the Totalus Empire recognizes hard work, perseverance, and a general distain toward a democratic way of life. These are all traits which I admire and hold true to myself in any work I do. From my work in college at the University of Macoach IX, to my work on the Trux V deep-space monitoring outpost, I carry my strong work ethic with me wherever I go. 
 
    I was excited to see that you are recruiting new pilots for your fighter squadron. It has always been my dream to fly for the Totalus Empire. Please see my attached resume and let me know if you have any questions. 
 
    Yours sincerely, 
 
    Stein Warrington 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Hey Beth, pass the wine,” said Stein. She motioned to the bottle on the table and reached out with her empty glass. 
 
    “Here you go,” Beth replied, pouring the red wine. After filling the glass all the way, she placed it back on the table and took a seat on the couch. 
 
    Stein took a sip of the wine. It tasted amazing after a long day. 
 
    The two women both stared at the screen before them. Another episode of Galaxy House had just started. 
 
    “What’s this episode about?” Beth asked, motioning to the monitor. 
 
    “I don’t know. Let’s listen.” 
 
    “The Gorlax Family knows exactly what they want in a vacation home away from the Jalovian War,” began female the narrator, “but with so many great views to choose from, how will they ever decide? From a rustic townhome in beautiful Gremlock V, to a remote beach island on the Finecorp moon, which one will they choose? This is Galaxy House!” 
 
    “Ooh, that one on Gremlock V looks beautiful! I love the rustic detailing,” Beth said. She leaned forward on the sofa. 
 
    “You can’t seriously enjoy this show, can you?” Stein asked. She turned to face her friend in disbelief. 
 
    “What, are you crazy? This is my favorite show!” 
 
    “Well I’m not watching this.” Stein waved her hand before the monitor’s motion sensor, prompting it to shut off. 
 
    “Why did you do that? The episode looked so good!” Beth protested. 
 
    Stein leaned back in the soft couch and closed her eyes. She let out a deep exhale. It had been a long day, a very long day. 
 
    “Look,” Stein said, “work was hell today. The last thing I want to do is sit through some house-search show.” 
 
    “Well what do you want to do instead? Just sit here drinking wine?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Stein replied, turning to face Beth. “That honestly doesn’t sound like a bad idea.” She took another sip. 
 
    “What happened at work today to make you so stressed?” 
 
    “Oh, just a lot of bullshit,” Stein explained. “Our fighter squadron was supposed to escort a team of bombers to take out a Resistance Alliance outpost. But when it was time to go, my ship wasn’t even fueled! Everyone else’s ship was fueled, but not mine.” 
 
    “What? Isn’t that someone’s job? You know, to keep stuff fueled?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Stein said, throwing her hands in the air, “and so I talked to the guy who keeps the ships fueled. His name is Don. I asked him about it and he just said, ‘this ship wasn’t on my itinerary today’.” 
 
    “Well what did you do? Did you fuel it yourself?” 
 
    “No, they wouldn’t let me! The Empire outsources ship maintenance to a private company and you know how private companies get when other people do their jobs for them.” 
 
    “Well that’s bullshit. Someone has to fuel the ship,” Beth replied. 
 
    “Exactly!” 
 
    “What did you end up doing?” 
 
    “I just sat the mission out.” 
 
    “Ooh,” Beth said with a grimace. She took another sip of wine. “That sucks.” 
 
    “Yeah, it sucked, but it kind of worked out in the end. The outpost was an ambush and the Resistance Alliance slaughtered the entire fighter squadron.” 
 
    “Oh, well that’s good then, isn’t it? If you had gone, you’d be dead.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s still just bullshit though, you know? Like, seriously, why couldn’t he just put gas in the damn ship?” 
 
    “Yeah, I know what you mean.” 
 
    Stein took another sip of wine and wiped her face. Her job was not supposed to be this aggravating. It was supposed to be the right job for her, no, the perfect job for her. 
 
    Stein had not always been a fighter pilot. For years she worked in a deep-space monitoring outpost. She sat still in stiff chairs for hours at a time, listening for any incoming transmissions from deep-space. She yearned for any excitement; a distress signal, an unidentified object, a hideaway on the run. But alas, after years of staring at holo and listening to faint interstellar noises, nothing happened. It was like being put in time out and forced to stare at a wall. 
 
    As the only woman in the outpost, Stein was often taunted and ridiculed. The men would have their laughs, but Stein failed to see the humor in their jokes. She would ignore their japes and go on with her job, her boring, terrible job. 
 
    On her 26th birthday, Stein had barely seen the universe, had few friends and a couple of lousy boyfriends. Her life was going nowhere. So only a month later, Stein made the smartest decision of her life. She quit her job and enrolled in Totalus’s Space Fighter Squadron. From there, the rest came naturally. 
 
    Sitting behind the controls of a fighter made Stein feel like she could take on the world. She was free to explore the skies, see the universe, and do it all while decimating the last remains of the democratic political system. 
 
    The first time she shot an escaping Resistance convoy, Stein had never giggled so hard in her life. Slaughtering the retreating soldiers felt like being a child again on Christmas. She could never forget that feeling. 
 
    It was the best job, the perfect job… until today. 
 
    But Stein knew there was more to it than just a lousy fueling operator. She knew the true source of her troubles, what really held her back. 
 
    “Gosh, men are just the worst,” she said. 
 
    “Why do you say that?” Beth asked, leaning forward. “Just because this Don guy forgot to fuel the ship, you suddenly hate all men?” 
 
    “He didn’t forget. He did it purposefully.” 
 
    “Well, you know what I mean. Why are you hating on men?” 
 
    “It’s more than just Don. It’s everybody,” Stein elaborated. 
 
    “It sounds like there’s more to this.” Beth let out a deep sigh and turned to face her roommate. “Come on, Stein. What’s going on? You can tell me.” 
 
    “It’s just…” Stein threw her hands in the air, not even sure where to begin. “Even long before I got transferred to this battle station, I can’t seem to meet the right guy.” 
 
    “Ooh, I see,” Beth replied. She nodded her head. “That feeling can be tough. Well I guess it’s good for you that there are lots of guys here.” 
 
    “It’s not about the quantity of men. There were lots of men on that deep-space outpost. It’s the quality of men,” Stein explained. 
 
    “How long have you been thinking about this?” 
 
    “It’s been on my mind for a while,” Stein replied. “It’s frustrating. Look at it from my point of view – I’ve finally found the perfect job for me with everything I want: adventure, excitement, the chance to pilot a fighter. On paper, everything should be great! But there’s just something missing. I can’t help but feel unfulfilled, like I need that special-someone in my life.” 
 
    “Have you been going on dates?” 
 
    “Here and there,” Stein answered, “but none of them ever pan out.” 
 
    “How about with women?” 
 
    “Don’t start with me there,” Stein snapped. “I’m not into that.” 
 
    “Sorry! Noted.” Beth raised her hands, defensively. 
 
    “Look, I know you mean well, but I don’t know what you can offer that I haven’t already tried. I feel like I’ve tried everything to find the right guy,” Stein replied. 
 
    “Have you tried EvilDoers?” 
 
    “Uh… no. What is EvilDoers?” Stein asked. 
 
    A grin formed across Beth’s face, as if she were itching to share the news. 
 
    “It’s the newest thing. Everyone in the World Ender Base has been using it.” 
 
    “Everyone?” 
 
    “Yeah, even I’ve been using it.” 
 
    “How does it work?” Stein asked, genuinely interested. 
 
    “I’ll show you.” Beth turned to the monitor and waved her hand before it. “Activate EvilDoers,” she said. 
 
    The screen displayed the image of a heart with crossbones through it and the text EvilDoers across the center. The words sign in and create new profile were displayed beneath the logo. 
 
    “Are we really doing this?” 
 
    “We are,” Beth answered. “Create new profile.” 
 
    The image on screen changed after the microphone picked up the command. It now listed a series of questions. 
 
    “This part is for you,” Beth said, turning to face Stein. 
 
    Stein gulped. She could not believe she was really about to do this. 
 
    “Name: Stein Warrington,” she started. “Location: World Ender Base. Occupation: Fighter pilot. Age: 28. Looking for: Men. Height: Why the hell does it ask for my height?” 
 
    “Lots of guys are into that kind of thing.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know, just tell them your height,” Beth said, urging her on. 
 
    “But I don’t understand why they need that. Can I just skip it?” 
 
    “Yeah, but you might miss some matches if you leave it out.” 
 
    “Fine. I’m willing to take that risk,” Stein said. “Next question.” 
 
    The screen changed to a display an algebra equation. Stein carefully read the equation aloud. 
 
    “2 = 3X(1+X) – 4X,” she said. “Now that’s just ridiculous. Why is a dating program asking me a math question?” 
 
    “I guess it’s to see if you’re smart.” 
 
    “Well that’s stupid!” 
 
    “Just solve the problem!” Beth said, urging her on. 
 
    Stein sighed. She would put up with this nonsense, for now. 
 
    “Let’s see, first I need to simplify the equation, which brings it to 2 = 3X^2 – X,” Stein said aloud as she thought through it. 
 
    “Come on, Stein. Get on with it already!” pleaded Beth. 
 
    “I’m doing this as fast as I can! Ssh,” Stein replied. She looked at the screen again for a few moments, this time studying it in silence. “−3X – 2 = 0,” she finally said, “or… X = 1.” 
 
    The screen changed again before her eyes, displaying yet another question. This time the words Sickness Level filled the screen. 
 
    “What’s this?” Stein asked. 
 
    “It’s your sickness level. You have to give it a score.” 
 
    “What does that even mean?” 
 
    “Just say ‘one’. Guys like one. That means you’re healthy.” 
 
    “I am healthy!” 
 
    “Then you aren’t lying if you say one!” Beth said, urging her on. 
 
    “One,” Stein said. 
 
    The screen changed again, this time displaying the text Evilness Level. 
 
    “Eight,” Stein said, not wasting a second. 
 
    “What?” Beth added, turning to face her. A look of astonishment filled her face. “Why did you say eight?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Is that bad?” 
 
    “You should have said ten!” Beth said. 
 
    The screen displayed yet another question. Stein studied it. 
 
    “Okay, this is the last one. Don’t screw this up,” Beth explained. 
 
    “This is the last question?” Stein clarified. 
 
    “Yeah. You only get one chance. Then the program will start to place you with matches.” 
 
    “Well this question doesn’t make any sense,” Stein said, motioning to the monitor. 
 
    “Just answer it!” 
 
    “Which planet?” Stein read aloud. “But Beth, I don’t even know what that means.” 
 
    “Just say something.” 
 
    “Uh… my planet,” Stein answered, not entirely sure what she was saying. 
 
    Gathering results… read the text on screen. Generating matches… 
 
    A sea of faces suddenly appeared on screen. Dozens of men stared back at her, some smiling and happy, others somber and rugged. 
 
    Stein sighed and quickly devoured the rest of the wine in her glass. This was going to be a long night. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Part Three: The Resistance 
 
    If you are receiving this message, you are one of the few we can trust. The following information is for your eyes and your eyes alone. 
 
    We are the Resistance Alliance, the only thing standing in the way of the Totalus Empire. Founded in 2540 by a brave band of renegades and led by the exiled former politician, Queen Dzerma, the Resistance has worked tirelessly for the last 22 years to destabilize and destroy the Empire’s regime. 
 
    If you are reading this, you possess a unique skillset that we desire. We have need for someone like you within our ranks. And if stopping the monstrous Emperor Totalus is not enough to convince you, we also offer competitive pay and a fast-paced work environment with some of the most compelling minds in the galaxy. You’ll get to work with high-profile celebrities like Resistance Commander Swarf or former R&B singer turned soldier Miles Henderson. 
 
    If interested, there is no application process necessary. Our human resources team has already screened you and determined that you are a qualified candidate. 
 
    The fate of the galaxy rests in your hands. We need you. Make the right choice. 
 
    Questions? Our point-of-contact in HR, Nancy Brooks, is standing by 24/7 to answer your calls!  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nancy, 
 
    Thank you for reaching out to me regarding joining the Resistance Alliance. The message I received from your office seemed pretty generic. I assume you would be bringing me on as a fighter pilot? 
 
    I am definitely interested in joining the ranks of the Resistance. This is a deeply personal issue for me. My husband was shot by a Totalus Killtrooper squad on Frostbyte several years ago. Though their aim was disastrous, and my husband survived without so much as a scratch, I will still never forgive them for their heinous actions. I seek revenge to this day. 
 
    It would be wonderful if I could arrange a meeting with you in a covert location of your choosing. I have a few questions about the organization as well as the position I’d be brought on for. Let me know about timing and scheduling (I will be heading out on a trip at the end of the month, so the sooner, the better) and I’ll get back to you! 
 
    Thanks again for the opportunity. I won’t let you down. 
 
    -         Helga Dodson 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Resistance pilot dropped her cards to the table, snickering with a grin as big as her winnings were about to be. The others pulled back in frustration, some throwing their own cards down in disgust. 
 
    “Royal flush,” she proudly declared as she displayed her hand. 
 
    “Dammit, Helga!” Reggie replied. The smoke from his cigarette filled the room. “How come you always have the good hand?” 
 
    “Yeah, do I detect a cheater?” Elyse added, leaning in. 
 
    Helga placed both hands to the air, innocently. She was no cheater and they knew it. Elyse was merely teasing her.  
 
    “What can I say? I just have luck on my side,” Helga retorted. “Alright guys, pay up!” 
 
    Helga pulled out her system’s reader and watched as the others all transferred their units to her account. It made her grin to see the numbers go up. 
 
    The screen provided a strong source of light in the otherwise dim room. Helga took a moment to look around as the numbers continued to climb. 
 
    Here they were in the cold underbelly of the Resistance Alliance’s hidden Jorbulon IX base. Well, more specifically, the backroom in the basement of that base. The damp cement walls smelled like piss, though the smoke from Reggie’s cigarette helped mask the scent. Rats and spiders scurried here and there, providing the cardplayers with a bit of entertainment whenever they ran by. 
 
    Stomp! Jordan’s foot suddenly came down hard. 
 
    “Did you get a rat?” Elyse asked, leaning forward over the table to get a better look. 
 
    “A cockroach,” he answered, lifting his boot. 
 
    “Hey Helga, don’t tease us. Those numbers still can’t be rising,” Reggie said, snickering. 
 
    Helga checked her system’s reader again. Sure enough, he was right. All the units had been transferred to her account. 
 
    “It’s all there,” she confirmed. Helga stood up from the table and bowed to them. “Thank you all for the game… and for the winnings. Now I do believe it’s time for me to-” 
 
    “Hey, hey, hey,” Gabriel interrupted, waving to her. Helga stopped mid-sentence to let him speak. “How’s about you keep this game going, huh? Give us one last chance to win our money back.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know about that,” Helga said, shaking her head. She placed her system’s reader into her uniform pocket. “You know what they say about quitting while you’re ahead.” 
 
    “Yeah, but that only applies to you. We’re all behind,” Gabriel replied, motioning to the others around the table. “Wouldn’t be fair to us if you quit now, would it?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Helga said. “I do have all this money. So I think that means I can do whatever I want.” 
 
    “Come on, he’s right. It’ll be fun! Join us for another round!” Reggie added, motioning to her empty seat. 
 
    “Helga, Helga, Helga!” Elyse began to chant. 
 
    Soon they all joined in, chanting her name in unison. 
 
    Helga sighed. She could not believe she was about to do this. She stepped forward and pulled out the chair. Applause erupted as she sat back down. 
 
    “One more round. That’s it,” she clarified. 
 
    “Sure, sure,” Elyse replied in a tone of sarcasm. 
 
    Jordan took a few moments to shuffle the deck, then dealt the cards. Once everyone had their hand, Helga took a peak. She could not believe what she had. 
 
    “Player left of the dealer starts. That’s you, Helga,” Jordan said. 
 
    “I bet five.” 
 
    “Starting small, huh? Is this some phycological tactic? Come on, Helga. We all know you’re good for more,” Elyse said in her normal enthusiastic voice. “I’ll raise you. Let’s bring it to 25. We’ll have ourselves a real game.” 
 
    “I’ll call it,” Reggie said, emotionlessly. 
 
    “I’ll raise by five,” Gabriel added in a confident tone. 
 
    “I’ll call it too,” added Jordan. “There is now 115 on the table.” 
 
    “I’ll match that,” Helga stated. Her words were blunt. 
 
    “Match it? What do you mean? You mean call it?” Reggie asked. 
 
    “No. I mean I’m betting 115,” she clarified. 
 
    “What the hell?” Elyse asked in a tone of disbelief. “You can’t be serious. There’s just no way. You’re bluffing! What are the odds you have a good hand again? I don’t buy it.” 
 
    “So what are you going to do?” Jordan asked. 
 
    “I’m going to call it,” Elyse said, confidently. 
 
    “I also don’t buy it, but if I’m wrong, I can’t afford to stay in this game, not with 345 on the table. I fold,” Reggie said, placing his cards down onto the table. 
 
    “I’ll call it,” Gabriel said, leaning back in his chair. 
 
    “I fold too,” added Jordan. “We’re on the last round. There’s three of you left and 460 on the table.” 
 
    “I’ll raise it to 140,” Helga said, staring straight at Elyse. 
 
    “I’ll raise it to 150,” Elyse retorted, not taking her eyes away from Helga for even a second. 
 
    “You two are fucking insane,” Gabriel said, dropping his cards to the table. “I fold.” 
 
    “Alright ladies, time to show your hands,” Jordan ordered. There was almost a tremble to his voice, as if he were nervous. 
 
    Helga revealed her cards. She spread them out across the table for all to see. 
 
    “Full house,” she declared. “Three aces and two tens.” 
 
    “Good Lord, Helga. How do you always get the good hand?” Reggie exclaimed. 
 
    Elyse let out a deep sigh. She shook her head, then revealed her own cards. 
 
    “Full house,” she said. “Three kings and two fours.” There was a tone of defeat in her voice. 
 
    “Ooh! Such a close match!” Gabriel shouted, so excited that he practically fell from his chair. 
 
    “Calm down, Gabe,” Jordan said, motioning to him. “You shouldn’t be celebrating. Now you owe Helga even more money.” 
 
    Helga smirked. She knew they were not going to like what she was about to say next. 
 
    “Alright guys, it’s time to pay up. You wanted this last round. You got it.” She stood up from the chair and waved them off. 
 
    “I can’t believe she did it again,” Reggie muttered under his breath. He seemed genuinely flabbergasted. 
 
    Whooh, whooh, whooh! A siren suddenly blared, causing everyone to look up to the doorway. Reggie and Elyse promptly stood up from their chairs. 
 
    “What is it?” Gabriel asked. 
 
    “Ssh, just listen!” Jordan replied. 
 
    “Good afternoon and greetings to all Resistance Alliance Jorbulon IX base soldiers,” a calm female voice said over the loudspeakers. The sirens stopped blaring so that everyone could hear the message. “The Resistance is committed to making our community a better place. Please wait for an important announcement.” 
 
    Everyone in the room stood still and listened as muffled jazz music filled the air. Helga found herself impatiently tapping her feet. She always hated the music they played to fill the time. It reminded her of a waiting room in the doctor’s office. Finally, after a few moments, the music was replaced by a new voice. 
 
    “Base personnel, this is Queen Dzerma. Report to the mission room immediately. Repeat, all personnel, report to the mission room immediately.” 
 
    “Dzerma is making the announcement herself. What do you think that could mean?” Reggie wondered. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Helga replied. “Let’s get up there and find out!” 
 
    It was not a long walk to get to the other side of the base. Resistance Alliance resources were thin, which was abundantly apparent in the construction of their facilities. Space was tight and everything was within a close walking distance. 
 
    By the time Helga and the others arrived in the mission room, most of the personnel were already there, sitting in rows of folding chairs. A podium and a monitor stood at the front of the seats, though most people chose to sit in the back. 
 
    Queen Dzerma emerged from a doorway behind the podium, garbed in her long white dress and elaborate headpiece designed to look like a porcupine with its needles fully extended. The young queen took her place behind the podium and cleared her throat. 
 
    “Now, now, let’s have some people move up front. There are plenty of seats up here,” Dzerma said, motioning to the front rows. 
 
    Helga had not yet taken a seat. She did not want to sit in the front row either, but Dzerma had called them out on sitting in the back. It would look foolish to sit anywhere else. 
 
    Helga grunted and found a seat in the front row, expecting her friends to follow her there. But when she arrived and looked around, she was the only one in the row. She quickly turned around and studied the room. Her friends had all taken seats in the back. 
 
    “Some friends,” she sarcastically muttered under her breath as she turned back around to face the podium. 
 
    Dzerma cleared her throat again and clapped her hands, activating the nearby monitor. It glowed with the image of a bright yellow pyramid on screen. 
 
    “Thank you all for coming on such short notice. I know you are probably wondering why we have gathered you here so suddenly,” the queen began. She paused for a moment. “We have just received perhaps the most valuable intel in the history of our alliance. The World Ender Base, the greatest weapon of the Totalus Empire, has a weakness.” 
 
    Gasps and mumbles filled the room. Even Helga could not help but jolt in surprise when hearing the words. If what Dzerma said was true, this could finally be the chance the Resistance Alliance needed to deal a damaging blow to the Empire. 
 
    “Calm down, calm down,” Dzerma said, motioning to those in the room. The voices slowly quieted around her. “We have just received intel that the World Ender Base has a vulnerable thermal exhaust port located at the tip of the structure.” 
 
    A red arrow pointed to the top of the yellow pyramid on the screen. 
 
    “A simple rocket launch directly into this vulnerable exhaust port is enough to trigger a chain reaction that will lead to the entire base’s demise. The firepower of one fighter is enough to deliver the blow on its own, though the shot will have to be precise. The exhaust port is exactly half-a-square-meter in size.” 
 
    “Excuse me, Queen Dzerma,” a voice interrupted. Helga turned to face the speaker, a seasoned pilot named Parce. “Assuming this information is accurate, that’s a small target. To hit a half-a-meter exhaust port would require incredible precision. Nobody could hit a shot like that.” 
 
    “Aww, come on, Parce!” added an arrogant young man in the fourth row who had only just joined the Alliance yesterday. “As a kid, I used to hit rattlesnakes with my dust cruiser. They were about that size.” 
 
    Parce turned to the young man. A look of disgust and confusion covered his face. 
 
    “What the fuck are you talking about, kid? You shot a rattlesnake with a dust cruiser? Why the hell did you do that?” 
 
    “Where I come from, everybody shoots rattlesnakes with dust cruisers,” the young man replied. 
 
    “Bullshit,” another voice chimed in. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re full of it!” added another. 
 
    “Liar,” announced someone else. 
 
    “Get the fuck out of here, man,” Parce said, waving his hand. 
 
    The young man shook his head and slowly stood up from his chair. He quietly exited the room with all eyes glued to him. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” Queen Dzerma said as the man left the room. “That hot-shot kid joined us the other day. He’s been making up bullshit like that since he got here. I apologize.” 
 
    Dzerma paused for a moment, as if gathering her thoughts. After a few seconds, she let out a deep breath and recomposed herself. 
 
    “Anyway, to answer your question, Parce, yes the shot will have to be precise. That is why we are sending our most elite fighter pilots on this mission,” Dzerma continued. 
 
    “How did you come by this intel?” Helga asked. 
 
    “That’s a good question. This intel was seized during a deadly battle on the remote planet of Macoach IX. Our forces dealt a sneak attack to the enemy. They caught the Empire off guard and stole the data from a secure facility. Everyone involved in that battle is now dead. Their brave sacrifices have given us this opportunity.” 
 
    “Wow, that sounds like it would make a great movie,” Helga said. 
 
    “A rather divisive movie, no doubt,” Dzerma replied. “Now, are there any other questions?” 
 
    “Yes, I have a question,” another voice chimed in. Helga turned around to face the speaker. To her surprise, it was Reggie, still smoking his cigarette. “How exactly does this chain reaction work?” 
 
    “Another good question,” Dzerma said. “If you’ll all refer to the monitor, I can show you.” Helga turned back around again to face the screen. “The World Ender Base is a complicated machine with a lot of moving parts. To begin the chain reaction, a missile detonation in the thermal exhaust port will force this wooden block to collide against this marble.” 
 
    As Dzerma spoke the words, the image of a block colliding against a marble filled the screen. The marble then fell onto some type of ramp and rolled down. 
 
    “The marble will roll along this track and drop down onto this trampoline and will then bounce up and hit this glass of water.” 
 
    Helga watched as the glass tipped over, spilling water onto a lit candle beneath an open balloon. 
 
    “The water will extinguish the flame, thus causing the hot air balloon to fall down. The weight of the balloon will be enough to press on this lever, which in turn, will force a number of dominoes to fall down.” 
 
    Dominoes started toppling one by one on the video. At one point, the row of falling dominoes split off into two rows, thus creating two parallel sets of falling dominoes. 
 
    “Eventually one of the dominoes will land on top of a pair of scissors, which will then cut a string holding a rotating fan in place. Now free of its hold, the fan will begin to turn.” 
 
    Helga watched as the fan blew against what appeared to be some kind of paper airplane. 
 
    “The air from the fan will push this paper airplane onto a mousetrap, which when triggered, will snap onto a cord holding a massive bucket of lighter fluid.” 
 
    The mousetrap ripped the cord. Helga sat at the edge of her seat as the bucket dropped down to the floor, sending lighter fluid everywhere. She could see a massive machine in the background of the video marked “combustion center”. 
 
    “But let’s not forget about our other toppling dominos,” Dzerma said. The screen displayed the remaining dominoes now. “While that is happening, our final domino will fall against this toy racecar, carefully positioned at the top of this ramp.” 
 
    Helga watched as the racecar sped down the ramp. When it reached the bottom, it collided against another lit candle barely hanging on the edge of a table. 
 
    “The force of the toy car’s impact against this candle will be enough to knock it off the table and into the lighter fluid below.” 
 
    The entire floor erupted in flame now. Helga held her breath as the fire grew ever closer and closer to the combustion center, whatever that was. 
 
    “The flames will be enough to ignite the combustion center, therefore creating an explosion large enough to destroy the entire station.” 
 
    The screen suddenly went white as if the entire world exploded at once. Cheers and claps filled the room. Even Helga could not help but smile at the sight. 
 
    “Yes, yes, I know it’s all very exciting,” Dzerma continued as the room slowly quieted back down. “Let’s not celebrate yet. Until that station is destroyed for real, we need to stay focused. Now, are there any final questions before you receive your orders?” 
 
    The room was silent. There were no more questions. 
 
    “Good. Then if that is all, I will now turn the floor over to Resistance Commander Swarf.” 
 
    Dzerma walked away from the podium as Swarf entered the room. The old commander’s uniform was covered in war metals. They clanged with each step. 
 
    “Thank you, Queen Dzerma,” the commander said as he found his place behind the podium. The old man cleared his throat. “You all know how important this mission is. That’s why we’re sending our best,” he started. “You all will be divided into four squadrons: Blue Squadron, Yellow Squadron, Red Squadron and Thunder Squadron.” 
 
    “Excuse me, sir,” Parce said, raising his hand. 
 
    “Yes, Parce,” Swarf replied, motioning to the seasoned pilot. 
 
    “Why Thunder Squadron?” 
 
    “What do you mean, pilot?” 
 
    “I mean, all the other squadrons are colors. Why not name all four squadrons after colors, you know, for consistency’s sake? It just doesn’t make a lot of sense to have one called Thunder.” 
 
    “The name doesn’t matter, Parce. What matters is our plan.” 
 
    “Actually, I kind of agree with him!” a female voice bellowed. Helga could not tell who had shouted this. 
 
    “Yeah, why does Thunder have a different name?” asked Gabriel. 
 
    “Okay, okay, if everyone is concerned about this, then I’ll change the name,” Resistance Commander Swarf conceded. “We’ll call the fourth squadron Black Squadron.” 
 
    “Black?” Reggie repeated in a tone of astonishment. 
 
    “Yeah, why black? Black isn’t a color! It’s a shade!” another voice debated. 
 
    “Black is a color and I say so because I’m the commander. Now if we’ll just get back to talking about the plan and we can-” 
 
    “No, don’t ignore the point! I agree with Donavan. Black isn’t a color. It’s a shade!” interrupted another pilot. 
 
    “Alright, fine!” Swarf shouted. “What the hell would you like to name the last squadron?” 
 
    The room was quiet for a moment. Nobody seemed to expect the commander to turn the question back to them. Everyone looked at everyone else for a few moments, before Parce finally broke the silence. 
 
    “How about Green Squadron?” he suggested. 
 
    “Does Green Squadron work for you guys?” Swarf asked the audience. 
 
    A sea of nods met him in reply. 
 
    “Good,” he said, letting out a deep breath of frustration, “now, if we’ll finally move along, we need to go over the plan.” 
 
    Swarf paused and studied the faces around him. The room was silent once more, allowing the commander time to speak. 
 
    “You all will be divided into four squadrons: Blue Squadron, Yellow Squadron, Red Squadron and Th… I mean, Green Squadron,” Swarf said. “Each squadron will be assigned a leader. Parce, you’ll take Blue. Reggie, you’ll take Yellow. Natasha, I want you on Red. Helga, you’ll take Green. Blue and Yellow are to focus on protecting the other squadrons. They are your priority. Squadrons Red and Green, your objective is to get to that exhaust port and light the fuse.” 
 
    “Hold on,” Parce interrupted again. “You’re saying two of the squadrons each have the same objective?” 
 
    “That’s right, pilot,” Swarf confirmed. 
 
    “So then why not just make two squadrons? Why make four?” 
 
    The commander lowered his head into his hands and took a deep breath. When he finally raised his gaze again, he looked as tired as someone who had not slept days. 
 
    “Because I wanted four squadron leaders,” he answered. 
 
    “Well then why not just make it two squadrons with two leaders each? Why did you have to make it four squadrons with one leader each? It doesn’t make a whole lot of-” 
 
    “Because that’s the way I wrote it down in my plan book! Okay? Now shut the hell up, Parce, or I’ll have you transferred to Thunder Squadron!” 
 
    “You mean Green Squadron?” 
 
    “That’s it. You’re out. Get up,” Swarf said, motioning to the exit. 
 
    “But I’m a squad leader!” 
 
    “Not anymore you’re not. Get out. You’re done.” 
 
    “Aww,” Parce said as he lowered his head and cleared out of the room. 
 
    “Dustin, you’re taking his place as Blue Leader. Is that understood?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Dustin replied. 
 
    “Good. Now are there anymore stupid questions?” Swarf asked, scanning the room. 
 
    Everyone was silent. It seemed the pilots were done with their questioning. 
 
    “Thank God,” Swarf finally said, letting out yet another sigh. “So if there are no more questions, you are all dismissed. The mission is a go. Get to your ships. We’re taking this fight to the enemy.” 
 
    Helga grinned as she heard those words. She had waited a long time to get revenge on the Totalus Empire for firing upon her husband. It looked like she would finally get that chance. 
 
    The pilots all stood up and quickly exited the room. Reggie approached her as she walked out. 
 
    “So,” he said to her, “this is pretty exciting, right? The enemy station has a weakness.” 
 
    “Exciting indeed,” she agreed. 
 
    “Do you think this plan will actually work? Do you think we’ll be able to destroy that base?” Reggie asked. He took one last whiff of his cigarette before tossing the butt in a nearby wastebasket. 
 
    “If the queen’s intel is accurate, I believe we will,” Helga replied. 
 
    “I hope you’re right, but I can’t help wonder… What if we can’t pull this off? Or what if the intel is wrong?” 
 
    “We’ll do it, Reggie. I know we will. Do you want to bet on it?” Helga asked with a smirk. 
 
    “Bet? Against you? I think I’ve learned my lesson,” Reggie replied, placing both hands to the air, defensively. 
 
    “Took you long enough. By the way, you still owe me for that last round.” 
 
    “Aww crap, I was hoping you’d forget.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ll never forget, Reggie. You can bet on that.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Part Four: The Bartender 
 
    Hey, 
 
    My name is Thorn Jacobs. A mutual friend of ours, Raj Patel, gave me your contact information. You know him - tall Indian guy, big thick beard. He tells me you operate a bar in the World Ender Base. I used to bartend back on my hometown and I just moved to the World Ender. Let me know if you have any openings. I’m looking for a job! 
 
    Thanks 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The World Ender Base was massive, a product of decades of engineering on the forefront of scientific achievement. The station was the largest in existence, with a higher population than some major cities. Though intended as a military base, it functioned as a city of its own, housing a variety of private businesses, shops, restaurants, and of course, bars. 
 
    Thorn was just an average bartender. Tending bar was all he knew. After all, he had been doing it since he was 18, as soon as he was legally able to drink the drinks he prepared. 
 
    Thorn’s first bartending gig was in a small town on Macoach IX. The hours were flexible, the job was laid back and the pay was low. It was the perfect first job for a small-town boy like Thorn. Making drinks for the regulars became second nature in those days. He could practically do it in his sleep. 
 
    It wasn’t the best job, but it was enough. Thorn would sometimes aspire for more. For years Thorn would watch his childhood friends move away for bigger and better careers, many traveling to larger cities or flourishing planets. Thorn waited for his ticket out of there, be it a job offer, a call to adventure, or his favorite fantasy: a girl. But for years no ticket ever came. 
 
    Almost five years passed. Somewhere along the way, Thorn finally met a girl, nay a goddess by the name of Kristen. From the moment she walked into that small Macoach IX bar, Thorn was drawn to her like a fly to a lightbulb. His eyes were glued to her as she made her way to the counter. He would always remember the first words she said to him: 
 
    “Hello, I’m with the office of the Health Inspector. This bar has failed all health tests and you’ll have to close immediately. Can I please speak to the manager?” 
 
    Her words were like a beautiful serenade. Thorn did not even process what she said as he prepared her a mojito and stared into her deep brown eyes. 
 
    “Coming right up,” Thorn replied as he stuck the mint leaf into the glass and handed it to her. “Here you go.” 
 
    “Are you deaf? I said this place is getting shut down. Your license has been revoked.” Kristen instinctively took a sip of the mojito and her eyes opened wide. A smile formed across the soft skin of her face. “Damn, that’s delicious!” she said, forgetting about her own concerns. 
 
    That night, the two of them talked for hours, regaling each other in stories of their lives, telling jokes and sharing details about standard health inspection protocols. Everything came naturally for Thorn. It was like talking to an old friend. For the first time in years, Thorn could finally be himself in front of a woman. He did not have to pretend to be anyone but Thorn. 
 
    Thorn and Kristen stayed late into the night, well past closing. By the time they finally left the bar, Kristen had completely forgotten why she had come in the first place (Consequently, the bar remained open for years until it finally succumbed to a flow of lava from a nearby volcano, thus putting an end to that). 
 
    The two started dating almost immediately. It felt so right, so natural. 
 
    Only a month later, Kristen received the job offer of a lifetime – a chance to write new inspection procedures for the Totalus Empire’s premiere base. When she shared the news to Thorn, he was overjoyed. Everyone had heard of Totalus, one of the fastest growing regimes in the universe. This offer was too good to pass up. 
 
    “But I’ll have to move away,” Kristen said after sharing the news. “The job is in the World Ender Base.” 
 
    “Then I’ll move with you, wherever the job takes us. That’s where I’ll go!” Thorn replied. 
 
    Finally, this was his ticket away from Macoach IX. Thorn could rewrite his life now, do whatever he wanted, be whatever he wanted to be. 
 
    And he knew just what to do. 
 
    Thorn wanted to be an actor. It’s what he had always dreamed of. He gave it his all, auditioning for any role he could find. And when that failed, he gave up and went back to being a bar tender. 
 
    After all, it was all he knew how to do. 
 
    Here he was now, tending bar in the largest space station ever constructed. It wasn’t necessarily the life he’d hoped for when he moved away from Macoach IX, but it was a happy life with a good job and a woman he loved. That was all he could ever really ask for. 
 
    A couple suddenly sat down at his counter. Thorn quickly put his old memories out of mind and walked over to them, handing them menus on the digi-pods. 
 
    “Hello,” he said, greeting the couple. 
 
    The man appeared very sweaty. He shook like a nervous wreck. He wore a white shirt that looked about a size too big for him. His armpits were already wet. 
 
    The woman was coated in makeup and hairspray. She sat as straight as a beam. She practically looked like a doll. 
 
    The two of them were definitely together, though they kept their distance. Their stools were almost two feet away from each other. 
 
    “Uh, hi there,” said the man. He quickly picked up the menu and glanced at it. “Uh… what’s good?” 
 
    “It’s all good,” Thorn replied. 
 
    “I’ll have a glass of red wine,” the woman said. 
 
    “Coming right up.” Thorn turned to fetch the wine, when the man suddenly tapped him on the shoulder. Thorn turned back around again. “Yes?” 
 
    “I’ll pay for her wine, please,” he said, proudly. 
 
    “Aww, you don’t have to do that!” said the woman. 
 
    “It’s my treat,” the man replied. 
 
    “Uh… okay,” Thorn said. “Usually you pay the bill at the end. Did you want to pay now?” 
 
    “Oh,” the man responded, as if he was not prepared for that. He turned to face the woman, as if she had the answers, but when she did not say anything, he turned to face Thorn again. “Yeah, uh… let’s pay the end. Good idea!” 
 
    “Okay then.” Thorn walked away to fetch the wine one more time. 
 
    A bottle had already been opened for another customer earlier that hour. Thorn poured what was left of that wine into an empty glass. It filled the glass perfectly. He discarded the empty bottle and brought the glass over to the woman. 
 
    “Here you go,” he said, handing it to her. 
 
    “Oh, thank you,” she replied through her coat of makeup. 
 
    “And have you decided what you want yet?” he asked to the man. 
 
    “Uh… yes. I will have a beer, please.” 
 
    “Which beer? We have five on tap.” 
 
    “You pick!” 
 
    Thorn could not believe it. This guy was ridiculous. He turned to the tap and picked the closest beer to him: the Cornerstar Stout. It was as black as the void of space and as heavy as a pile of bricks. Few people liked it. He filled up a glass and handed it to the man, who promptly took a sip and practically gagged. 
 
    “Oh, now that’s a thick beer! And so… not light.” 
 
    “It is,” Thorn agreed. “It’s a stout.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Enjoy.” Thorn turned away from the couple and took a few steps to his fellow barman, Steve. 
 
    “Looks like you have some odd patrons over there,” Steve noted. 
 
    “Yeah, tell me about it. The guy’s sweating like a waterfall and shaking like an earthquake. He literally tapped me on the shoulder as I was getting her wine to tell me that he was going to pay for it. Then he said to just get him any beer.” 
 
    “First date?” 
 
    “Definitely.” 
 
    Steve sighed and let out a chuckle. 
 
    “Ha ha! You’re in for an awkward night, Thorn,” he said, patting him on the back. “Let’s see how many times they dead-end in a conversation and take a sip just to fill time.” 
 
    “My count is 20.” 
 
    “I bet 35,” Steve said. 
 
    “You’re on. Loser buys the winner a shot.” 
 
    “Two shots if we can correctly guess how they met,” Steve added. 
 
    “Oh, I bet they met on EvilDoers.” 
 
    “My bet is on EmpireLink.” 
 
    “Prepare to lose.” 
 
    Thorn shuffled back over to their side of the bar and began cleaning off some glasses. He casually listened in, trying to eavesdrop without being too conspicuous. 
 
    “It’s good to finally meet you, Stein,” the man said. “You look so pretty in person.” 
 
    “Oh, thanks, Frank! You also look nice.” 
 
    Thorn moved both hands in front of his mouth to conceal his laughter. This was just too awkward to endure. 
 
    “You never know what people will look like in real life. A lot of ladies out there have fake profiles.” 
 
    “I’ve heard that.” 
 
    “But you don’t have a fake profile. In fact, you look even better than I could have thought!” 
 
    “Oh, thanks, Frank!” 
 
    Awkward silence. They both took a sip at the same time. One. 
 
    “So, how long have you been using EvilDoers?” asked the man named Frank as he placed the glass back on the countertop. 
 
    “Yes!” muttered Thorn to himself. He knew he was right to bet on EvilDoers. 
 
    “This is my first date using EvilDoers,” the woman replied. 
 
    “Mine too!” 
 
    “Oh, that’s so silly! What are the odds?” 
 
    “I know, right?” 
 
    “I guess everyone is meeting this way these days.” 
 
    “I guess so.” 
 
    Awkward silence. Another sip. Two. 
 
    This was sad, just plain sad. Thorn did not know how much more of this he could take. 
 
    “I saw on your profile that you are a fighter pilot,” the man said. 
 
    “Yes, I am!” 
 
    “That must be pretty exciting.” 
 
    “Yeah, it is a cool job. I saw that you’re a soldier, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, I am!” 
 
    “And you like it?” 
 
    “I do,” the man said. “Yeah, it’s… it’s a good job.” 
 
    “Yeah, mine too.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Awkward Silence. Another Sip. Three. 
 
    “So… how old are you?” the man asked. 
 
    “How old do you think I am?” 
 
    “I will guess 30,” he proudly said. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “What? Am I off?” 
 
    “I’m 28.” 
 
    “Oh.” The man looked away from her for a moment, then looked back. He fidgeted. “You look older… I mean, not old, but like, more mature.” 
 
    “I look mature?” 
 
    “Yeah, you know, like you have a lot of wise maturity and stuff,” the man said, trying to save the conversation. 
 
    Thorn could not take this any longer. He had to jump in, lest he go insane. 
 
    “Hey there,” Thorn said, walking over. “How’s everything going? Still working on those drinks?” 
 
    “Yeah,” the man replied. “Everything is fine, right Stein?” 
 
    “Yeah, everything is fine, thanks.” 
 
    “Hold on,” Thorn said, butting in. “Did you call her Stein?” 
 
    “I did. That’s her name,” the man explained. 
 
    “So… so your names are Frank and Stein?” 
 
    “Yes, those are our names,” the man answered. He did not seem to get it. 
 
    “No, no, listen. Frank and Stein. Like Frank-n-stein.” 
 
    The man simply stared back at Thorn as if he were speaking a foreign language. The woman, however, began to laugh hysterically. 
 
    “Oh! I didn’t even realize the coincidence!” she said. She practically fell off her stool from laughing so hard. This was the first time she seemed to be having any fun since their date began. 
 
    “What? I don’t get it,” Frank said. 
 
    “You know, like Frank-n-stein,” the woman repeated. 
 
    “I… I still don’t get it!” the man said. He seemed worried. 
 
    “Like Frankenstein, you know!” she explained, bluntly. 
 
    “No. What is that?” 
 
    “Dude, you don’t know Frankenstein?” Thorn asked in disbelief. 
 
    “Is this some kind of joke? Are you guys teasing me?” the man wondered. 
 
    “No, no, never mind,” Thorn said. He simply turned away and let them figure it out. He was not about to explain the Frankenstein monster to an awkward sweaty man on his first date with a Barbie-doll. 
 
    “It’s an old book from a long time ago,” the woman started as Thorn walked away. “It’s about a man who makes a monster with dead bodies and mechanical pieces.” 
 
    “That sounds gross. Are you calling me a monster?” 
 
    “No, the monster is called the Frankenstein monster. Seriously, how have you never heard of that?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. I guess I don’t read much.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, that would do it.” 
 
    “Do you read much?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I do.” 
 
    “Oh. What do you like to read? Frankenstein?” 
 
    “No, I haven’t read that one. I like action stories. I guess that’s why I like being a fighter pilot. I like to go where the action is.” 
 
    “Oh. That makes sense. It’s a good job for you if you like that kind of stuff.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I bet you have a lot of action in your job.” 
 
    “Yeah, it is an exciting job.” 
 
    “And you like it?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s a good job.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Awkward Silence. Another Sip. Four. 
 
    Thorn grimaced. He should have made a bet on how many times they would repeat their own dialog. He would have won that bet easily. 
 
    Steve walked by and tapped Thorn on the shoulder. 
 
    “How’s it going?” he asked, turning his back to the couple. 
 
    “It’s maddening,” Thorn replied, keeping is voice down. “I’m going to need a tequila shot just to make it through the night. You owe me one, by the way. They met on EvilDoers.” 
 
    “Damn. Alright. When do you want it?” 
 
    “I’ll take it now if it’s alright with you,” Thorn said. 
 
    “On it.” Steve nodded and patted Thorn on the back before walking off to prepare the shot. “Lime?” he asked. 
 
    “I’ll just take it straight up.” 
 
    Steve handed Thorn the shot, which he downed at once. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said. 
 
    “No problem. Might want to check in with them,” Steve suggested. He motioned to the couple. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess I should.” 
 
    Thorn walked back to the couple again. He didn’t know what they’d been talking about for the last few seconds, but they silently took another sip of their drinks as he approached. Five. 
 
    “Still doing alright?” Thorn asked. 
 
    “Uh… actually, sir, I was hoping to get a different beer,” said Frank. 
 
    “Not liking the Cornerstar Stout, are you?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think I do. Let me ask you: what is your most popular beer?” 
 
    “Why that would be World Ender Ale.” 
 
    “If that’s your most popular beer, why didn’t you serve me that one?” Frank wondered. 
 
    “Because you asked me to pick whichever beer I wanted and the Cornerstar was the closest tap to me,” Thorn answered, bluntly. 
 
    “Frank, don’t pester the man! He’s just doing his job!” said Stein. “You did ask him to pick whichever beer he wanted.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said, turning to face her. “I’m not usually like this. I hope you can forgive me.” 
 
    “Oh, Frank, it’s alright. I like a man who knows when to say he’s sorry.” 
 
    Thorn rolled his eyes. This was so fucking stupid. 
 
    “So do you want the World Ender Ale or not?” he asked, just wanting a straight answer. 
 
    “Uh… yes, that would be great. Thanks.” 
 
    “Coming right up.” 
 
    Thorn poured a new glass of beer and placed it down before Frank. 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” Frank lifted it up and took a sip. “Oh, much better! It’s less thick and more… light.” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s an ale,” Thorn said. 
 
    “Then I like ales.” Frank turned to face his date. “What do you like?” 
 
    “I like ales too,” she said. 
 
    “And wine!” Frank replied, pointing to her wine. 
 
    “Yeah, and I like wine,” she agreed. 
 
    “Hey bartender, what was the first type of beer I tried?” Frank asked, turning to face Thorn again. 
 
    “You had a stout.” 
 
    “A stout!” Frank repeated. “Yes, that was it. I don’t like stouts.” 
 
    “Neither do I,” added Stein. 
 
    “So you like ales and not stouts and I like ales and not stouts! Wow! We have so much in common!” Frank’s face lit up as if he were genuinely excited. 
 
    Thorn wanted to leave right now. He didn’t even care to wait around for his tip. He could not take it anymore. Enduring these two was excruciating. 
 
    “I feel a real connection to you, Stein,” Frank said. He stared into her eyes. 
 
    “Really?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, really.” 
 
    “That’s amazing. I feel the same about you.” 
 
    Thorn could not believe what he had just heard. They could not seriously like each other. This date was a disaster. They must have both been desperate. 
 
    “What do you say I pay the tab and we get out of here?” Frank suggested. 
 
    “Where would we go?” 
 
    “How about we go back to my place?” 
 
    “I would like that very much.” 
 
    Thorn gasped in astonishment, wondering what the hell was going on. 
 
    “Hey bartender,” Frank said. 
 
    Thorn looked up. 
 
    “We’re ready to pay.” 
 
    Frank had hardly finished either of his beers. Stein’s glass was still half full. 
 
    “Really?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah! And I’ll pick up the whole tab,” Frank declared, proudly. 
 
    “Oh, Frank. That’s so kind!” added Stein. 
 
    “Alright,” Thorn said, trying to hold back his excitement. In reality, he could not wait for them to leave. 
 
    Thorn processed the payment. Frank gave a decent enough tip. Then the two pushed in their stools and set off on their way. As they departed, Thorn turned away from them and silently cheered. He let out a deep breath and splashed some water in his face. 
 
    “Good job,” Steve said, patting Thorn on the back. “You did it!” 
 
    “Those guys are fucking awkward. It was maddening,” Thorn explained. “And guess what: they went home with each other.” 
 
    “Seriously? Those two?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Well that’s insane.” 
 
    “Yeah. Tell me about it.” 
 
    “How many awkward sips did they have?” 
 
    “I counted five.” 
 
    “Damn, just five? Shit,” Steve said. He seemed both surprised and disappointed. 
 
    “They weren’t here for very long.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “But still, I guessed closer. That means I win both bets,” Thorn said. 
 
    “Does that mean you’re ready for your second shot?” 
 
    “It does. It definitely does.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Part Five: The Attack 
 
    Hello and good evening World Ender Base personnel, please listen for an urgent message from [voice changes] Lord Admiral Deathstrike: 
 
    [Muffled noise] 
 
    World Ender, this is Lord Admiral Deathstrike. All fighter pilots, report to your ships. Repeat – all Totalus fighter pilots, report to your ships immediately. This is not a drill. World Ender Base is under attack. Repeat – World Ender Base is under attack! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “The World Ender Base is under attack?” Frank repeated as he listened to the words echoing through the station’s intercom. 
 
    Frank pulled away from Stein’s sweet lips and stared her in eyes. The emergency message interrupted them right when things were getting good. 
 
    Damn intercom. Frank was almost about to make a move. 
 
    “I have to go,” Stein said. She took a few steps away from him. 
 
    “Don’t go, Stein. I want this moment to last forever. Please, don’t go!” Frank pleaded. 
 
    “You heard the news. The station is under attack. I need to get out there!” 
 
    “How bad could it be? This is the most powerful station ever constructed. Do you seriously think anything can harm us?” Frank asked. 
 
    Stein paused for a moment, then pulled out her system’s reader and scanned the mission details on the screen. 
 
    “They’re saying it’s a small amount of Resistance fighters,” she read aloud. “Judging by their grouping, it looks like they’re divided into four different squadrons with two different objectives. Hmm… that’s interesting. Why didn’t they just divide into two squadrons?” 
 
    “Who cares about how many squadrons they have? Don’t you see? It’s just fighters! They didn’t even bring a fleet! Come on, Stein. We’re okay! What are a few fighters going to do to a battle station like this?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I still have to go out there,” Stein replied, placing her system’s reader back into her purse. “It’s not really my choice.” 
 
    “But… but…” Frank had to say it. If he did not say it now, he knew he never would. 
 
    Stein looked so beautiful, like an angel. There was no way this woman could be evil like all the rest. She just couldn’t be. 
 
    “What?” Stein asked. 
 
    “But the Resistance are the good guys!” Frank finally said. He let out a deep breath. 
 
    “Yeah,” Stein replied. She nodded her head. “I know. That’s the problem.” 
 
    “So, you know that we’re the bad guys?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “And… you like being the bad guys?” 
 
    “Yeah, of course,” Stein replied matter-of-factly. “Everyone in this station is bad. This is the Totalus Empire!” 
 
    “But… but…” Frank could not think of the words to say. He could not believe what was happening. Stein, beautiful, wonderful, perfect Stein, was just as bad as the rest. It almost did not seem real. 
 
    “Wait, did you… did you think I was good?” Stein asked in a tone of shock. 
 
    “Uh… uh…” Frank froze. He did not know what to do or say. 
 
    “Wow,” Stein finally said, turning away from him. She hastily gathered her things. “And to think I almost slept with you.” 
 
    “You… you what?” 
 
    Before Frank could say another word, Stein was out the door. She slammed it shut and the room was instantly silent. Frank could not believe what had just happened. He stared at the empty room, all alone. 
 
    “Everyone, literally everyone in this station is evil,” he said aloud in disbelief. He let out a deep sigh and fell onto the nearby couch. He placed his face into his sweaty palms and began to tear up. 
 
    Suddenly it hit him: there was no hope for him in the World Ender Base, not when everyone around him was bad. This was a dead-end. His life could not go on here. 
 
    “Aah!” he said, lifting his head up from his hands. “How could I have been so stupid?” 
 
    He swatted at the coasters lying on the table, knocking them onto the floor. He closed his eyes and leaned back. 
 
    “Aah!” he said again, letting out all his frustrations. 
 
    World Ender Base, this is Lord Admiral Deathstrike. All soldiers, report to battle-ready status. Repeat – all Totalus killtroopers, report to battle-ready status immediately. This is not a drill. 
 
    “Dammit,” Frank muttered as he stood up from the couch. There was no way he could work now, not after what he had just gone through. 
 
    He shook his head and stumbled around the room, wondering what to do next. A thousand thoughts seemed to race through his mind at once. His eyes met his uniform, casually tossed across the back of his dining room chair. 
 
    And then he froze. 
 
    The crossbones sewed into the uniform stared at him with an infectious glare. And he stared back. It was as if the image had a power over him. 
 
    “No,” he suddenly said aloud. He balled his hands into fists. “I will not report to battle-ready status. I will do something else.” 
 
    Frank was done being the bad guy. It was time to stand up for what was right. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Helga stared at the massive station before her eyes, enamored by its sheer size. She had never seen a man-made object of this scale before. She did not even know it was possible. If the Totalus Empire was capable of achieving such a feat of engineering, she dared not image what else they could invent. 
 
    The Resistance pilot shook her head, trying to stay focused. This was not the time to get distracted. She let out a deep breath and clenched the controls. 
 
    “Alright boys, there’s the target. Remember, our goal is to reach that exhaust port and hit it with rockets,” Helga said over the comm. “We make the shot, that whole station goes down.” 
 
    “Roger that, Green Leader,” various voices responded. 
 
    Helga plotted a course directly to the station’s exhaust port. She put thrusters on half power, as to not make it look suspicious. The last thing she wanted to do was give away their plan. 
 
    Enemy ships slowly began pouring out of the World Ender Base. The sleek Totalus fighters looked like dark spear tips. They were difficult to spot with the naked eye against the blackness of space. Helga referred to her computer and tracked their trajectories on the holo. 
 
    “Blue, Yellow, you guys seeing these bogies?” she asked. 
 
    “Roger that. We’ll cover you, Green Leader,” Dustin replied. 
 
    “Negative,” Reggie responded. “I don’t see the ships. What do they look like?” 
 
    “They’re hard to see. I recommend using your computer,” Helga explained. 
 
    “What color are they?” 
 
    “Black.” 
 
    Helga could hear a bit of commotion over the radio, though she couldn’t make out any words until Gabriel’s familiar voice rang through. 
 
    “Black?” he repeated. “Black isn’t a color. It’s a shade!” 
 
    “Goddammit, not this again,” said Alliance Commander Swarf. He listened to the battle from the safety of Jorbulon IX. “I swear, the next person to bring up what is or is not a color is grounded for the next mission. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Crystal clear, sir,” Helga replied. She had no desire to sit the next mission out. 
 
    “Roger that,” other voices confirmed. 
 
    “Good. Then drop the subject and proceed to your objective. That base isn’t going to destroy itself,” he said. 
 
    “If only it were that easy,” Helga joked back. 
 
    The Resistance ships were closing in on their target fast. As soon as they entered the Empire’s firing range, Totalus fighters began to unload everything they had. Laser blasts shot past Helga’s ship, barely missing. 
 
    “Shit,” she muttered. 
 
    This was it. The battle had begun. 
 
    “You know,” Elyse said over the radio in her usual enthusiastic tone. “Something’s just occurred to me.” 
 
    “What? The fact that you owe me money?” Helga replied, trying to stay positive while a battle unfolded around her. 
 
    “No, not that,” Elyse answered. “No, I was thinking: what’s to stop the Empire from just sealing off the exhaust port? If you think about it, they could just put up like a metal slab in front of it or something. It would solve all their problems.” 
 
    “They don’t know about the weakness. We have the element of surprise on our hands,” Helga responded. 
 
    “I know, I know, but what if they figure out what we’re after and decide to do something about it?” Elyse said. “If they discover what we know, they could just put a shield in the way. It’s not that hard.” 
 
    Helga could not think of the words to say back. In truth, she had not even considered that point. 
 
    “Well…” Helga eventually replied, “let’s hope the Empire is not that smart.” 
 
    “Excuse me, Green Leader, but did you just say we’re staking the success of this mission on hoping our enemies are idiots?” Jordan asked. 
 
    Helga gulped. Did she really say that? 
 
    A laser blast suddenly struck the forward window, forcing Helga’s attention back to the task at hand. She quickly turned hard left, evading more enemy shots. She checked the computer system to find that the hull was still intact. She had gotten lucky, again. 
 
    “Look everybody, stop overanalyzing everything, okay? This is all going to work out. Trust me. Look how far we’ve come already. We captured the schematics of the enemy battle station, we know its weakness and we’re launching an assault. If you ask me, everything is going well! So how about we all stop freaking out and do our jobs.” 
 
    That seemed to shut them up. Nobody responded. The radio was quiet. 
 
    “Thank you,” Helga said after a few moments of silence. “See? What did I tell you? Everything is going as pl-” 
 
    Boom! Another laser blast suddenly struck her ship, this time from behind. The shot was precise. Her engines were disabled. The fighter now drifted forward, carried by nothing more than its own momentum. 
 
    Various systems began losing power, including the holo display. Without an engine, the battery was overcompensating for the use of energy. Her monitors darkened, then went out entirely. 
 
    “Oh… well shit,” she said aloud. She slapped the useless screens that surrounded her. 
 
    More blasts struck the fighter. A crack formed in the forward window. 
 
    Helga could not believe it. Everything was going so well. It was not supposed to be like this. She closed her eyes and turned her head away from the window as the glass suddenly shattered, exposing her to the void of space. 
 
    And to her doom. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Stein gripped the controls of her fighter as laser beams blasted around her in all directions. She quickly pulled back on the yoke, sending the ship in a sudden upward motion. A few beams scathed the hull, but most passed right beneath her as her fighter arced up. 
 
    The pursuers could not adjust course fast enough. Both continued forward, missing her entirely. Stein smiled as she looped back down, falling in line behind the two Resistance ships. 
 
    “You’re mine,” she said aloud as she squeezed the trigger. 
 
    Laser beams erupted from the forward cannons, blasting through space and colliding against the enemy hulls. Sparks flew. Smoke followed. One of the fighters took a quick right turn, while the other continued forward. 
 
    Stein decided to follow the one headed in a forward direction. It was easier to follow and not as badly damaged from Stein’s barrage of laser fire. After only a few more seconds, the ship erupted in a fiery inferno. 
 
    “Another one down,” she said with a grin over the comm. 
 
    “Good hit, Warrington!” added Squadron Commander Ramirez. His voice was quiet in her headset. She wondered if there was an issue with his microphone. 
 
    “Thanks, Commander!” she replied. “What’s our status?” 
 
    Stein surveyed the battlespace through the cockpit window and on the holo projection before her. There was still no sign of an enemy fleet, just small fighters scattered here and there around the World Ender Base. 
 
    “We’re winning the fight, Warrington. A dozen bogies left. That’s all,” Ramirez replied. 
 
    “Roger that. Thanks for the update.” 
 
    Stein could not help but wonder what the Resistance fighters thought they could achieve with such a small assault force. A handful of fighters was nothing against the power of the Totalus Empire’s greatest battle station. 
 
    The station was designed like a pyramid. Its sleek triangular shape stood as a symbol of power for all to fear. Most of the Resistance fighters seemed to be flying around one specific tip of the pyramid, a point that gave out thermal exhaust. 
 
    Suddenly it hit her. Stein nervously clenched the controls. 
 
    “Commander, I think I know what they’re after!” Stein said, enthusiastically. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “The thermal exhaust. I wonder if they’re trying to blow a hole in it.” 
 
    “Interesting theory, but what would that achieve, Warrington?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But maybe they know something we don’t. Maybe the World Ender Base has some kind of hidden weakness,” Stein explained. 
 
    There was a momentary pause on the other end of the line as the commander considered her proposal. She wondered how he would respond. 
 
    “That could be,” the commander finally said. “It would explain why they all keep flying to that area.” 
 
    “What should we do?” Stein asked. 
 
    “I’m contacting the World Ender Operations Department now. I’ll tell them to seal the exhaust port. They can put up a slab of metal or something. That will put an end to that.” 
 
    “Good thinking, Commander,” Stein replied. 
 
    “In the meantime, finish off the remainder of those bogies. We’re almost done here.” 
 
    “Roger that, sir.” 
 
    Stein angled her ship to the tip of the pyramid and increased speed. Resistance fighters pushed on to the tip like flies drawn to a light. They were perfectly lined up in a row. Stein smiled. It was almost too easy. 
 
    Stein approached the enemy ships from the side and placed the first bogie in her cannon’s line of fire. She squeezed the trigger, releasing a storm of laser blasts. The powerful beams decimated the enemy ships one by one. After the third kill, the Resistance pilots caught on and broke from their line, scattering like birds from prey. 
 
    Suddenly a blast hit the starboard side of her fighter. Emergency lights flickered on. A siren blared. 
 
    “Warning, hull has sustained considerable damage,” stated a calm female voice. 
 
    Stein redistributed power to the starboard shields and glanced at the holo before her. The enemy fighter she had chased down earlier was back. It had practically come out of nowhere. A trail of smoke followed behind it. 
 
    “Oh, not you again,” she said aloud, bringing the fighter around on a direct approach with the bogie. 
 
    Stein redistributed power to the forward shields as her fighter now came into line with the enemy fighter. The two ships were headed right for one another on a direct collision course. 
 
    Stein fired. 
 
    The enemy fired. 
 
    Now it all came down to whose shields could last longer. 
 
    The bogie was already damaged from their earlier scuffle. Stein watched as its wings ripped apart from the blasts, then the cockpit window shattered. She cheered as the last of the enemy blasts collided against her hull. 
 
    Stein’s adjusted course at the last second to avoid smashing into the destroyed enemy craft. Her own ship barely held together in the high g forces. But finally, free and safe, she lowered the speed and distributed all the power she had left to the shields. 
 
    Stein removed her helmet and took a deep breath. Her ship was too damaged to do anything else in his fight. 
 
    “Attention all pilots, we have closed off the exhaust port. I repeat, we have closed off the exhaust port,” the commander stated over the comm. 
 
    Stein smiled. 
 
    “Good,” she said aloud. Without access to that exhaust port, those idiots had done this all for nothing. 
 
    The pilot watched the remainder of the battle unfold. Her fellow fighters blasted the remaining Resistance ships apart before her very eyes. It was beautiful to watch. 
 
    After a few more seconds, the bogies were all dead. The battlespace was quiet and calm once again. 
 
    “Excellent work, team,” Ramirez said. “Resistance pilots have been eliminated. The World Ender Base is safe from harm. All fighters, you are clear to return to base.” 
 
    Stein brought power to the engines and redirected the fighter back on course to the base’s main hangar bay. She closed her eyes and wiped some sweat from her forehead. 
 
    Another happy day at work. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Thorn slid the beer across the table to the lone man seated at the counter. The stranger nervously fiddled with his fingers and glanced over his shoulders. It was as if he expected an attack at any moment. 
 
    “Here you go,” Thorn said, offering the man his drink. 
 
    “Oh, thanks.” 
 
    “Everything alright?” Thorn asked. “You seem nervous.” 
 
    “Nervous? Obviously I am! There’s a battle going on outside!” the man explained. 
 
    Thorn was well aware of the battle. Everyone was. With the intercom providing minute-to-minute updates, it was hard not to be well aware of the battle. 
 
    Thorn thought nothing of it. The World Ender Base was the most powerful base in existence. Whoever decided to go into battle against this station was a fool. As far as Thorn was concerned, this station was the safest place in the galaxy. 
 
    “I wouldn’t worry about it,” was all he said back to the man. 
 
    “Not worry about it?” the man repeated. “But what if those Resistance scum manage to-” 
 
    “They won’t,” Thorn interrupted. “Trust me, we’re safe.” 
 
    Thorn turned away from the man now and let him panic by himself. It was not Thorn’s job to play therapist. 
 
    The bartender picked up the nearest dirty glass he could find and began cleaning it, finding anything he could do to busy himself. This shift had gone on long enough already. He could not wait for it to be over. 
 
    Attention World Ender Base, this is Lord Admiral Deathstrike, reporting to all base personnel. 
 
    “Goddammit, not another one of these updates,” Thorn said with a sigh. This was the 25th update this hour. These transmissions were getting to be so fucking annoying. 
 
    The enemy fighters have been eliminated. I repeat, the enemy fighters have been eliminated. World Ender Base has endured, thanks to the might of the Totalus Empire. May our victory here be a warning to all who choose to oppose our might! 
 
    The man at the end of the bar finally perked up. A look of relief quickly covered his face. He jumped from his chair and began dancing around, as if he had won the lottery. In a matter of seconds, he had gone from a paranoid oaf to the happiest man in the galaxy. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” Steve asked, patting Thorn on the back. 
 
    Thorn turned to face his fellow barman. 
 
    “How could I not hear it? It’s blaring through the speakers,” Thorn replied. He motioned to the nearest speaker in the ceiling. 
 
    “I guess so.” Steve lowered his hand from Thorn’s back and began walking away, but stopped suddenly. “Hey,” he said in a dramatically different tone, “is that your customer from earlier?” Steve pointed to a man entering the bar with a pile of electronics in his arms. 
 
    Thorn stared at the man. He certainly looked familiar. At closer glance, he soon realized that this was Frank. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right! I know that guy!” Thorn said. 
 
    Frank ran from one end of the bar and to the other without stopping. But this was no normal run. The man seemed to be sprinting as fast as he could. It was as if he were using the establishment as a shortcut to get from one place to another. 
 
    Sure enough, he exited through the bar’s back door. In just a matter of seconds, he was gone. 
 
    “Hey, sir, you can’t do that! That door is for staff only!” Steve hollered, though Frank was well out of earshot by this point. 
 
    Steve turned to Thorn and raised his hands, as if confused. 
 
    “Don’t look at me,” Thorn said. “I have no fucking idea what that was about.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I will show them,” Frank muttered to himself aloud. “I will show them all!” 
 
    He dropped the bomb down onto the floor and crouched in front of it. He lifted the panel, revealing the detonation controls. The buttons looked exactly as he remembered from basic training. 
 
    While the rest of the station was distracted by the battle outside, Frank had the place practically to himself. In the last hour, he managed to get into the armory, steal some equipment, then run to the engine room all without so much as being stopped. 
 
    Frank did not take the most direct route. He had to cut in and out of a few weird places to get here, but he did it nonetheless. 
 
    Finally, he had reached his destination: the engine room. Frank stopped for a moment to look up at the sight before him. 
 
    The World Ender Base ran on a power known to only a small few. Some believed it ran on ancient gems mined from a long-forgotten world. Others believed it ran on the life force of Totalus’s defeated enemies. Frank did not know what he believed, but he did not care. As far as he was concerned, it needed to be destroyed. If the engine blew, this whole station would go with it. 
 
    Evil would finally lose. 
 
    “I’m tired of working for the bad guy,” he said, returning to the controls. 
 
    Frank tapped away at the buttons, priming the bomb for detonation. He set it for 10:00 minutes. It was just enough time for him to get to the hangar and escape before this whole station blew apart. 
 
    “Finally,” he said as he stood up, “the good guys will win.” 
 
    10:00, 09:59, 09:58… the countdown had begun. 
 
    Without saying another word, Frank turned and dashed out of the engine room. He ran with all the might he could muster, quickly navigating his way out of the room and into the halls. 
 
    It was not long before he was back in the public hallways. Men and women shot him strange glances as he raced past. He must have looked like a fool, but he did not care. He just wanted to get out of here once and for all. 
 
    Many of the other personal were cheering and hollering. The battle outside was short and sweet. In the end, the Empire had proved victorious once again. Frank heard the play-by-play as Lord Admiral Deathstrike practically narrated the whole thing as it happened. 
 
    Frank approached an escalator at the end of the hallway. He needed to take it to the lower level in order to reach the hangar in time, but as he neared it, he noticed a thick mob of people crowding to get on. 
 
    “Excuse me, coming through,” Frank said as he pushed his way through the crowd. 
 
    “Hey, you’ll have to wait your turn like everyone else!” a woman responded, waving her arms in frustration. She stood her ground, not letting him push past. 
 
    “But ma’am, I must get on this escalator,” Frank explained. 
 
    “All of us are trying to get on,” she said. “Have some patience!” 
 
    Frank studied the escalator before him. It was wide enough to fit two people across, though people stood on both sides of the moving steps. 
 
    “Hey!” he shouted up through the crowd. “Walk left, stand right! Haven’t you ever ridden an escalator before?” As he expected, the people simply ignored him. 
 
    Frank twitched nervously. The crowd was moving too slowly. He felt himself sweat. He clanked his teeth together. 
 
    “You got somewhere to be?” the woman asked. 
 
    “Yes, and soon!” 
 
    “Well calm down. You’ll get there eventually.” 
 
    Frank could not take it anymore. If he waited any longer, he would die in the explosion. 
 
    Without wasting another second, Frank got down on all fours and crawled his way through peoples’ legs. It wasn’t the most glamourous way to get around, but it did the trick. Before he knew it, he was on the escalator. He got up on the moving steps and looked around. People stood still around him. 
 
    This was still too slow. Frank could not take it anymore. He climbed over the railing and slid down the side, ignoring the stairs altogether. 
 
    Frank’s slide idea did the trick. He passed by everyone. In a matter of seconds, he reached the bottom and hopped off the railing. A sign hung from the ceiling before him: 
 
      
 
    Construction Site Ahead – Proceed Slowly 
 
      
 
    “Goddammit!” he shouted. 
 
    Frank pressed on, ignoring the sign. Half of the hallway before him was roped off. The hall was now a third the width it usually was. People were funneled into the narrow portion like a school of fish. 
 
    Time was running out. Frank ducked under the ropes and dashed through the construction site. Wet paint covered his boots, but he did not care. He ignored it and kept running. 
 
    When he finally reached the end of the construction, he ducked under the ropes again and continued along his way to the hangar. It was not far now. Just one more turn and… 
 
    Frank stopped. He came face to face with the hangar entrance. The door was closed shut. A sign stood before the door: 
 
      
 
    Hangar Bay Closed for Remodeling
Please Use Hangar Bay in Sector 18 Instead
We Apologize for the Inconvenience 
 
      
 
    “No!” he cried out. He stomped, he jumped, he swung his arms wildly. This was it. There was nowhere else to go in time. 
 
    Frank nervously checked his watch and froze as he read the time. 
 
    In that instant, all sound faded away as the walls ripped apart around him. An intense cold covered his body. Air escaped from his lungs. His body expanded and expanded. 
 
    And then he died in the vacuum of space. 
 
      
 
    And just like that, the greatest Empire in the galaxy was defeated. 
 
    Talk about an abrupt ending. 
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 Chapter One 
 
    “The stars…the last unexplored territory…”  
 
    No, that wasn’t quite right. Cadet Johnnie Jacobson paused and stared out the small porthole at the majestic field of stars framed by the black void of space. From his current angle lying on the bed, he could see two small moons just barely peeking into view. 
 
    The porthole wasn’t the only thing breaking up the stark gray of the dorm room walls. The plaques and awards that hung everywhere were almost as numerous as the trophies and medals lining the shelves. The handsome young cadet smiled to himself as he thought of something better. 
 
    “Space. The last…undiscovered country…” 
 
    “What are you doing?” The voice belonged to the gorgeous female alien lying naked next to him. Her emerald skin still glistened with sweat from the romp they’d finished only a few minutes earlier. The tiny horns on her forehead seemed to converge somewhat as she gave him a confused look. 
 
    “I’m trying to figure out how to start my personal journal.” He turned onto his side to face the horny—er, horned female. “Someday they’re going to be publishing my memoirs, so I figure I better start recording everything now.” 
 
    Xanthia—wait, was that her name? Yeah, he was pretty sure that was her name. No, Xanethia. Right. Xanethia ran a finger over his bare chest and licked her plump lips. “How exciting.” 
 
    Johnnie turned onto his back again and ran his fingers through his unkempt hair. He smiled his lopsided grin as he interlaced his fingers behind his head. “Yeah. It really is, isn’t it?” 
 
    Xanethia—no, wait, it was Xanthia—Xanthia grinned back and moved in for a kiss. 
 
    Johnnie interrupted her. “Hey, I think I’ve got it. The final fron—” 
 
    He stopped midsentence as the dorm room doors slid open and a gargantuan alien stood in the doorway, snarling. In many respects, the green-skinned senior cadet resembled Johnnie’s bedmate. Except that he was seven feet tall, with a shaved head and giant horns. “What…in the nine hells…are you doing in my room?” He looked to the female next to Johnnie. “With my sister?” 
 
    Xanthia covered her nude form as Johnnie jumped out of bed and started pulling on a uniform. But it turned out to be the wrong uniform. It was the one-piece tunic-skirt belonging to Xanthia, to be precise.  
 
    He decided to try a distraction. “Nine? Really? Isn’t that a little excessive? You’d think one would be enough. Maybe a backup or whatever. But nine?” 
 
    “Don’t worry...” The alien bared his sharp teeth, another slight difference from his sibling. “I’m going to send you to all of them so you can see for yourself.” 
 
    “Oh, was that the bell to go to class already? Better hurry!” Johnnie hopped back onto the bed as the menacing senior cadet barreled toward him. He bounced over the girl and jumped off the bed, using it like a trampoline to propel himself toward the door. “Can’t be late for class!” 
 
    He headed out the open door as the alien crashed into his own bookshelf, knocking trophies and awards off onto his own head and the floor. 
 
    In the Academy corridor outside, Johnnie rushed past other cadets, human and alien alike. There were species of all sizes, shapes, and colors crowding the halls and trying to get to class, basically creating an obstacle course for him. The senior cadet had recovered and was gaining on him quickly…one of the medals had been for track after all. Plus, Johnnie was having a lot of trouble running in the mini-skirted tunic, which was much too small for him and kept creeping up and giving people a clear view of his nether regions. 
 
    It would have been nice if he’d thought to grab his underpants. 
 
    He tried knocking things over and throwing things behind him to slow down the alien, but his pursuer was also excellent at hurdles. He’d be on him in a few seconds, barring some kind of miracle. Johnnie could think of numerous times in the past when he’d been chased by brothers, dads, uncles, boyfriends—the occasional husband—but he couldn’t remember ever having someone so big, so fast, or so dangerous after him because of a girl. 
 
    Johnnie spotted the cafeteria and hoped that he could figure out a way to lose his giant pursuer in there. He was used to thinking on the fly, so even though he didn’t have a particular plan in mind yet, he was pretty confident something would come to him once he was in there. 
 
    He ran past the dish dispenser and tried tossing a few dinner plates, but the alien dodged every one of them except the last one, which he managed to catch with one hand and hurl back at Johnnie like a discus. It almost took off his head, but Johnnie swerved and it shattered against the wall next to him. 
 
    Cadets jumped out of Johnnie’s way as he ran through the food line, where he overturned most of the containers of breakfast food behind him to make it more difficult to run. The senior had particular trouble with the oatmeal, and nearly cracked his head on a nearby counter as he slipped. But he quickly recovered and was right behind Johnnie again in short order. 
 
    Johnnie jumped up onto the closest table in the crowded cafeteria and did his best not to step on any dishes or food trays, but wasn’t a hundred percent successful. Angry cadets began throwing parts of their breakfast at him, pelting him with rolls, fruit, and the occasional entrée.  
 
    He knocked over a pitcher of liquid as he jumped to the edge of another table and started to slide, which turned into a happy accident as he moved faster than he could run, while the senior behind him fell forward instead and slid on his chest, slowing him down. 
 
    Next came the dessert table, and it happened to be pie day, so there was a line of various pastries containing delicious fillings that a great many cadets and instructors were going to miss out on, since Johnnie tried throwing every single one at the emerald hunter on his tail, hoping that if one caught him in the face, it would blind him long enough that Johnnie could get away. 
 
    Finally Johnnie got lucky, if only because his pursuer had closed in so close to him, and smashed him in the face with a coconut cream pie. The senior cadet stopped and wiped the pie filling away just in time to see his prey exiting the cafeteria. 
 
    As Johnnie rounded the corner, he spotted his good friend Reginald Christopher III, a guy whose eyes were covered by a large visor that, despite being a modern marvel of technological wonder, was held together by masking tape. Reg was the typical nerdy friend who felt like he constantly had to prove that he was worthy of remaining buddies with the members of a more popular crowd. But the reality was that Johnnie was lucky to have him as a friend. 
 
    Reg was also the richest cadet at the Academy...or at least his parents were the richest parents. This made things even more difficult for him, since everyone was constantly questioning whether he deserved his good grades—or even entrance into the Academy for that matter—or whether things were always being handed to him because of his family’s donations to the school. Truthfully, he deserved grades at least as high as he was getting, as he was also one of the smartest cadets at the Academy. If anything, professors and instructors may have been harder on him to avoid even the appearance that he was getting any special treatment. Unfortunately, he seemed to be on a constant streak of bad luck that caused accidents that made him seem a lot more incompetent than he actually was. Despite all of this, Reg was an optimist and managed to mostly stay out of trouble despite his good friend’s antics. 
 
    Reg looked at Johnnie’s uniform—well, not his, but the one he was wearing—and was very confused. “Johnnie?” 
 
    Johnnie raced by him without losing a step. “Reg, I need a hand.” He had an idea and turned his head back. “Or maybe a foot!” 
 
    Reg saw the senior cadet approaching quickly down the corridor and did some mental calculations. “Diameter 56.6, distance—speed 2.5, angle—trajectory, outcome 98% positive…” 
 
    Reg tapped the shoulder of a cadet standing nearby. The cadet turned, hitting another cadet, who spilled coffee in the lap of a third cadet. The third cadet jumped up, hitting a swinging reading lamp being carried by another student. 
 
    The lamp spun around like it was going to strike the senior cadet in the shin, but at the last moment, it swung up and hit him square in the groin instead. Although the alien had many features that distinguished him from a human male, having sensitive, squishy parts between the legs was not one of them. He froze in his tracks. 
 
    The senior cadet clutched his groin and crashed to the ground. He immediately stood back up, his nose broken and gushing blood. His full attention was now focused on Reg, as evidenced by the rage on his now forest-green face. 
 
    Reg shrugged. “Close, but still effective.” 
 
    The senior grabbed Reg by the front of his uniform and pulled his fist back in preparation for a punch. A terrified Reg held his hands up in front of his face. “You wouldn’t hit a guy who requires a cybernetic visual-enhancement prosthesis, would you?” 
 
    The senior pulled his fist back further for the windup and growled. 
 
    Down the hall, Johnnie looked back and laughed as he made his escape. “Good old Reg—” 
 
    SLAM! Johnnie ran into a massive, gray-skinned alien. Running into Tonga Rad wasn’t quite as bad as running straight into a brick wall, but it was a damn close approximation. Johnnie slumped to the ground in a daze and moaned. “Holy…what the fu—?” 
 
    “Thank you, Tonga.” The voice came from a female cadet a couple of years older than Johnnie, standing with her arms crossed in front of her chest. Shannon Roberts’ features were stark but pretty, and she had her hair pulled back so tightly that it stretched her face a bit. She also proudly wore a “Hall Monitor” badge on the shoulder of her uniform. “I would have enjoyed taking him down myself, but I do appreciate the help.” 
 
    A chronic over-achiever, Shannon had been the hardest working cadet at the Academy for the past two years. She was planning on someday becoming the youngest security chief and then the youngest starship captain in the fleet, and should have been well on her way down that path. However, her success and work ethic had thus far been ignored by her professors, the administration, and, especially, the commandant. That was something she desperately wanted to change. 
 
    Despite his formidable appearance, Tonga Rad seemed genuinely concerned about Johnnie’s welfare. A walking wall of muscle, he hailed from the planet Orifice (pronounced “Ore-i-feech-ee”), where the gravity was several times that of earth, giving him great strength and density. No matter how hard the Academy tried to railroad him into a security pathway, he had always persisted in his desire to be a nurse. For every weapons or martial arts class they forced him to take, he took extra periods of medical classes. “I just hope I didn’t hurt him, Shannon.” 
 
    “I’m sure he’ll be fine…physically, that is.” She smirked. “His disciplinary record, however, is another matter entirely.” 
 
    Johnnie stood up on wobbly legs, holding on to Tonga for support with one hand and pulling his skirt down with the other. “What the hell is your deal?” 
 
    Shannon pointed to the patch on her shoulder and got very intense. “My deal, cadet, is that these are my corridors, and I will not have disrespectful underclassmen coming in here and causing a ruckus in them.” 
 
    Johnnie gave Tonga a confused look. “Did she seriously just say ‘ruckus’?” 
 
    *** 
 
    Commandant Richard Lords could feel the familiar headache come on before he even heard the security alert. It was almost like a sixth sense. Or maybe it had just been too long since the last one. Either way, he was quick to open his desk drawer and pull out his bottle of Oxy-Megadose pills and pour himself a tumbler full of Zaldabreenian whisky to take them with. 
 
    He sat back in his large office chair and prepared himself for the call from his secretary, Mrs. Schluump. 
 
    Bzzzzz. Right on cue. Sighing, he pressed the intercom button. “Yes?” 
 
    Mrs. Schluump’s droning voice came over the speaker. “Sir, there’s been a disturbance in the cadet dorms. Lieutenant Bravhart is on his way down, and he asked me to inform you.” 
 
    Bravhart. That certainly didn’t ease his headache any. If the man wasn’t such a usefully malleable lackey, Lords would have booted his ass out of an airlock ages ago. He pressed the call button on the intercom again. “Acknowledged.” He swallowed two pills with a swig of whisky, and then decided on a third for good measure. Then he stabbed the call button a third time with his finger. “Oh, and send the C.O.R.A. unit in here, will you?” 
 
    If the pills and the whisky didn’t do the trick, then maybe is favorite technological distraction would. 
 
    *** 
 
    Lieutenant Corillius Bravhart, a schlumpy-looking Academy administrator, approached the scene of the incident with a scowl plastered on his face. In actuality, that was his default expression. Bravhart was a yes-man of the highest order—a suck up, by-the-book type who basically spent his time hovering around the Commandant and obeying his every whim. The last time he had an original thought was seventeen years earlier, when he decided that every idea he'd had in his life was a poor one, and vowed to never have one again. “Is there a problem here?” 
 
    Shannon snapped to attention and saluted, with Tonga following suit, if not quite as quickly or enthusiastically. “Lieutenant Bravhart, sir! These cadets were causing a disturbance, and I was—” 
 
    Bravhart interrupted her the second he spotted Johnnie. “Mr. Jacobson. What a surprise. I suppose you don’t think it necessary to salute high-ranking officers anymore.” 
 
    Johnny looked around before he answered. “Uh…actually, I—” 
 
    Bravhart wasn’t having any of his excuses. Not today. He’d long ago become weary of them. “Cadet! Now!” 
 
    Johnnie hesitated, then saluted Bravhart, which caused the hem of the short tunic he wore to rise up to his stomach. Everyone, including Bravhart, stared at Johnnie’s exposed privates while Johnnie continued to give a regulation-perfect salute for an inordinate amount of time. 
 
    Bravhart gritted his teeth. “That’s long enough, cadet.” 
 
    Johnnie lowered his arm and smirked, unable to control himself. “That’s what she said.” 
 
    Bravhart’s face and ears became red with anger. “Cadet Jacobson!” 
 
    “Sorry. That’s what she said, sir!” 
 
    “It seems the entire campus is in disarray thanks to you.” 
 
    “Well, I do try, sir.” 
 
    “I’m sure Commandant Lords will be most interested in your latest escapades, as usual.” 
 
    Johnnie’s expression changed to one of earnestness. “Hey, this wasn’t my fault. That guy…” He pointed back at the senior cadet, who was dragging Reg down the hall by the back of his uniform shirt. “…was trying to kill me.” 
 
    Bravhart smiled at the senior cadet. “Ah, yes. Cadet Ramses. I know him well. Perhaps he was trying to win another medal?” 
 
    Ramses dumped Reg on the floor next to where Johnnie was standing. 
 
    Bravhart smiled and nodded at the enormous senior. “Thank you, cadet. That will be all.” 
 
    Johnnie’s jaw dropped as he pointed at Ramses again. “Hey! But—” 
 
    Bravhart ignored Johnnie and addressed Shannon and Tonga “If you two wouldn’t mind assisting me in escorting Mr. Jacobson and his accomplice to the Commandant’s office?” 
 
    Tonga replied immediately as he gently helped Reg get up off the floor. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Shannon smiled proudly. “It will be my pleasure, sir.” She got over-excited and gave Tonga an I can’t believe this is happening look. 
 
    Tonga reluctantly pulled Johnnie and Reg along next to Shannon as they all followed Lieutenant Bravhart toward the administration wing. Tonga looked at his fellow cadets apologetically. 
 
    Johnnie leaned toward Shannon and spoke under his breath so that Bravhart couldn’t hear. “You know, you’re going to end up regretting this, sweetheart.” 
 
    Shannon slyly punched Johnnie in the shoulder without Bravhart noticing. 
 
    Johnnie grabbed his arm and rubbed it. “Ow.” 
 
    Tonga and Reg stared at him. “What? She punches hard for a girl.” 
 
    Shannon punched him again for that.  
 
    Johnnie winced. “Again: Ow!” 
 
    “I’m not a girl.” 
 
    Johnnie looked confused. “Oh, I’m sorry. I’m not usually so attracted to members of my own sex, so I figured—” 
 
    Shannon blushed, but was still angry. “I’m not a man. But I’m not a girl, either. I’m nineteen standard sols. Almost twenty.” 
 
    “Oooo. An older woman. I love cougars. Grrrrr.” 
 
    This time she slapped him, since punching wasn’t working. “Geez. You could have at least hit the arm again. That’s gone numb.” 
 
    Reg shook his head. “You never learn, do you?” 
 
    “Don’t be fooled by all the physical abuse. The violence is just a cry for attention. She’s definitely warming up to me.” 
 
    “Uh…no. I don’t think she is.” 
 
    “She definitely is.” 
 
    Shannon spoke without looking at him. “No. I’m not.” 
 
    “What if I told you my dad is an admiral?” 
 
    Shannon scoffed at him. “Oh, please. I’d accuse you of lying to a senior cadet in addition to everything else you’ve done wrong this morning.” 
 
    Reg held up a finger as he spoke up. “Actually, that’s the truth. For once.” 
 
    Shannon stopped walking for a moment. “Admiral Jacobson is your father?” 
 
    Johnnie smiled wide as it sunk in. Of course, he left out the part about his father being on the verge of disowning him. And that the Academy was actually punishment for all of the trouble Johnnie had gotten into. And that, if he failed at the Academy, it was straight to prison for him.  
 
    Johnnie still couldn’t understand why everyone had made such a big deal about The Incident. It didn’t seem like that big a deal to him. 
 
    But it was certainly true: Johnnie was the son of Admiral Jacobson, one of the most important people in all of the entire Galactic Alliance of Planets. And his father’s most embarrassing failure. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Two 
 
    Many a terrified cadet had spent time sitting in the stark, imposing waiting area outside the office of Commandant Lords. But Shannon couldn’t figure out why she was more nervous than Cadet Jacobson right now. After all, he was the one who had broken so many rules—she was just the one who was going to turn him in. There they were, Shannon, Jacobson, Tonga, and—Reg, was it?—all lined up in chairs like they were in middle school and waiting to talk to the principal. She kicked herself for not getting Reg’s last name and hoped it wouldn’t reflect too badly on her. What was she so nervous about? And why was Jacobson so confident? He was most certainly going to get into more trouble than any cadet she’d ever seen. 
 
    Everything was silent except for the sound of Lords’ secretary clacking away at her keyboard. Shannon knew better than to ask why she was using such outdated technology. The woman was older than the Academy…maybe even older than the Alliance itself. In fact, her species lived for centuries. She was probably just set in her ways. The secretary’s eye stalks turned and noticed Shannon watching, and she scowled at her. Shannon looked around, pretending not to be interested. 
 
    The double doors to Lords’ office finally slid open and Shannon instantly jumped to attention, followed quickly by Tonga and, finally, Reg. Jacobson had the nerve to slouch even more in his chair, if that was possible. 
 
    But it wasn’t the commandant who exited the room as she expected. It was, instead, what appeared to be an extremely attractive, purple-haired woman of about twenty-one sols. Shannon quickly noticed some of the telltale signs that she was actually an artificial lifeform: the slightly rubbery skin, the almost vacant-looking eyes, the stiffness in her hair. Even so, she knew at first glance that this was someone in whom any heterosexual male would definitely overlook such features. 
 
    Present company certainly not excepted. She could easily detect that fact that Reg had instantly started breathing heavily and sweating. 
 
    Johnnie finally jumped out of his seat and stood at attention at the sight of her. “Hellooooo Dolly.” 
 
    Commandant Lords followed shortly behind her, and was obviously unaware of the presence of students in the area. His normally dignified look became more like discomfort for some reason. From Shannon’s hall monitor training, she could tell right away he was feeling guilty about something. 
 
    Lords cleared his throat as his ears turned bright red. “Ahem. Well, yes, that will be all, Cadet C.O.R.A. I’ll see you next week for our weekly… uh…maintenance…session.” 
 
    C.O.R.A. turned to face him, nonplussed by the statement. “But, sir, I thought you indicated that you needed your ‘data stream flushed’ at least twice per week in order to maintain ‘maximum efficiency’.” 
 
    Lords’ expression turned from embarrassment to anger. “I said that will be all, cadet!” 
 
    The other four cadets looked at one another, then stared at their commandant. C.O.R.A. tilted her head in curiosity at his behavior. 
 
    Lords turned to his secretary. “Why wasn’t I informed that they were out here?” 
 
    “You told me you weren’t to be disturbed under any circumstances.” She answered matter-of-factly. 
 
    Lieutenant Bravhart appeared to be even more nervous than everyone else as he spoke up. “Sir, your, uh…” He nodded toward Lords’ crotch. 
 
    Lords looked down and saw that the fly of his uniform pants was down. He turned away and zipped it up, then turned back. “Now, then. What’s going on with…” A look of disgust crossed his face as he looked directly at Johnnie. “…him.” 
 
    Shannon straightened up even more. “Sir! Cadet Jacobson was found committing an act of fornication in a senior cadet’s dorm room, then caused a disturbance in the corridors, including enlisting his friend here, Cadet…” She looked nervously at Reg. 
 
    Reg saw her panic and helped her out. “Christopher. Reg Christopher.” 
 
    She let out the breath she had been holding. “Cadet Christopher, to assist in—” 
 
    “Cadet!” Lords interrupted. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    Shannon couldn’t help a slight smile as she answered proudly. “Cadet Shannon Roberts, sir. Hall monitor.” 
 
    “Cadet Roberts. When I asked the question, I wasn’t talking to you, nor am I interested in anything you have to say. That’s what I keep this idiot around for.” He pointed his thumb at Bravhart, who was so used to being talked about in that manner that he was completely unfazed. 
 
    But Shannon was mortified at the dressing-down from the commandant. 
 
    Lords wasn’t done, either. “However, if I ever decide I need a second idiot like him, I’ll be sure to contact you immediately, since you appear to be the perfect candidate.” He turned to his secretary. “Mrs. Schluump, add Cadet Roberts’ name to the top of the idiot candidate list. And put a star next to it.” 
 
    Shannon slowly sat down, the blood draining from her face. Her eyes began to tear up despite her desperate attempt to hold back. 
 
    Once he was sure Lords was done, Bravhart spoke up. “Cadet Jacobson was found committing an act of fornication in a senior cadet’s dorm room, then caused a disturbance in the corridors, including enlisting his friend here, Cadet—” 
 
    “Lieutenant. Just because I wanted you to answer the first time instead of her doesn’t mean I need you to repeat everything she already told me. We already have a parrot down in the exospecies veterinary lab. Maybe I should have it replace you, if that’s what you think your job consists of.” 
 
    Now Bravhart was finally flustered himself. “Yes, sir. Understood, sir. No more repeating things, sir.” 
 
    “Jacobson, in my office, now. The rest of you are dismissed. And you’d better not be hanging around here when I come out.” 
 
    The commandant slyly checked his zipper again to be sure, then stormed into his office. As Johnnie followed Lords into his office, he turned to look at Shannon. From his expression, she could tell that he felt bad for her, and maybe even a bit guilty. Once the office doors closed, she hung her head low and shuffled out of the office along with everyone else, including C.O.R.A. 
 
    *** 
 
    Johnnie plopped down into one of the chairs in front of Commandant Lords’ desk. He was so used to being there that it was more familiar to him than his own quarters. He kicked his feet up onto the desk, fully aware of the fact that his naughty bits were hanging out the bottom of the tunic’s skirt. “So how’s it gonna go this time, Dick? You call my dad…he chews me out—again—takes away my allowance—again—tells you to go easy on me—ag—” 
 
    “Shut up.” Lords’ tone was dripping with loathing. 
 
    Johnnie was a bit shocked. He’d never seen Lords act so boldly. He was, after all, his boss’s son, no matter how much the man may have hated him. “Excuse me, Dick?” 
 
    The smugness was practically bursting forth from Lords’ face. “You heard me. And stop using my first name. You will address me as 'sir' or 'Commandant' at all times." 
 
    "Sure thing, Dick. I mean, Commandant. Sir." 
 
    "The admiral told me the last time you were in trouble that he was tired of bailing you out. He doesn’t want me to call him anymore.” 
 
    Johnnie smiled wide, a twinkle in his eye. “That’s great news! I guess that means I get to keep my allowance then, too. Well, good talk…” Jonnie started to stand. 
 
    “No.” The Commandant’s expression was enough to cause Johnnie to sit back down. “This time I’m allowed to deal with you in whatever manner I see fit.” 
 
    Johnnie’s smile was gone, but his confidence had only slightly wavered. “So…what? Week’s detention? No dessert for the rest of the semester? Man, I'd really hate to miss pudding week, though.” 
 
     Lords laughed. 
 
    This finally made Johnnie nervous. “Wait…you’re not actually going to expel me, are you?” 
 
    “Oh, you only wish you were that lucky. You’re not just going to be punished for all of the havoc and chaos you’ve caused here at the Academy.” Lords grinned wide. “You’re going to actually serve your sentence for the incident that got you sent here in the first place.” 
 
    Now Johnnie looked really worried. Crap. The Incident. 
 
    Johnnie had pulled off some major mischief in his time, but The Incident was a work of pure genius. The highest of hijinks. A symphony of shenanigans. It all started when he stole an Interplanetary Patrol Cruiser from Starbase 111 and took it for a joyride around the sector with the Galactic Alliance’s Interplanetary Patrol on his tail for six days. He’d done it, as he’d so often done many things, to impress a girl. Priaxa. No, that wasn’t it. Prelizia. Yeah, that was it. Wasn’t it? No, maybe it was Priaxa. The one with the amazing violet eyes. And turquoise skin. And just the right extra body parts Johnnie preferred in an alien species. 
 
    Regardless, she was into bad boys, which Johnnie most certainly was, and he was ready to take things to the limit. Granted, it helped that he was an admiral’s son, since that prevented the Patrol ships from vaporizing him on sight. But still, he proved that he was one hell of a pilot during that extended chase. In fact, the only reason he was ready to stop after six days was that the food synthesizers on board had run out of energy and he could no longer produce any more junk food and alcohol. 
 
    Knowing he was running out of time, he asked Priaxa where she’d like to be dropped off, and she stated that she wanted to land in the middle of the biggest party in the galaxy. So he aimed his ship, just as it was about to run out of fuel, for Decimus Two, where he crashed it into the Temple of Seraph during the wedding of the Monarch’s daughter.  
 
    The Monarch, needless to say, was not happy about it, and wanted Johnnie immediately executed. But an interplanetary crisis was averted when the Alliance’s best diplomats, who were luckily attending the wedding, stepped in and made numerous promises about Decimus Two being highly rewarded if he would stay his hand and allow Johnnie to live. Johnnie was carted off in handcuffs while the wedding attendees scowled at him.  
 
    But outside of the temple, the people of Decimus Two, who had been suffering from poverty and famine while the royal family hoarded all the wealth and resources and put on the most lavish wedding the galaxy had seen in millennia, cheered for him. The whole thing set off a revolution in which they overturned and beheaded the Monarch, and the people of the planet had been writing songs and poems about Johnnie ever since. But they also decided to leave the Galactic Alliance because it had supported and made deals with the Monarch, including helping to keep the subjects subjugated, and now the valuable resources of Decimus Two were no longer at the Alliance’s disposal. 
 
    Johnnie snapped out of his reverie when Lords cleared his throat and decided to continue. 
 
    “I’m going to throw you in the brig here at the Academy, then transfer you to a penal colony as soon as humanly possible. What do you think of that?” 
 
    Johnnie snickered as the commandant stared at him, astonished by his reaction. 
 
    “You said ‘penal’.”  
 
    *** 
 
    Shannon was still in full dejection mode as she moped down the corridor with her head bowed. Tonga and Reg walked next to her, trying to comfort her but not really sure how to do it. C.O.R.A. followed a few steps behind, looking on curiously. Her main directive was to observe and imitate human behavior, and that’s exactly what she was going to do. 
 
    Shannon sniffed as she continued her attempt to hold back tears. “I’ve waited almost two years to finally meet the commandant in person. He’s been my hero for as long as I can remember. And then he turns out to be…to be…” 
 
    Reg tried to help. “An ass-hat?” 
 
    Tonga chimed in as well. “A Fegullian gutter slug?” 
 
    Even C.O.R.A. gave it a shot. “A rather unpleasant human?” 
 
    They all looked at C.O.R.A., including Shannon. “Who exactly are you again?” 
 
    “My name is C.O.R.A.: Cybernetic Oral Response Android. I have been sent to the Star Academy for officer training, and my mission is to observe and imitate the behavior of biological beings.” She made an attempt at a pleasant smile, but the uncanny valley effect caused it to be a bit creepy instead. 
 
    Reg, still fully in overheated mode from his attraction to the android, leaned up against the wall with one hand in a spectacularly unsuccessful attempt to look cool. “So, do you, um…have a boyfriend?” His sweaty hand slipped off the wall, and he nearly fell to the floor.  
 
    C.O.R.A. looked at him for a beat, computing her answer. “I do not have any…friends.” 
 
    The others look at one another guiltily. 
 
    Shannon spoke up as she wiped away the beginnings of a tear. “Oh, what the heck. Come on, then. Let’s all go get a cup of coffee.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Lieutenant Bravhart and two security guards escorted Johnnie down to the brig. At least Johnnie had been given a chance to change into one of his own uniforms. Xanthia’s had been getting pretty drafty. They stood in the lift as the lights pulsed by in an upward motion, indicating the floors they were passing on their way down to the detention level in the basement. It wasn’t often that the Academy had to hold prisoners, but when they did, they tended to stay held. The brig was located so far down in the Academy’s foundation that it was practically in the center of the tiny moon it was built on, and not only were the walls made of the hardest material known in the galaxy, but outside of the walls was the core of the moon. 
 
    Johnnie turned to Bravhart. “So, your boss is a real tool, isn’t he?” 
 
    Bravhart made a noise that sounded like a balloon losing all of its air. “How dare you talk about the commandant that way!” 
 
    “What? Seriously? He talks to you like you’re a smear of Varkor shit that he can’t quite get off of the sole of his boot.” 
 
    “I’ll have you know that he thinks very highly of me.” 
 
    “Yeah? What the hell gives you that idea?” 
 
    “He gives me a lot of responsibilities here are the Academy. A sure sign that he has complete confidence in my abilities.” 
 
    “More like he gives you all the shit jobs because he knows you’re too weak to ever complain about it.” 
 
    Bravhart’s stare was one of anger, but behind it there was a great deal of sadness and recognition of the truth. “Commandant Lords is a great man. A galactic hero. He deserves our respect and admiration, not the constant barrage of contempt you direct at him, nor the problems that you cause to him and this fine institution.” 
 
    “Galactic hero? You are living in a fantasy matrix, Lieutenant. You think they reward galactic heroes by making them the principal of a freaking school? Really? Lords never did anything except make sure he was far out of harm’s way and suck up to the admiralty to make sure he had a nice cushy job where he could sit at a desk and drink all day and have sex with the robotic help. Even then, he still managed to accidentally fire on a civilian luxury transport in the middle of a wargame exercise and nearly kill every major donor to the school.” 
 
    Bravhart looked at him askance. “That’s not true.” 
 
    “Oh, but it is. Look it up. I make it my business to know every detail about the lives of those I torment.” 
 
    They arrived at the bottom floor and the lift doors opened. The guards pulled Johnnie over to one of the cells. The door contained an invisible force field, indicated only by a bright light lining the door’s perimeter. Bravhart tapped a code on the control panel that lowered the force field and the guards threw Johnnie into the cell. 
 
    “Oh, how I’ve looked forward to this day, Jacobson. Let’s see daddy get you out of this one.” Bravhart laughed as he entered the code to put the force field back up. 
 
    “You know what, Lieutenant Bravbutt? By the time this whole thing is over, I’m going to make sure you’re sitting in here instead of me. Just you wait and see.” 
 
    Bravhart continued to laugh all the way out of the detention floor. 
 
    Johnnie’s bravado disappeared as soon as Bravhart was gone. He slumped onto one of two hard benches in the back of the cell. The only other prisoner was lying on the other bench across from him, with his back to Johnnie. 
 
    “So, what are you in for?” Johnnie asked. 
 
    The other person rolled over, revealing a handsome, fiftyish officer with salt-and-pepper hair. He looked like he might have been a hero once…because he was. Captain Brent Rickard was the fleet’s finest captain before he burnt out. 
 
    Rickard had been a star from the moment he had stepped foot at the Academy at the age of sixteen. He was the youngest cadet ever to graduate, and eventually became the youngest officer in the history of the Fleet to become captain. He had won battles, negotiated peace, initiated successful first contacts, discovered new planets and other galactic phenomena, and saved more than a few species from extinction. He even saved the entire Galactic Alliance from an invading force of other-dimensional insectoids bent on its destruction by figuring out a way to travel back in time and preventing them from evolving into a sentient life form. 
 
    He was also, however, a notorious womanizer, with enough illegitimate half-human children scattered across the sector to crew their own starship. When he had simultaneous affairs with both the wife and daughter of the Chancellor of the Galactic Alliance, not even the metric ton of medals, citations, keys to cities, and other awards he had accumulated could prevent him from being busted down to Academy Instructor. This had led him to a constant feeling of misery which he was always trying to sooth with alcohol. 
 
    Johnnie was obviously shocked by the revelation of whom he was sharing a cell with, and his surprise showed in the volume of his voice. “Captain Rickard?” 
 
    Rickard winced at the question. “Can you lower the volume a bit, son? My head feels like a Denobulan She-Devil sat on it all night.” 
 
    Johnnie spoke quietly this time. “Ugh. How come?” 
 
    Rickard sat up slowly. “I’m pretty sure a Denobulan She-Devil sat on it all night. But I’m not positive. It’s all a little fuzzy due to the enormous quantities of alcohol involved. 
 
    “How did you end up in here?” 
 
    Rickard looked around. “Hmm. They probably put me in here for my own safety. Sometimes I try to take a stroll on the surface of Forcus Three when I’ve had too much to drink.” 
 
    “Yeesh. That can be hazardous to your health.” That was putting it mildly. Forcus Three had very little atmosphere, and what it did have was extremely toxic to humans. 
 
    “Tell me about it. The first time I did it, I actually opened up an airlock before they grabbed me. I think I may have killed a few brain cells.” 
 
    “Well, it didn’t affect your teaching any. Your Particle Beam Weapons class is my favorite.” 
 
    “Is it? I didn’t realize I was teaching that class this semester.” 
 
    Johnnie looked at him questioningly. “Uh…yeah. It’s really the only class I attend on a regular basis. You’re pretty much my hero.” 
 
    Rickard stood up gingerly and stared out the doorway. “Well, I just kind of read whatever notes are on the screen in front of me.” 
 
    Johnnie was genuinely disappointed. “Really? Huh.” 
 
    Rickard held out his hands. “Say, did you ever wonder if maybe there isn’t really a force field in these doorways? What if it’s just a light, and they’re using the power of psychological suggestion to trick us into staying in here?” 
 
    “Well, no, not—” 
 
    KA-ZAP! Rickard received a massive shock as he touched the force field and was thrown against the back wall of the cell. 
 
    “—really.” 
 
    Rickard slid to the floor and fell into unconsciousness. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Three 
 
     One of the few parts of the Academy that wasn’t run by the Galactic Alliance was StarChuck’s Coffee House, owned by a tall alien made mostly of hair named Archuckawalah, or “Chuck” for short. If there was another place to go and get coffee and food outside of the cafeteria—anyplace at all—then the staff and students would certainly be there. But there wasn’t, so they weren’t. It wasn’t that StarChuck’s wasn’t a nice place, or that Chuck wasn’t a perfectly pleasant being. It was just that he had a penchant for constant shedding, and his coat grew back to full thickness in less than a day. 
 
    There was also the fact that Chuck didn’t appear to be wearing any clothing except for boots, a small hairnet on top of his head, and a belt with various cooking utensils. This made things awkward for everyone involved. 
 
    So the place was packed practically around the clock, since the Academy didn’t have day and night in the traditional sense, but rather rotating shifts like on a starship. There were cadets of every grade and every species that maintained membership in the Alliance, faculty members, maintenance people, family members visiting the cadets, and even visitors who showed up on tours. Chuck seemed to always be there, no matter the time, which brought into question when, and if, he ever slept. There was even a theory that there was more than one “Chuck,” and it was just that nobody could tell them apart. 
 
    There were vid-screens lining the walls and holo-projectors at every table, and noise-canceling fields for those who wanted quiet or to listen to their own music without bothering others. There were gaming consoles, dart boards, pool tables, and everything else one expected in a bar, as well as poker and other card games in a secret back room if one knew the right password. If it weren’t for having to sleep and attend classes, most residents of the Academy would probably spend as much time at StarChuck’s as Chuck himself did. 
 
    Chuck carried four beverages over to the table where Shannon, Reg, and Tonga sat with their new acquaintance, C.O.R.A., who stared into her cup with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Are these ciliary strands normal for this type of beverage?” She asked. 
 
    Shannon was apologetic, even though it wasn’t her fault. She spoke quietly, hoping that Chuck wouldn’t hear her. “Hair in your coffee is just a by-product of enjoying time at StarChuck’s. You get used to it.” 
 
    Chuck made a roaring sound. It was unclear whether he was responding to Shannon or making a different statement. 
 
    Reg was depressed. “I can’t believe he’s going to prison.” 
 
    Chuck made another animal-like noise, this time sounding like a question. 
 
    Reg happened to understand Chuck’s language. “I know, but it’s all my fault for tripping Ramses.”  
 
    Tonga looked down. “No. It’s my fault for blocking him in the hallway with my heavily-muscled body so he would get caught.” 
 
    Shannon shook her head. “Guys, I appreciate you trying to take the blame, but it’s obviously my fault for getting him into trouble with the administration. I was even excited about it. I mean, like, really enthusiastic about it.” 
 
    C.O.R.A. watched all three of them wallowing in self-pity. “I do not share in the blame in any way whatsoever. In fact, I was not even present.” 
 
    The other three gave her WTF looks. 
 
    “I was simply attempting to join in the conversation by continuing the pattern of assessing how much each party shared in the blame for Cadet Jacobson’s impending imprisonment.”  
 
    Shannon jumped in. “You don’t always have to say something, C.O.R.A. Just wait until you have something meaningful to add.” 
 
    C.O.R.A. nodded stiffly. “Understood.” 
 
    “School just isn’t going to be the same without him,” Reg continued. 
 
    “He did seem like a fun guy. I sort of wish I had gotten to know him before I got him carted off to prison,” Shannon added. 
 
    “I believe he would have been someone I could have tolerated if I had gotten a chance to know him.” Tonga raised his coffee. “To...what was his name again?” 
 
    “Johnnie,” Reg answered. 
 
    “To Johnnie.” They all raised their coffees in unison and drank. 
 
    Chuck growled another question. 
 
    Shannon echoed his query. “Yeah, where is Johnnie right now?” 
 
    Reg deflated even more thinking about it. “The commandant threw him into the brig.” 
 
    C.O.R.A. perked up. “My memory drive contains all of the plans and codes for the Star Academy, including the brig. Is that meaningful enough to add?” 
 
    Reg’s mouth dropped open. “C.O.R.A., how did you get that kind of information?” 
 
    “I downloaded it while I was in the commandant’s office performing a routine maintenance session.” 
 
    Shannon looked relieved. “Oooh, so you really do work in there. It’s funny…we actually thought there was something…I don’t know…sexual going on in there.” 
 
    Shannon and Reg laughed. 
 
    “Yes. That too.” 
 
    The others grimaced at the thought. 
 
    “I knew it!” Reg was genuinely upset in addition to being excited about being right. 
 
    Shannon looked like she was going to vomit. “That’s disgusting.” 
 
    Tonga was even more concerned. “Why would you let him do that to you?” 
 
    “It is all part of my experience in learning about biological life forms and mimicking their behavior. Commandant Lords believes the more practice I get, the better it is for me.” 
 
    Reg shuddered. “But he’s old. And nasty.” 
 
    Shannon broke in. “Not to mention the commandant of the school. And you’re a student.” 
 
    C.O.R.A. looked away as she attempted to access her memory. “I am unfamiliar as to why these details would make a difference. Do the humans and other biological beings at the Academy not regularly engage in many different forms of sexual intercourse?” 
 
    Shannon answered first. “Yes, but it’s different.” 
 
    C.O.R.A.’s eyes blinked and beeped as a holographic projection formed in front of her face...a frozen image of Lords making his “Oh!” face. “Perhaps if I play back a recording of one of our sessions, you can explain why—” 
 
    The other three students all answered in unison. “NO!” 
 
    “Please don’t.” Shannon added. “Just please.” 
 
    C.O.R.A. turned off the recording. 
 
    Chuck barked a little. 
 
    “That’s a good point, Chuck,” said Reg. “C.O.R.A., do you think you could lower the force field in the brig with those codes you have?” 
 
    She nodded. “No, I do not think so.” 
 
    The others look disappointed for a second. 
 
    Then: “I am certain of it.” 
 
    Reg was ecstatic as he pumped a fist into the air. “Yes!” 
 
    Shannon not so much. “Wait. You can’t be seriously suggesting what I think you’re suggesting.” 
 
    Chuck made a sound of encouragement. 
 
    Reg high-fived him. “Not just suggesting. Insisting. I can’t let Johnnie go to prison. He’s done way too much for me.” 
 
    Tonga squinted in a suspicious way. “Such as…?” 
 
    “Well, there was…hmmm…Oh, yeah, the time—wait, that wasn’t… How about…?” Reg trailed off, lost in thought. 
 
    Shannon scowled. “That’s what I thought.” 
 
    “Okay, so maybe I can’t think of anything right off the top of my head. But he’s in trouble because of us, and that’s enough. We need to save him.” 
 
    Chuck gave another encouraging roar. Tonga looked at Shannon and raised an eyebrow. “I do feel terrible about him going to prison. If I’d known his punishment was going to be that serious—” 
 
    “Screw it.” Shannon ripped the hall monitor pass off of her shoulder. “I can’t believe I’m participating in a jail break. What’s the plan?” 
 
    *** 
 
     C.O.R.A. entered the brig with her uniform unzipped most of the way down in front, her ample cleavage and even her faux-navel exposed. She gave the two security guards a come hither look, crooking her finger as well as beckoning them with her eyes. As they approached her enthusiastically, if somewhat cautiously, she put an arm around each one and turned them around. 
 
    As soon as they were facing away from the doorway, Tonga snuck through the entrance, silently grabbed their foreheads from behind, and slammed their heads together. They fell to the metal floor likes sacks of potatoes as their blasters clattered to the floor as well. Tonga carefully dragged them out through the doorway. 
 
    Shannon quickly followed Reg in through the entrance. “I’m so nervous.” 
 
    Reg raised his eyebrows. “You probably should be.” 
 
    “I haven’t done anything like this since I got revenge on the guy who dumped me for a two-headed Venusian on our three-month anniversary.” 
 
    “What kind of scaly, disgusting piece of maggot-meat would do something like that?” 
 
    Just then, Tonga walked in, smiling. “Hey, guys.” 
 
    Reg shot him a look, but Shannon spoke before he could ask the obvious follow-up. 
 
    “What took you so long?” 
 
    “The guards are taken care of. Don’t worry…I took their vitals and made sure the restraints weren’t cutting off their circulation and that they were lying in comfortable positions.” 
 
    Reg shook his head. “You sure are a ruthless bastard, Tonga.” 
 
    “I also made sure they each had a thermos full of water with the straw ready for them to sip once they awaken.” 
 
    “Dude. Brutal.” 
 
    C.O.R.A. went to the computer station and stuck her tongue into a slot on the console. She wiggled it around, which lowered the force field to Johnnie’s cell. 
 
    Reg became sweaty and overheated watching the display, and was about to pass out. “Anyone have some water I can have? Like, maybe an entire cold bathtub’s worth?” 
 
    As the lights around the cell door went dark, Johnnie jumped out of his cell excitedly, but his expression switched from joy to anger as soon as he spotted Shannon and Tonga. He began bouncing back and forth between his feet and rotating his fists, like some kind of old-timey boxer. 
 
    “So…the commandant sent you down here to finish me off, huh? We’ll see about that!” 
 
    Reg stepped out from behind the others. 
 
    “Et tu, Reginald? How quickly they turn. I always knew you were nothing but a no-good, sleazy, lying—” 
 
    “We’re here to rescue you, Johnnie,” Reg interrupted. 
 
    Johnnie changed gears instantaneously as he put his arm around Reg’s shoulders. “Reg! My best friend. My good buddy. You realize this whole misunderstanding could have been avoided if you had just been up front when this started. Instead, you were hidden behind the two narcs and the gorgeous sex robot.” 
 
    Shannon became indignant. “She’s not a sex robot!” 
 
    “Someone should tell the commandant that.” Johnnie looked C.O.R.A. up and down, bent over the computer console with her tongue still in the input slot and her zipper still all the way down. “And maybe someone should let her know, too.” 
 
    Shannon motioned for C.O.R.A. to zip up her uniform, and the android complied. “She’s also the reason we were able to release you, since she has the codes for everything at the Academy.” 
 
    “Then why not just use the code on the force field control instead of the...tongue thing?” 
 
    Shannon raised an eyebrow and grimaced, not sure how to respond.  
 
    Johnnie rubbed his hands together in anticipation. “Okay, whatever. What’s next?” 
 
    The others exchanged uncomfortable looks, then Reg replied. “Actually, we, uh…didn’t really get that far. We didn’t think it all the way through, and we weren’t sure what to do if we did succeed in releasing you. Basically, we were hoping you’d know what to do.” 
 
    Johnnie slapped him on the back. “You’ve got that right. This is gonna be so cool. We can steal a starship. Go on the run. We’ll be renegades!” 
 
    Reg swallowed hard. “R-renegades?” 
 
    “You know, like…space pirates. I always wanted to get a parrot for my shoulder—no, wait! A space monkey.” 
 
    Rickard was listening in from his bench back in the cell, and decided to chime in. “Space pirates, eh? If only I had a credit for every renegade freighter I blasted out of existence when I was out there on the job. I’d be able to retire to the Pleasure Colony on Eros III, set myself up with a nice little cabin on a lake, and make this crappy little moon nothing but a distant memory.” 
 
    “Blasted?” Asked Reg. 
 
    “Out of existence?” Echoed Shannon. 
 
    “Oh, yes. There’s a reason why the Alliance has been able to keep the peace in this sector for so long. Our ships are able to turn anything the criminal element can get their hands on into comet dust.” 
 
    It was Tonga’s turn. “Dust?” 
 
    Rickard chuckled. “I remember when my son was an infant, and I would bring him along to work. I’d let him pull the firing trigger for the particle beam cannons over at the tactical station. Kaboom! Oh, how he’d giggle when he saw those ships vaporize on the screen. Everyone would get a really great laugh out of it.” He smiled to himself, then it faded as he got a vacant stare. “Hm. I wonder if that has anything to do with why he became a system warlord in the Dynasty of the Imperial Confederation.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Bravhart rushed into the commandant’s office in a panic. “Sir! There’s a jailbreak down in the brig. All the cameras are offline.” 
 
    Lords stood up. “Well, we know it’s not Rickard. The man barely has enough energy to get out of bed in the morning. Obviously, it’s Jacobson.” 
 
    “But how, sir?” 
 
    “That little bastard might be the biggest pain in the asteroid I’ve ever met, but one thing he isn’t is stupid. In fact, he’s proven himself to be very resourceful in the past. It doesn’t surprise me at all that he found a way to get out.” 
 
    “Should I tell security we’ll meet them down there?” 
 
    “Yes. No, wait.” The commandant considered for a moment, then smiled. “Actually, let’s give it a few minutes. The longer it goes, the more rope he’s giving us to hang him with.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Four 
 
    Shannon, Reg, and Tonga looked at each other to see if each of the others felt as nervous as they themselves did now that they were actually in the midst of breaking Johnnie out.  
 
    As Johnnie’s friend, Reg decided he should speak up first. “Johnnie, I’m not so sure about—” 
 
    “What? You break me out of here, and you don’t have a plan for where to go from there. What did you think you were going to do?” 
 
    Reg shrugged. “We just wanted to help you out. The whole space pirate thing sounds really…dangerous.” 
 
    Rickard shook his head and smiled as he made an explosion gesture with his hands and a quiet kablooey sound. 
 
    Johnnie waved at him dismissively. “Don’t you guys get it? It’s not like we’re going to be in some crappy freighter that we picked up at a skeezy cantina on a backward desert planet. We’re going to steal a ship like the one Captain Rickard used to use to blow up those ships.”  
 
    Shannon had her arms crossed and looked even more nervous. “It still—” 
 
    Loud klaxons began blaring as the lighting turned to red and flashed on and off. A computer voice came over the Academy’s intercom system. “All personnel on full alert. There is a jailbreak currently underway in the brig. Consider the perpetrators to be armed and dangerous.” 
 
    Shannon nearly hyperventilated again. “Oh, my God. What are we going to do? The entire Academy is going to be after us. I can’t believe I agreed to this.” 
 
    “Hey robot, please shut down the noise and light show.” As she complied, Johnnie grabbed the blasters dropped by the guards when they were knocked unconscious. “There’s only one way out of here. We blast our way out!” 
 
    He tried handing a blaster to Tonga. “Here you go, big guy. Lock and load!” 
 
    Tonga pushed it away. “First of all…no. I’m not hurting anybody else. And second: That saying was old and cliché when my grandfathers were suckling on the teats of their grandfathers.” 
 
    Johnnie raised an eyebrow. “Remind me never to visit your home planet, dude.” He tried giving it to Shannon. 
 
    She held her hands up in protest. “I’m going to be in enough trouble already. There’s no way I’m shooting my way out of here.” 
 
    Johnnie sighed and held it out to C.O.R.A., who stared at him blankly. “I have no use for that. My programming prevents me from directly harming Academy personnel.” 
 
    Johnnie’s shoulders slumped. “Seriously? Well, I guess I’m going to have to double up.” He struck a heroic pose with both blasters raised. 
 
    Reg held out his hand. “Hello? I’m here, too.” 
 
    Johnnie barked a short laugh and clapped him on the shoulder. “Good one, Reg. I’m glad you’re able to keep your sense of humor under this kind of intense pressure.” 
 
    Now Reg was just plain offended. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Well, for one thing, you’re the biggest nerd at this academy, so I’m pretty sure you’re a horrible shot. Everyone knows the cooler you are, the better aim you have. And, furthermore, you’re…” Johnnie motioned at Reg’s visor. “…what’s the politically correct term for it? Oh yeah—blind as a bat. And not those bats on Phorset Four with the really good eyesight, either. I’m talking normal earth bat here.” 
 
    Reg grabbed one of the blasters from Johnnie’s hand. “You see that gnat over there?” 
 
    Johnnie squinted in the direction Reg was pointing in. “Gnat?” 
 
    Shannon and Tonga followed suit, and were just as clueless. C.O.R.A.’s pupils made a slight whirring sound as they dilated. “My ocular sensors detect a flying insect of the dipterid suborder Nematocera seven point five centimeters above the viewscreen on the far wall.” 
 
    Johnnie, Shannon, and Tonga squinted even more and leaned forward. They still didn’t see anything. Reg pulled the trigger on the blaster and fired a thin stream of energy at the spot on the wall C.O.R.A. had indicated.  
 
    Johnnie scoffed. “What’s that supposed to prove? We couldn’t see it before you shot it. Are we supposed to be able to see whatever’s left?” 
 
    “I believe I can help with that.” C.O.R.A. played back a recording of what she saw with her mechanical eyes, zoomed in and in slow motion. In a projected holographic image, the needle-thin energy blast sliced the gnat clean in half. 
 
    Shannon’s eyes went wide. “Wow. That was…” 
 
    Tonga covered his mouth with his hand, distraught. “Such carnage! Was it really necessary to take an innocent life just to prove your point?” 
 
    Johnnie looked at the recording up close. “Meh. You did all right. I still stand by my statement, though. You’re a colossal nerd.” 
 
    “Yeah? Well, my eyesight isn’t really all that bad. It just isn’t perfect, like everyone else’s in my family. But this thing makes me see way better than anyone else. Anyone.” 
 
    Johnnie nodded in C.O.R.A.’s direction. “Except her.” 
 
    Reg shrugged. “Except maybe her.” 
 
    Shannon looked through the doorway. “Maybe we should stop wasting time and start figuring out how to get out of here?” 
 
    *** 
 
    Lieutenant Bravhart marched down to the lift again, where he’d just been so happy to escort Jacobson down to the brig not so long ago. Only now, he was miserable. The commandant thought that it was wonderful that the troublemaker was just heaping more trouble upon himself, but Bravhart wasn’t so sure. It wasn’t easy to convince Lords to let him go get him even after waiting so long, and Jacobson had been very slippery in the past. 
 
    As far as Bravhart was concerned, the more time they gave that kid to make his plans, the harder he was going to be to capture. 
 
    *** 
 
    Johnnie looked at the map of the Academy that C.O.R.A. had brought up on the large vid screen. “So. All we have to do is get from the brig here in the lowest basement of the Academy, up to the roof of the main building, where the landing platform is located.” 
 
    Shannon was skeptical. “In other words, it couldn’t be more difficult.” 
 
    “You are quite the pessimist, aren’t you?” 
 
    “She’s just being realistic,” Tonga interjected. 
 
    “Well, you could look at it as us having to get from one end of the Academy to the other, through every security guard, and administrator, and student volunteer here. Or...” he used his fingers to turn the 3D map ninety degrees, so it was looking straight up from the viewpoint of the brig. “You can look at it as just having to get from point A to point B in a straight line.” 
 
    Johnnie smiled wide, but got only blank stares from the others. “The lift! All we have to do is figure out a way to go all the way up on the lift without getting caught.” 
 
    “And how do you propose we do that?” 
 
    “Haven’t any of you ever watched a holo-vid? We get up on the roof of the lift, and ride up without anyone even knowing we’re there.” 
 
    “That does not sound safe at all,” Tonga said. 
 
    “I calculate a thirteen percent chance of death or severe bodily trauma,” added C.O.R.A. 
 
    “Great!” Johnnie exclaimed. 
 
    Reg did a double-take. “What do you mean ‘great’?”  
 
    “Those are fantastic odds. You could look at is as a thirteen percent chance of dying, oooooorrrrr an eighty-seven percent chance of living!” 
 
    “I prefer my survival chances to be closer to the ninety-nine to one hundred percent range,” Toga said. 
 
    “That may be surviving...but is it really living?” 
 
    Shannon rolled her eyes. “Where’d you get that from, a motivational poster?” 
 
    “No,” Johnnie replied. “A coffee mug.” 
 
    *** 
 
    As they exited the lift on the detention level, Bravhart and his security team went into high alert, pointing their weapons in every direction and scanning the corridor. So far they hadn’t seen anything suspicious, and there was really just the one hall leading down to the brig. Just outside the doorway, two guards were comfortably lying on the floor unconscious, each with a thermos near his mouth in case he woke up and got thirsty. 
 
    When they got to the brig they entered cautiously, but all they saw was Captain Rickard sitting on one of the hard benches in the cell. 
 
    Bravhart was exasperated. “Where the hell is he?” 
 
    “He who?” Rickard asked. 
 
    “Cadet Jacobson! Your cell mate.” 
 
    “Oh, him. I’m pretty sure he escaped through the vents. I wasn’t really paying much attention.” 
 
    Bravhart pointed at two of the five security officers he had with him. “You two climb into the vents and look for him.” He pointed to another pair. “I want you and you to stay here until those guards wake up and question them.” 
 
    He grabbed the last one. “You come with me in case we see him on the way up to the top floor so I can give my report to Commandant Lords.” 
 
    Bravhart and the security officer hurried down the corridor back to the lift and got on. He hit the button for the top floor of the building, which was just under the roof, where the landing pad was located. 
 
    As the lift raced to the top, he thought he heard some noise from above him, but realized it must have just been his imagination. When the lift came to an abrupt stop, he thought he heard it again, but he was in too much of a hurry to get to Lords’ office to worry about it. 
 
    *** 
 
    Johnnie and the others lay on top of the lift, still hanging on for dear life, despite the fact that the lift had been stopped for a few seconds. 
 
    “When I saw the ceiling coming down toward us so fast, I thought for sure we were dead,” said Shannon. 
 
    “I told you there was nothing to worry about. It stopped right before we got to the roof. It was perfect,” Johnnie said. 
 
    “Perfect? If Bravhart had decided to check the landing pad next, we’d be pancakes right now. You realize that, don’t you?” Reg asked. 
 
    Johnnie got a glazed-over look in his eyes. 
 
    Reg waved a hand in front of his face. “Johnnie? Hello?” 
 
    “Sorry. I just realized I never ate breakfast, and pancakes sound really good right now. Tonga, you think you can force these doors open?” 
 
    “Why am I always given brutish tasks like this?” 
 
    “Cause you’re a brute, dude. Embrace it.” 
 
    Tonga pulled the doors open, then gave Johnnie the finger. “Embrace this.” 
 
    Shannon laughed. “Whoa. I’ve never seen him act this way. You really bring out a new side of him.” 
 
    They climbed out into the corridor leading to the landing area on the roof. In addition to the blast door leading from the short corridor to the landing pad on top of the main building of the Academy, there was also a force field in place to make sure someone didn’t open it up when the energy shield was down and get blown out into space. Johnnie had taken off the cover plate on the control panel, and had managed to figure out how to lower the force field by crossing a couple of wires. He knew that it would have been much easier for C.O.R.A. to do it, but he was tired of being shown up by a sex robot and felt the need to show off his bad boy skills. 
 
    “All right, guys. Prepare yourselves. When we get through this door, we’re going to see a selection of ships beyond our wildest dreams. Just keep in mind that there are only five of us, so we won’t have enough crew to man one of the giant destroyers. But I’m sure I can rig it so we can take one of the big exploratory vessels, or a badass little escort with enough firepower to blow up a moon the size of this one. We can all have some input on which model to take, but we’ll have to keep the discussion somewhat limited since we obviously need to get out of here as soon as possible. Maybe we can each make our top choice and then take a vote. Are we ready?”              The gang nodded their heads in anticipation and grinned with excitement. Johnnie put the wires together and the door opened.               
 
    The entire landing platform was empty except for one small ship, which appeared to be nothing more than an oversized shuttle. It was dented up and scarred, and looked like it could hold about twenty people at most. Some of the panels still had primer from where the ship had been repaired but they hadn’t gotten around to painting it yet. It didn’t seem to have any weapons whatsoever.              And the words, “CAUTION: STUDENT DRIVER” were painted in huge letters across the back of the ship. 
 
    Shannon walked forward, stunned. “What the hell is this?” 
 
    Johnnie looked around, not accepting the reality of what he was seeing. “Where are all the ships?” 
 
    C.O.R.A. answered them. “The Patrol fleet that is normally stationed here at Forcus Three is currently on maneuvers around the Forcus system.” 
 
    “And you knew this?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “But you decided not to tell us...why?” 
 
    “I was uncertain as to whether it was relevant. I am constantly being reprimanded for volunteering information, so I decided to wait to see if the information was important.” 
 
    “It’s important.” 
 
    “I understand that now.” 
 
    “So not only will we not have a cool ship, but we’re going to have to fly through the entire fleet of Patrol ships to escape from the system?” 
 
    “That is correct.” 
 
    “Well, let’s get on board. I guess we’ll have to deal with what we’ve got until we can and then, I don’t know, upgrade I guess.” 
 
    The group’s disappointment was palpable as they opened the ramp that led to the entrance hatch. They dragged their feet, dreading stepping foot onto the small, crappy ship. 
 
    *** 
 
    Bravhart stood behind the numerous security guards who were trying to get through the doorway to the landing platform, as well as the techies who were working on the controls to shut down the force field and get the door open. “What’s taking so long?” 
 
    “Everything’s been rewired, reset, encrypted and encoded, sir.” 
 
    “How is that possible? They were only here for a few minutes.” 
 
    “It shouldn’t have been possible to do this much damage in so short a time, but somehow they managed it.” 
 
    “No more excuses! Get that damn thing open!” 
 
    *** 
 
    “So, anyone know how to use any of this?” Johnnie asked. 
 
    “I thought you were some kind of expert pilot.” Shannon said with more than a little frustration in her voice. 
 
    “I am. I can fly the crap out of this ship, no problem. What I can’t do is use all those other doodads and whatchamacallits.” 
 
    “I am quite versed in the operation of Galactic Alliance starships.” C.O.R.A. sat down at the operations/helm control station at the front of the bridge. 
 
    Shannon moved off to the left. “I guess I’ll sit at tactical and communications, even though I’m pretty sure this thing has no weapons.” 
 
    Reg went right. “I can man the engineering console.” 
 
    Tonga stood uncomfortably by as the rest of the group sat at their stations on the tiny bridge. “Is there a...sickbay?” 
 
    “No. But you’re welcome to take a seat at the science station,” Johnnie suggested. “Close enough?”  
 
    Tonga attempted to squeeze into the chair, which was much too small for his large frame. “Fine.” 
 
    Johnnie stood in the middle of the bridge and took a deep breath. “Well, only one seat left. I guess I’ll have to sit here.” He plopped down into the captain’s chair and addressed C.O.R.A. “Can you transfer helm control over here?” C.O.R.A. nodded and complied. 
 
    Johnnie looked toward the engineering station. “Reg, if you could start the engine?” They held their breath as the engines made a labored sound while they powered up.  
 
    Johnnie tapped a few buttons. “Prepare for liftoff, people. You might want to grab onto something. I can’t guarantee it’ll be smooth.” 
 
    The ship lurched forward, nearly throwing the crew out of their seats. Dark smoke poured from the ship’s exhaust port as it slowly rose from the landing platform. 
 
    Back on the deck, Academy security finally made it through the door and began firing at the ship. Lieutenant Bravhart came through last, more than a little out of breath from all the running. “Stop shooting, you morons! Those are still students on board. And one of them is The Admiral’s son!” 
 
    The security guards stood down and watched as the ship puttered away. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Sensors indicate there are seventeen Galactic Alliance Patrol ships converging on our location.” C.O.R.A. said. 
 
    “How’s the weapons situation, Shannon?” Asked Johnnie. 
 
    “Non-existent,” she replied. 
 
    “Don’t worry gang. I’ll figure something out. I always do. Right, Reg?” 
 
    “Uh…actually you usually get caught, then your dad bails you out.”  
 
    “Yeah. Not gonna happen this time, unfortunately.” Johnnie pointed at a small object on the view screen. “Wait, what’s that? Magnify that object.” 
 
    C.O.R.A. tapped a few buttons. The view jumped to a close up of the object, which turned out to be a mammoth creature that appeared to be swimming through space. “I can’t believe it. There’s our way out.” 
 
    “A space whale?” Shannon asked. 
 
    “A space whale.” Johnnie replied with a big grin. 
 
    “Space whale is not an accurate term for that species. Star leviathans actually bear only a superficial resemblance to the cetaceans that formerly populated earth’s oceans.” 
 
    “Guess what, C.O.R.A.?” 
 
    “I believe the correct response is ‘What’?” 
 
    “Nobody cares. Nobody.” 
 
    Tonga raised his hand. “Actually, I—” 
 
    “No time for discussion, we need to do this.” Johnnie flew the ship closer to the leviathan and cut the engines. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “The engines will scare it off, but when it senses our lifeforms aboard, it’ll gobble us right up as a light snack.” 
 
    Everyone responded together. “What?” 
 
    Johnnie pointed to the creature on the screen. “We’re going to get eaten by that space whale—” 
 
    “Star leviathan.” C.O.R.A. corrected. 
 
    “...space whale, and then we’ll float right out of this system in its tummy with the Patrol none the wiser. Then, when we’re safely out of range of their sensors, we just wait for it to open its mouth and zip right back out. Piece of cake.” 
 
    “So you’ve done this before?” Shannon asked. 
 
    “Of course I have! What do you think, I’d just—” 
 
    Reg interrupted with a suspicious tone. “Johnnie?” 
 
    “Okay, I saw it in a holo-flick when I was a kid. The Fast and the Frakulous XXCLXVIII. Always wanted to try it. It looked so cool.” 
 
    Shannon fumed. “You’re going to put our lives in danger by allowing us to be eaten by a giant space creature based on a film you saw as a child, and you have no idea if it will actually work?” 
 
    Johnnie shrugged. “Well, when you put it that way...” 
 
    “I think we should—” Reg was cut off. 
 
    The space creature opened its maw and swallowed the ship whole in one gulp. Everyone was thrown around the bridge as the ship shook, the lights flickered, and the view screen went from showing the inside of the monsters’s mouth to pitch blackness. 
 
    Johnnie was the first one to pick himself up off the floor. “Seriously! Why don’t they put freaking seat belts on these things?” 
 
    “Because it’s easier to treat broken bones and contusions than someone who has been sliced in half.” Tonga answered matter-of-factly. 
 
    “Huh. Never thought of it that way. Well, that was a little rougher than I expected, but as you can see, we’re now safe and sound inside this nice, cushiony whale stomach. And as a bonus, we’re going to save on fuel while we hitch a ride. It probably would have been a good idea to top off the tank before we left. My bad.” 
 
    The others managed to pick themselves up off the floor as well, checking themselves and one another for injuries. “Okay, so now you’re saying we’re low on fuel on top of everything else?” 
 
    “Just great.” 
 
    “Frankly, I think you all owe me an apology.” 
 
    “Let’s see if this crazy idea pans out before we go too far with the praise for it.” 
 
    “What do we do now?” 
 
    Johnnie sat down in the captain’s chair and leaned back. “Now, I’m going to take a well-deserved nap.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Five 
 
    Johnnie awoke to a deafening rumbling sound. “What is that?” 
 
    “Uknown.” C.O.R.A. tapped away at her console. 
 
    The ship started to shudder and Johnnie sat up. “Can you turn on the exterior floodlights?” 
 
    The android turned on the outside lights and the view screen and portholes were filled with the sight of a brown and gray substance pressed up against them on all sides. 
 
    “Does anyone else smell anything?” 
 
    “Yes, and it’s getting worse.” 
 
    “Where’s that coming from?” 
 
    “Out there, I think.” 
 
    “But odors can’t travel through space.” 
 
    “We’re not in space.” 
 
    “That is correct. Sensors indicate we are in the star leviathan’s intestinal tract,” C.O.R.A. said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “And there is an enormous amount of pressure on the ship’s outer hull.” 
 
    The ship continued to vibrate and shudder as it slowly moved backward through the brownish sludge. 
 
    “Are you saying we’re about to be—” 
 
    “Yep. Your space whale’s taking a big ol’ dump, and we’re the stars of the show,” Reg said. 
 
    Suddenly they found themselves launched back out into space, travelling at breakneck speed, but blinded by the fecal matter covering all of the ship’s windows and cameras. 
 
    Johnnie grabbed the piloting controls. “Give me some help here. My sensors are all jacked up. Where are we?” 
 
    “We appear to be headed into a star.” 
 
    “A star? How the hell did that happen?” 
 
    “You may find it interesting that star leviathans are actually very intelligent creatures. They tend to relieve their bowels near stars so that their waste material will be caught up by the gravitational forces and incinerated rather than just floating around in space as a possible nuisance.” 
 
    “Interesting? Interesting? We’re the waste material! We’re the nuisance!”  Johnnie turned to Reg. “Why won’t the engines start?” 
 
    “The intakes and exhaust ports are all clogged with—” 
 
    “Okay, okay, I get it. How do we clear them out?” 
 
    Reg shrugged. They were all at a loss. 
 
    Johnnie snapped his fingers. “Spacewalk. Someone’s going to have to do a spacewalk.” 
 
    Shannon looked at the sensors. “Yeah, if we’re not able to blow it out. It’s really stuck in there.” 
 
    “It would take someone incredibly strong to be able to clean those things out,” Johnnie added. 
 
    Everyone looked at Tonga. He bowed his head and sighed. “I believe I would rather be incinerated.” 
 
    “Look, you can take a sanitizer bath when you get back in. You can’t let us all die. And if we don’t do it soon, it’ll be too hot out there for any of us.” 
 
    Tonga stood silently and walked to the doorway of the bridge. He stood there for a moment, then turned and the door closed behind him. 
 
    “Why would it take someone incredibly strong to do it?” Reg asked. 
 
    Johnnie shrugged. “Eh. Maybe. Maybe not. Why take chances, am I right?” 
 
    *** 
 
    Commandant Lords sat in his office popping antacids like candy. He took another swig of whisky just as his desk console beeped, indicating that a video-conferencing call was coming in directly to his office. “About time.” He tapped the button to answer without looking at the screen. “This better be good. Have you captured that—” He froze as soon as he finally glanced at the screen, his hand starting to shake and a trickle of sweat immediately forming on his forehead. 
 
    “Lords, what the hell is going on over there?” The Admiral stared closely into the camera, making his face larger than life on the screen. 
 
    “A-admiral. I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize it was you. I was—” 
 
    “Drinking on the job as usual, I see.” The Admiral squinted at him and frowned. 
 
    Lords quickly put the cap back on his whisky bottle and threw it back into a drawer. “Just a...tiny little shot for...medicinal purposes, I assure you. I have this tickle in my throat, and I of course don’t want to miss any work. Can’t have any down time, right, sir?” 
 
    “Shut up. You’re babbling again. I hate it when you babble. I got a message about my son, and I was wondering what was going on over there.” 
 
    “I’m sorry that someone troubled you with that, sir. I know full well that you told me not to bother you any more when little Johnnie was acting up, so I didn’t call you myself. Perhaps someone else in the office didn’t realize—” 
 
    “Cut the shit, Dick. Is my son in trouble or not?” 
 
    “There was a...slight incident this morning, sir. But it’s been taken care of, sir. I’m handling it, just like you told me to.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m worried about. Do whatever you need to, but make sure nothing gets out about it. I don’t need the entire galaxy knowing my own son is knee-deep in shit again.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Tonga stood on the outside hull of the ship with his spacesuit on, his magnetic boots the only thing preventing him from flying off to his eventual death. The entire surface of the ship was covered in disgusting brown sludge, and the only thing Tonga could imagine would be worse would be if he got sick inside his own helmet. He tried not to think about it as he approached the main intake. 
 
    He reached the large opening and reached inside, grabbing as much of it as he could and throwing it off into space. Then he went on to the next intake, and repeated the process. Finally, he cleared out the last exhaust port and tapped the communication control on the side of his helmet. “I have completed my...task. I am approaching the airlock now.” 
 
    The airlock opened and he stepped inside. Once the door had closed and the pressure and oxygen had stabilized, the inner hatch opened. Reg and Shannon recoiled at the smell. 
 
    When Tonga removed his helmet, he gagged. He called the bridge over the ship’s intercom system. “This had better have been worth it.” 
 
    Johnnie responded over the comm. “If nothing else, this has been a real, y’know, bonding experience.” 
 
    “Shut up and start the engines.” 
 
    “Right.”  
 
    *** 
 
    On the bridge, Reg attempted to start the engines again. They made a churning sound, but he didn’t have any luck after a couple of tries. 
 
    C.O.R.A. spoke up at the front of the bridge. “We are being drawn in to the star’s corona. We have approximately thirty seconds before the shields can no longer protect us from the heat, and then the hull will begin to become overheated as well. 
 
    Johnnie gripped the arms of the captain’s chair. “Reg, you can do it, buddy. Work your magic.” 
 
    “I’m trying, but all I’m really doing here is pressing the start button. You know that, right? There isn’t exactly an engine room on this thing.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. I still believe in you.” 
 
    Reg crossed his fingers and tapped the control that powered on the engines. This time it worked, and the engines roared to life.  
 
    They all cheered, including Tonga, who had just arrived back on the bridge, and C.O.R.A., who was simply imitating the behavior of the others. 
 
    As the engines fired up, Johnnie moved the piloting stick on the chair’s arm forward, and they slowly started to pull away from the star. “Well, at least all that heat will probably fry the whale dung off the hull of the ship.” 
 
    Tonga shook his head. “Actually, I believe it is permanently baking it into the ship’s surface.” 
 
    Shannon looked at the view screen worriedly. “We are going to make it, aren’t we?” 
 
    “Yes. Definitely.” 
 
    C.O.R.A. again added her two cents worth of downer. “However, once we are finally free of the star’s gravitational pull, we will be very short on fuel.” 
 
    “Let’s see a star chart of the immediate area.” 
 
    C.O.R.A. tapped a few buttons at her station, and a map of nearby stars appeared on the main view screen. 
 
    “Decimus Two! It’s right around the corner.” 
 
    “There are no corners in—” 
 
    “It’s just a saying! Somebody please program a database of idioms into that robot.” 
 
    Shannon looked at some information on her console. “Decimus Two is off limits to Alliance ships. Apparently there was an incident there, and we are no longer welcome, under penalty of death.” 
 
    “Trust me. They’ll let us land. They owe me, big time.” 
 
    “Owe you for what?” Tonga asked. 
 
    “Oh, just their newly-formed democratic government. That’s all.” 
 
    The door to the bridge suddenly slid open, which shocked everyone, since they were supposed to be the only ones on board. In the doorway stood none other than... 
 
     “Captain Rickard?” They all exclaimed simultaneously. 
 
    “How did you get here?” Shannon added.
“I’ve been here all along. Nobody was looking for me back at the Academy. I just strolled down the corridor from the detention area straight to the landing pad and climbed aboard. I waited so long for you folks that I dozed off in the captain’s quarters.” 
 
    “Captain’s quarters? Where?”
“At the back of the ship, near the engines.” 
 
    “That’s a storage compartment. We’ve been staying away from there, since there’s a warning light indicating that there’s an exhaust leak in that room.” 
 
    “Ah. No wonder I slept so well.” 
 
    Tonga eyed him sideways. “So nothing that’s happened since then woke you up?” 
 
    “No. Why? What happened since then?” 
 
    Shannon butted in. “Never mind. It doesn’t matter. We need to refuel, and Johnnie claims Decimus Two owes him a big favor, so we’re heading there now.” 
 
    “Did...you say Decimus Two?” 
 
    Reg was suspicious of the way he said it. “Yeah. Is there a problem with that?” 
 
    “I’m...not sure. I can’t really remember, but I have this nagging feeling that it’s a bad idea for me to go there.” He waved his hand dismissively. “Oh, what the hell. How bad can it be, right? I’m going to head back to bed and finish up that nap.” 
 
    *** 
 
    It took a few minutes to convince the officers on the orbital security platform at Decimus Two that Johnnie was who he said he was, but once they compared the face on all of the photos, paintings, and postage stamps with the one on their screen, they were only too happy to allow Johnnie to land his crap-covered ship on the planet.  
 
    They approached the capital city and flew over the ruins of the Temple of Seraph, which Johnnie had destroyed on his previous visit. 
 
    Once they had landed at the main spaceport and opened the hatch, Johnnie led the others down the ramp. And then they were mobbed by thousands of tall, thin, purple-skinned aliens. 
 
    A group of Decimusians ran up and grabbed Johnnie, placing him on their shoulders, and walked him down a red carpet lined with the thousands of adoring fans who had arrived as soon as they heard that he had come back to the planet. They had somehow already painted signs with his name and likeness and were cheering as he was carried to a stage with the others following behind him in absolute shock. 
 
    Ground crews began to immediately refuel the ship and attempted to clean off the hull in vain.  
 
    Johnnie was set down onto the stage, where there was already a microphone and a podium set up. The newly-elected president of the planet walked up and shook his hand as reporters and others in the crowd took pictures and video with holo-cameras. Reg, Shannon, and Tonga’s jaws hung open, and C.O.R.A. was unable to lower one eyebrow, which was frozen in an expression of curiosity. 
 
    The president stepped up to the microphone and motioned for the crowd to quiet down, which they finally did after a minute or so. “I know all of you are just as excited as I am to welcome back the greatest hero in our planet’s history.” He turned to Johnnie. “We apologize for throwing this event together so quickly, but we were unaware of your return until just a few minutes ago. But I know nobody here wants to hear me speak, so without further delay, here is our savior...Johnnie Jacobson!” 
 
    The crowd went absolutely crazy as the others continued to look on in astonishment. Most screamed, cheered, and applauded. Old women threw flowers at his feet, and young women threw their underwear at him. Grown men stood and watched with tears in their eyes. 
 
    Johnnie attempted to quiet down the crowd so he could talk, but it took a good five minutes before it died down enough to hear him, even with the sound system at full volume. 
 
    “Uh...hey there.” The crowd went crazy again for another thirty seconds before he could continue. “I really appreciate the welcome, guys. That’s really cool of you. And I’m glad to see you were able to have an election and all that...stuff.” 
 
    More cheering and applause as the president nodded vigorously and clapped next to him onstage. 
 
    “I’d like to introduce some friends of mine.” He waved the others over, and they stood next to him nervously. “This is my good buddy, Reg.” There was polite applause. “And this is Shannon.” More applause. “And Tonga.” The applause continued. “And this is, um, our robot...” Shannon elbowed him. “...uh, android, C.O.R.A.” And still more applause. 
 
    Johnnie looked up and saw that Captain Rickard was standing at the top of the ramp back at the ship, looking groggy and confused. Johnnie motioned at him. “Oh, and I can’t forget my mentor, teacher, and personal hero, Captain Brent Rickard!” 
 
    There was a moment of complete silence, followed by audible gasps, and then screams of outrage. The crowd turned ugly immediately as several civilians attempted to run up and attack Captain Rickard, but were held back by police, who took him into custody and slapped cuffs on him. The entire situation had turned to chaos. Police tried to control the crowd and the cheering had become angry yelling. 
 
    Nobody was more confused than Johnnie. “What the hell’s going on here? He’s with me!” 
 
    The president sneered at him angrily. “Then you will be executed along with him!” He motioned and some Police put cuffs on Johnnie and the others and dragged them away roughly. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Six 
 
    Johnnie and the rest of his small crew sat in a Decimusian prison cell, shell-shocked. “Boy, they’re quite the volatile people, aren’t they? I wonder what all that was about.” 
 
    “How about first you explain why they thought you were a hero, and then we’ll figure out why they hate you now?” Shannon asked. 
 
    “Like I said earlier, it was through my actions that they ended up overthrowing their Monarch and holding democratic elections. That’s pretty cool, right?” 
 
    “And how exactly did they overthrow him?” Asked Reg. 
 
    “The usual way. With a revolution.” 
 
    Captain Rickard snapped his fingers. “That’s it! That’s why I recognize this planet. I was sent to help the Monarch try to put down the revolution. Man, we killed a lot of people.” 
 
    Tonga looked intense. “Killed a lot of people? Here?” 
 
    “Yeah, we blew up entire cities from space. At first it was a normal mission, but it got way out of control. It was kind of a bummer.” 
 
    “A bummer? Really?” Said Reg. 
 
    “They nicknamed me ‘The Butcher.’ In fact, now that I think about it, that’s pretty much when I started the drinking.” 
 
    Johnnie looked at Tonga. “See? At least he feels bad about it.” 
 
    “Right. That makes it all better, doesn’t it?” Tonga said sarcastically. 
 
    Johnnie stood up. “So, needless to say, our plan has gotten somewhat derailed by these latest developments.” 
 
    “You think?” Said Shannon. “I went from being worried about detention and having the school call my parents, to having my head on the chopping block. Literally.” 
 
    “Yeah. That president dude does seem a bit like the Robespierre type, doesn’t he?” Johnnie said. 
 
    “Pierre who?” Reg asked. 
 
    “Never mind. We just need a new plan. Let’s start spitballing.” Johnnie paced back and forth, and on one of his rounds he noticed there was someone in the cell across from them. 
 
    He leaned up against the cell door. “Hey! Are you who I think you are?” 
 
    The beautiful young woman in the cell looked up at him. “Probably. And are you the one who ruined my wedding and got my fiancé and entire family executed?” 
 
    “Uh...it was...an accident?” 
 
    She scoffed at him. 
 
    “Look, Princess. They’re going to execute us, and I’m sure you’re not faring too well under the current regime either. Do you think you might be able to put the past behind us in order to fix things?” 
 
    She stared at him for a few seconds, and her expression softened. “I’m listening.”  
 
    *** 
 
     Captain Rickard and Johnnie stood on a dais in the center of a giant courtroom, with the others standing one level down on a lower portion. Across from them, a judge sat at a tall desk, and the president and his aides were behind them on a high balcony. Giant screens showed the proceedings in the courtroom, which were also being broadcast live across the planet. 
 
    There was a lot of formality spoken in the native language of Decimus Two, which Johnnie understood very little of. Finally, the judge addressed him and Rickard in Alliance Standard. “According to our laws, you may have one witness to speak on your behalf, and then you may say a few words yourself before we pass judgment on you. Who have you chosen as your advocate?” 
 
    “I choose Princess Aureliana,” Johnnie announced. 
 
    The gallery broke into a lot of murmuring until the judge brought his mallet down a few times on his desk. “Bring in the princess.” 
 
    Princess Aureliana stood at the witness stand. “For months now, I have sat in captivity awaiting the final judgment of the court and the government on whether or not I should be held responsible for the crimes of my father and his forebears. I have spent most of that time thinking about how I would destroy Johnnie Jacobson if ever given the chance, since I blamed him for all of my problems, just as most of you praised him for them.” 
 
    There was more murmuring until the judge pounded his mallet down again. Johnnie whispered to Rickard. “Damn, she’s good.” 
 
    She continued. “But I have come to realize we cannot blame one man for what happened. It was my family’s own avarice and ignorance which led to our downfall, not the fact that one man...basically not much more than a child...happened to interrupt my nuptials. We all must take some responsibility for the violence and death that followed, however. We could have found a way to change things peacefully. Gradually. Instead, we chose a bloody conflict that destroyed even more lives. I ask you to stop the killing. There has been enough death. Enough bloodshed. I plead with you not to execute Johnnie Jacobson. Kill me if you must, but please make my death the last of this horrific era, and let our people continue on in peace.” 
 
    The gallery broke out in applause, and this time, the judge was unable to quiet down the audience. The president stood up, angry. “Why would anyone listen to her? She deserves to die!” 
 
    Many in the audience began to shout him down. He shouted back at them in return. The crowd became more and more unruly. Suddenly, the huge double doors that led into the great courtroom burst open, and commoners flooded into the building. Those who supported the president and those who decided they liked the princess better fought each other, as well as the guards and police who tried to stop them. 
 
    The guard standing next to the dais was knocked unconscious, and Johnnie quickly grabbed his blaster pistol. “I have a feeling this is our cue to go.” 
 
    “But what about the trial?” Shannon asked. Just then, the judge was dragged down off his bench by the mob supporting the princess. “Never mind.” 
 
    “Tonga, if you wouldn’t mind taking the lead?” Johnnie suggested. 
 
    Tonga scowled, but still pushed the rioters out of the way without effort, and the group waded through the crowd of tall, thin protestors without too much trouble. 
 
    Outside, things were already escalating out of control. Stores were having their windows shattered and being looted, vehicles were being turned over, and some people seemed to be fighting just for the sake of fightint. 
 
    When they reached the spaceport, the gates were closing, which would prevent them from being able to get to their ship. They were still too far away to reach the controls. It looked like the end of the line. 
 
    Reg shouted to Johnnie. “Throw me the blaster!” 
 
    Johnnie tossed him the blaster and he aimed it, still at a full run. The energy blast hit the gate controls just right, and the panel started to spark and smoke. More importantly, the gates stopped closing and they were able to squeeze through. 
 
    Several rioters followed them through the gate and were gaining on them. Shannon turned around. “I’ve got this.” 
 
    She surprised the rest of the group with a sudden whirlwind of martial arts moves that quickly took down the entire mob that had been after them. 
 
    They made it back to their ship just as the courthouse was set ablaze by vandals, and police were shooting tear gas canisters into the mob. 
 
    Once they got the ship into the air, they could see that many parts of the city were now burning. Johnnie flew the ship out of the atmosphere and away from the planet. 
 
    “Well, now that we’ve ruined that planet, what’s our next step?” Shannon asked. 
 
    Johnnie shrugged. “We can’t go to Dynasty space, that’s for sure. And there’s no going back to the Alliance…especially now. That only leaves one place.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Reg asked.   
 
    “The Badlands.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The navigation buoys floated just in front of the ship, red lights blinking on and off. 
 
    “This is it, guys. Say goodbye to the Galactic Alliance for a Better Tomorrow, and hello to the Badlands, where Chaos and Anarchy are king and queen.” 
 
    “That’s very poetic, Johnnie,” said Shannon. 
 
    “No, those are the actual names of the monarchs who rule over the badlands. Imperator Chaos and Lady Anarchy. Well, loosely translated anyway. But they don’t do much except collect the occasional tribute and kidnap unsuspecting civilians and force them to fight to the death in their giant space arena.” 
 
    “That sounds oddly familiar,” said Shannon. 
 
    Johnnie shrugged. “Yeah, it’s pretty standard for evil tyrants.” 
 
    “Is it just me, or does the term badlands seem a little weird for an area of space?” Reg asked. 
 
    “They tried badspace and badplanets for a while, but neither one ever really caught on.”  
 
    “My parents are going to disown me,” Reg whined. “And, much more importantly, disinherit me. I’ve never lived as a pauper before. I don’t know if I can do it. Is it as bad as I imagine it to be?” 
 
    “My parents will be so disappointed.” Shannon was practically hyperventilating. “I’ve never disappointed them before. I don’t even know what it’s like to disappoint my parents. It makes my heart hurt just thinking about it.” 
 
    “If I ever see my three parents again, they’ll eat me alive. Literally.” Everyone looks disgusted. “What? That’s our custom. I don’t judge your weird human customs.” 
 
    Rickard’s baritone voice came from the back of the bridge. “My parents have long since retired and are now living in Boca Raton, Florida back on Earth. I’m not sure they even know I’m a captain. Or whether I’m alive. I should probably give them a call one of these days.” 
 
    Johnnie turned the ship around and it started heading back to the Academy.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Shannon asked.  
 
    “Going back. As much as I’d love a life of adventure in the badlands, it’s obvious you guys would never last.” 
 
    Reg tilted his head. “Honestly, it didn’t sound all that fun to begin with.” 
 
    “But Reg: Space. Monkeys.” 
 
    Shannon scowled. “I’m pretty sure I’m allergic to space monkeys.” 
 
    Tonga agreed. “Yes. Their fur does contain copious amounts of dander.” 
 
    C.O.R.A. added, “Actually, according to Spacepedia—” 
 
    “Not now, C.O.R.A.!” Said Shannon. “But what are you going to do, Johnnie? I mean, we’ll certainly get into some trouble, but you...” 
 
    “I know. I was already headed for a prison planet before my great escape. I can’t imagine what Lords is going to have planned for me now.” 
 
    C.O.R.A. chimed in again. “Prison Planet is one of the games the commandant enjoys during our maintenance sessions. If you wish, I can show you a recording of our last—” 
 
    “Not now, C.O.R.A.!” This time it had been Reg’s turn to shut her up. 
 
    Rickard perked up. “Actually, I wouldn’t mind seeing—” 
 
    Johnnie interrupted. “Wait! What did she just say?” 
 
    Shannon looked disgusted. “She’s going on about her maintenance sessions with the commandant again. It's so gross.” 
 
    “But she said she had a recording.” Johnnie was getting excited again. 
 
    Shannon was misinterpreting Johnnie’s excitement. “Even more disgusting. In fact, C.O.R.A., I think you should just delete—” 
 
    Johnnie threw up his hands in dismay. “No, no, no, no, no, no, no, no!” 
 
    Everyone stared at Johnnie as he grabbed C.O.R.A. by the shoulders. “Whatever you do, do not delete any of your recordings of you and the commandant. Do you understand me?” 
 
    C.O.R.A. gave him a quizzical stare as well. 
 
    *** 
 
    Johnnie landed the ship on the docking pad back at the Academy, then allowed Shannon to put some cuffs on him. They all exited the ship except for Rickard, with everyone except Johnnie feeling extremely nervous. 
 
    They were greeted by Lieutenant Bravhart and a host of security guards. “Ah, Cadet Roberts. I see you already have the situation well in hand once again. I should have known I could trust my finest hall monitor to step up. You’ll be up for a commendation, young lady. You remind me so much of myself when I was your age.” 
 
    Shannon tried to hide her distress at the thought. “Uuuhhhh...yes. Of course. Tonga and I managed to sneak on board his ship before he took off, then caught him unawares and stopped him. Yes, we did. We sure did.” 
 
    Bravhart looked Reg up and down. “And I suppose this young man was his stooge once again?” 
 
    Reg was indignant. “Hey!” 
 
    Shannon put her hand on his forearm to calm him down. “Yes, sir. Stooge. Definitely his stooge.” 
 
    Bravhart got up in Reg’s face. “I don’t care how many engineering wings your family buys for this academy, Cadet Christopher. You’re not squirming your way out of this one.” 
 
    Bravhart motioned for the security guards to take Johnnie and Reg into custody, and they grabbed them. He addressed Shannon again, putting his hand on her shoulder. “This time, I don’t believe the commandant will be quite so dismissive of his second idiot.” He looked up at Tonga and put a hand on his shoulder as well. “Or his third.” 
 
    Shannon and Tonga exchanged a glance—they had no idea what he was talking about. They all started moving toward the entrance to the academy, but C.O.R.A. stayed behind, unsure of what to do. 
 
    Johnnie pointed at her. “Hey, don’t forget the sex robot!” 
 
    Shannon punched him in the same spot on his arm where she hit him earlier. He rubbed it gingerly. “Ow! I think I’d rather go to prison than keep getting punched like this.” 
 
    As everyone headed into the Academy, Rickard appeared at the ship’s exit hatch. He looked around, smiled, and then strolled down the ramp and over to the door. But he didn’t notice that Bravhart turned the force field to the landing dock back on, unaware that anyone was left.  
 
    Rickard walked straight into the invisible barrier and received another huge jolt, then slumped to the floor. 
 
    *** 
 
    Commandant Lords sat on the edge of his desk, watching the door to his office in anticipation. He’d been waiting for this day for a long time. He thought he’d had enough on Johnnie Jacobson to send him to prison before, but, truth be told, he was still feeling somewhat ambivalent about jailing the son of one of the most powerful men in the Alliance. But now...now there was no way anyone could argue against it. He’d broken out of the brig and stolen an Alliance starship—practically the same crime he’d been sentenced for before being sent here. Then he returned to the planet that he got all Alliance personnel banned from! 
 
    He wondered if there was enough time for a celebratory drink before Bravhart arrived with Jacobson. Deciding to take the chance, he ran around his desk and pulled the bottle of Starshine out of its hiding place in his bottom drawer. He was in the middle of pouring himself a glass when his intercom buzzed. “Yes?” 
 
    His secretary’s voice came over the small speaker. “Lieutenant Bravhart has arrived with Cadet Jacobson, sir.” 
 
    Lords did everything he could not to sound as thrilled as he felt. He held his breath for a moment and then downed the glass of Starshine before tapping the intercom button. “All right, send them in.” 
 
    He sat down on the edge of his desk again and pretended to be busy on a data pad as Bravhart entered with not only Jacobson, but C.O.R.A. and the other cadets from earlier as well. His expression immediately turned to one of frustration. “Lieutenant, why are you bringing your fellow idiots into my office again?” 
 
    Bravhart’s smile went away as he got flustered. “But sir, they—” 
 
    The commandant gestured at Shannon and Tonga. “You two—out!” 
 
    Johnnie was defiant. “No.” 
 
    The commandant’s eyes went so wide that they threatened to leave their sockets. He was not used to being spoken to that way. By anyone. Especially not someone like Johnnie Jacobson. “What did you just say?” 
 
    “It’s only one very small word. How about I say it slower for you?” Johnnie repeated the word in extreme slow motion. “Nnnnnnoooooooooo.” 
 
    Lords’ face was beet red and it looked like steam was about to start pouring from his ears. “You hardly give the orders around here!” 
 
    Johnnie walked around Lords’ desk and sat right down in his giant chair. As much as it seemed as if the commandant couldn’t get any angrier, he somehow looked even more like he was about to blow a gasket...maybe even have a stroke. 
 
    Johnnie crossed his legs and put them up on the desk. “We’ll see about that, Dick. Hey, sex robot.” 
 
    This immediately angered Shannon, as usual. “Her name is C.O.R.A.!” 
 
    Johnnie finally started to sound like he cared. “Sorry. C.O.R.A., then. Can you please plug into that console over there?” 
 
    C.O.R.A. approached the office computer console on the wall and stuck her tongue into the input slot, as she’d done in the brig. Reg shuddered at the sight, and got so weak-kneed that Tonga had to hold him up. 
 
    Johnnie simply smiled. “How about we play some home movies of you and the commandant?” 
 
    The frozen image from earlier of Lords making his ecstatic “Oh!” face appeared again, this time on the huge conference vid screen on the wall of the office. 
 
    Lords nearly fell over on his face as he leapt off of his desk and rushed over to C.O.R.A. “Wait! What is he talking about?” 
 
    Reg found his legs and his voice. “He’s talking about the fact that C.O.R.A. records all of her interactions with biological life forms to help her learn about them.” 
 
    Johnnie’s smile grew into a shit-eating grin. “All. Interactions. Even the...nasty ones.” 
 
    Lords’ anger had quickly turned into full-on panic. “C.O.R.A., I order you not to play those recordings. Actually, I order you to delete them immediately.” 
 
    C.O.R.A. disconnected from the console so she could speak. “I cannot comply.” 
 
    “W-what? Why?” The commandant stammered. 
 
    “I am currently under orders not to follow your orders.” 
 
    “Orders from whom?” The commandant’s indignation was returning. 
 
    “Admiral Jacobson.” 
 
    Everyone’s attention went back to Johnnie. “I might’ve, well...hacked into my dad’s files once or...a dozen times over the years. I gave her one of his old override codes on the way here. And what do you know? It still works!” 
 
    “Then I’ll have her taken down to the lab and dismantled. Just you try and stop me from doing that, Jacobson.” 
 
    Johnnie stood up and approached the commandant. “Oh, I don’t think so. You see, I had a nice long chat with my cell mate while I was doing hard time in your little S&M dungeon down there.” 
 
    The commandant gritted his teeth. He already knew what was coming. 
 
    Johnnie walked around Lords in a circle, like a detective revealing the killer. “Apparently, C.O.R.A. here used to be a crew member on Captain Rickard’s old ship, the Formidable. She’s supposed to be some kind of top secret prototype superweapon my dad ordered to be built.” 
 
    Everyone’s attention swung back to C.O.R.A. again, but she didn’t seem to be bothered by the revelation. “That is correct.” 
 
    Johnnie continued. “They had some issues with her interactions with the rest of the crew, so they sent her here hoping to straighten her out.” 
 
    Lieutenant Bravhart finally decided to chime in. “So?” 
 
    “So, when dear old dad calls to disown me because I’m being sent to prison and I’ve disgraced the family name again, yada-yada-yada...” Johnnie put his arm around the commandant. “...I may just have to let him in on the fact that old Lardbutt here took apart his pet project because he got caught with his unit in her cookie jar. So to speak.” 
 
    Lords sounded threatening now. “You wouldn’t...” 
 
    The cadets regarded their commandant as if he’d gone insane. Reg was especially taken aback. “Oh, he would. He most certainly would.” 
 
    “Without a doubt,” Shannon agreed. 
 
    “Definitely.” Tonga added. 
 
    Even Bravhart had to admit it. “He wouldn’t hesitate. Sir.” 
 
    Johnnie slapped the commandant on the back—really hard. “So! This is how this little scenario plays out: I get to stay here at the Academy with my new friends, and this latest unfortunate incident is completely forgotten, erased, and expunged from the system. Reg doesn’t get into any trouble whatsoever, and his record stays clean.” 
 
    After a pause, the commandant agreed reluctantly. “Done.” 
 
    “Not so fast. I’m not finished. You guys stop trying to railroad Tonga into being one of your security goons when he clearly just wants to help people. To a fault.” 
 
    The commandant shrugged. “That sounds easy enough.” 
 
    Johnnie walked over to Shannon. “And Cadet Roberts here gets a medal.” 
 
    “That’s preposterous. For what?” 
 
    “For being the best damn hall monitor the Academy has ever seen.” He turned to the others. “Am I right?” 
 
    The others enthusiastically nodded in agreement and cheered Shannon on as she blushed and smiled wide at Johnnie. 
 
    “Plus, C.O.R.A. gets to keep all of her orifices commandant-free for the rest of her time here. No more maintenance sessions.” 
 
    “Fine. I was going to stop that anyway now that I know they were being recorded. Is that all?” 
 
    Johnnie looked up like he was thinking really hard. “Now that you mention it, there is one last thing...” 
 
    *** 
 
    Lieutenant Bravhart sat, stewing on the hard bench in the same cell that Johnnie had occupied earlier. 
 
    Two brig security guards pulled Captain Rickard up to the cell door and powered down the force field. When they helped him into the cell, he could barely stand. He wobbled over near Bravhart, looking nearly as green as Johnnie’s horned playmate. 
 
    Bravhart recoiled, but felt sorry for the man. “Captain, are you all right?” 
 
    “I think...I might’ve...had one too many—” Rickard gagged, then retched as he lurched forward toward Bravhart. 
 
    Outside the cell, the guards’ expressions turned to disgust and then horror as they looked away from what sounded like buckets full of vomit splashing around the cell. 
 
    Bravhart screamed. 
 
    *** 
 
    Back at StarChuck’s, the hangout was bustling with cadets as they unwound at the end of a long day. Chuck dropped off some beverages to the table where Shannon, Reg, Tonga, and C.O.R.A. sat. 
 
    Shannon wore a giant medal around her neck, and Tonga wore a blue medical uniform instead of his former security red. 
 
    On the vid screen, the news was showing the violence on Decimus Two. Shannon watched the screen for a moment. “Apparently, the princess has been declared the new Monarch by the people. She’s going to hold a hugely expensive coronation and waste more money the planet doesn’t have. I can’t believe they gave up their democracy so quickly.” 
 
    “Johnnie giveth and Johnnie taketh away, I guess.” Reg said. 
 
    Shannon looked around the coffee house. “Speaking of Johnnie, where is he? I was going to buy him a cup of coffee.” 
 
    Tonga looked around as well. “Yes. I thought he was going to join us.” 
 
    Reg finished his first sip of coffee and pulled a long hair out of his mouth. “He was. He probably just got hung up doing something important.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Johnnie lay naked in bed in another dorm room, his arm around another incredibly hot, green-skinned, horned female alien. The way the sheets were wrapped around them, they’d obviously just finished a rigorous session. Johnnie looked out the window at the stars as he finished a line. “—tier. These are the journeys of...no, wait. These are the voy—”  
 
    He stopped midsentence and turned to the girl. “Hold on a sec. You’re not related to Cadet Ramses, are you?” 
 
    The girl gave an “ew” expression along with her reply. “No way!” 
 
    Relieved, Johnnie snuggled up close to her. “Oh, Good.” 
 
    “That would be disgusting, considering he’s my boyfriend.” 
 
    Johnnie’s eyes went wide and he bolted upright as he heard the door to the dorm room slide open.  
 
    Standing there, sure enough, was Cadet Ramses. “What the hells?” 
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    >>>THE STAR ACADEMY 
 
    >>ACADEMY GROUNDS/BUILDING 
 
    The Academy itself is built on a virtually airless moon, Forcus Three, which was donated by Forcus Prime to the Galactic Alliance because it was the most worthless piece of real estate in the sector. So there are no actual external grounds to speak of, and what “grounds” can be seen through the ports in various rooms, basically a desolate landscape and a black star field above it, occasionally showing one of the other four moons, or Forcus Prime. The lack of grounds makes it easier for the students to concentrate on their studies instead of playing outside. 
 
    Inside the facility are classrooms, lecture halls, student dorm rooms, the flight deck, the faculty quarters, the commandant’s office, common rooms, and “StarChuck's”. 
 
    “StarChuck’s” is an independently operated facility that caters to both the Academy staff and its students. It is run by a furry alien, Archuckawalah (“Chuck”), who based his establishment on a franchise he found in the Old Earth Database. 
 
      
 
    >>THE FACULTY 
 
    >Commandant Richard “Dick” Lords (also known as “Lardbutt,” "Old Leadbottom,” or “Dicklord”) was an officer who was on the fast track to a brilliant career, when he accidently fired on a civilian luxury transport during a war games exercise. Deciding to “save” his career, the review board assigned him as commandant of the Academy, but Lords is always looking for a way to spin his career back into the limelight and is forever trying to find ways to please the brass...without performing too much work or putting himself in any kind of danger, of course. 
 
    >Lieutenant Corillius Bravhart is the administrative assistant to the Commandant. Bravhart is a yes-man, suck up, by the-book-type and basically spends his time hovering around the Commandant and obeying his every whim. He may act like he knows what he’s doing when dealing with students or underlings, but he’s actually the very model of incompetence. 
 
    >Archuckawalah “Chuck” is proprietor/chief cook/bartender/waiter of StarChuck’s, the place where the gang hangs out. He is a seven-foot-tall hairball, with no visible face, but has two long arms and short legs with big, booted feet.  He wears no clothing, except for his boots, a tiny hairnet on the top of his head, and a belt with various cooking utensils.  
 
    >Captain Brent Rickard is the Weapons/Defense Arts Teacher. Captain Rickard was once an outstanding leader and a highly decorated hero, but unfortunately his last mission to stop a native uprising caused him to suffer a massive burn out. The Captain was a very popular, poster type hero to public and the media. Fleet Command decided to retire Captain Rickard to a “teaching position” so that they could keep his public image for funding the Academy. While Captain Rickard has flashes of his former glory on occasion he has basically become a space-hippie. 
 
    >Fracacas Fromage is the Linguistics Teacher, a genderless sage-type character, who speaks backwards in not very good Standard (i.e.: English) but s/he is the one who most relates with the students. 
 
    >Mrs. Schuump is Commandant Lords’ ancient secretary. Her species lives for centuries, and she predates not only the Academy, but the Galactic Alliance. Her tall eyestalks allow her to keep an eye on everything in the office. 
 
    >Admiral Forsythe “The Admiral” Jacobson is Johnnie’s father, and one of the top officers in the Galactic Alliance Fleet. He made the decision to sacrifice his family for his career early on (before Johnnie was even born, in fact), and that decision is now coming back to haunt him. Although Johnnie is constantly embarrassing him, he does everything he can to make sure his son’s exploits aren’t publicized, which often means sweeping them under the rug. When someone in the Galactic Alliance mentions “The Admiral” rather than naming an officer, it’s a sure bet they’re talking about Jacobson. 
 
      
 
    >>THE STUDENTS 
 
    >Cadet Jonathon “Johnnie” Jacobson comes across as just an average guy, but he’s really much more. His parents divorced while his father was a lieutenant, as his father was more interested in pursuing his career, so his mother returned to Earth and gave birth to their son. After all of his father’s years in the service, he was promoted to Admiral, and everyone now refers to him as simply “The Admiral.” During his high school years, Johnnie made good grades and played sports, but never joined any of the cliques. When he graduated high school, his father came and told him that it was time for him to join the Star Academy.  His father is a straight arrow, and has always gone “by the book.” Johnnie is nothing like him. His grades have always been spectacular—off the charts spectacular. But he has panache for getting into trouble. His latest stunt, stealing an Interplanetary Patrol Cruiser and taking it for a joyride, has landed him in a heap of trouble. It wouldn’t have been so bad had he not crashed it into the Temple of Seraph on Decimus Two during the wedding of the Monarch’s daughter. This resulted in a revolution on Decimus Two, leading to the overthrow and beheading of the Monarch, which caused the people of the planet to worship Johnnie. But it also led to Decimus Two leaving the Alliance along with its numerous and rich resources. Because of his father’s standing, the judge gave Johnnie the choice between prison and Star Academy. He chose prison. The Admiral sent him to the Academy anyway. 
 
    >Cadet C.O.R.A. is an android, built by the Terradyne Institute of Technology and Systems for the Alliance Spy Corp. C.O.R.A. is an acronym for Cybernetic Oral Response Android.  She was built four years ago as a weapons platform and when she developed a consciousness she and the project were shut down.  Someone erased her memory of being a weapon and glitches in her personality (multiple personalities) made her useless for that program, but perfect for officer training! She was transferred from Captain Rickard’s ship, the Formidable, to the Academy for such training. C.O.R.A. is considered extremely beautiful by human (and some other species) standards. She speaks in a very straightforward manner and does not understand the sexual attraction she causes in other beings, especially human males. Reg especially has a crush on her.  She is incapable of lying or false hood and speaks very eloquently but very bluntly as well. While she appears human, even sans uniform or clothing, she has various devices housed in her body, some of a lethal nature, that spring up at improper moments. 
 
    >Cadet Shannon A. “Shan” Roberts is a chronic overachiever, a straight ‘A’ Student, very book wise and very “street” sharp. Instead of using her abilities in the technical fields, she decided that she wants to be a security chief and has far excelled at security training. She was the youngest student ever to enter the Academy, and she plans on one day becoming the youngest security chief and, eventually, the youngest captain in Alliance Fleet history. While being quite good looking, she is more than capable of laying out any opponent foolish enough to take her on. She is straight-laced, and on track to a career in security with the Alliance Fleet. She puts up with no shenanigans, and can handle herself. Shan is the complete opposite of Johnnie…which leads to a lot of sexual tension. 
 
    >Cadet Reginald J. “Reg” Christopher III – Reg comes from a very, very wealthy family from the 90210 Sector, and he is a legacy. His father and grandfather both attended Star Academy and mastered Quantum-Molecular Physics. The Science Building is named after the family, because of heavy donations. Reg, however, is seen as being sub-par in science in comparison, and very timid and unsure of himself.  Because of his bad luck, most of his experiments end up doing the opposite of what he wants them to do. The only reason he made it to the Academy was because of the family legacy. He really doesn’t know when to shut up, or when he doesn’t know what he’s talking about, and still voices (a usually wrong) opinion. Reg is not above sucking up or bribing people to get his way. Due to poor eyesight, his family financed a research project to create a visual prosthesis for him to wear that actually makes his eyesight far better than that of a normal human. However, due to his bad luck and clumsiness, he often breaks the visor and is constantly having to repair it. 
 
    >Cadet Tonga Rad is from a heavy gravity world, Orifice (pronounced “Ore-i-fich-ee”, but Johnnie always teases him about it). Very muscularly built, he basically looks like an enormous football player. Tonga is always breaking furniture because of his mass. Orificeans are always marked for security careers because of their size and temper, but Tonga is different. He’s a big teddy bear, and his dream is pursuing a medical career even though he arrived at the Academy on a sports scholarship and most people think he should be in security. Tonga has a very serious and even temperament but is strong willed.  Most people see his as a “jock” but he is way smarter than he lets on. 
 
    >Senior Cadet Ramses is the Academy’s top student athlete and the star of virtually every sport the Academy offers. He bullies other students, especially underclassmen, but gets away with it due to his popularity at the school, especially with administrators such as Commandant Lords and Lieutenant Bravhart. 
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    When Commander Vicente Zamora exonerated his captain for the murder of a young officer, he thought things would get better aboard his new ship. But he soon discovers that his troubles are just beginning, as the case against the XO doesn't go as smoothly as planned. To make matters worse, there's a connection to the notorious Khorsky Incident that becomes more insidious as time goes on. Meanwhile, his best friend Neil, an IDF Intel agent, is recruited for a secret mission by a super spy who is more than she appears--a mission to Vitaly Three, the scene where the Khorsky Incident took place. 
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    After the war with the Foreworlders, Backworlders scatter across the remaining planets. Competition is fierce, and pickings are scant. Scant enough that Craze’s father decides to improve his fortunes by destroying his son. He tells his only boy their moon isn’t big enough for them both and gives Craze a ticket for the next transport leaving the space dock. 
 
      
 
    Cut off from everyone he knows with little money and no knowledge of the worlds beyond, Craze must find a way to forge a new life and make his father regret this day. 
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 Miss Planet Earth and the Amulet of Beb-Sha-Na 
 
    by S.E. Anderson 
 
    Katra Zorento’s day just kept getting worse. Never mind turning purple; barely an hour later she seemed to have been claimed by a creepy metal snake, and a giant pig had appeared in the void of space outside the window. 
 
    It’s been a full month since Katra awoke thirteen thousand years in the future, and she’s been adjusting well to the life of a space pirate. Even if her ex-finacé Marcus is still living in her brain.  
 
    But when a heist goes wrong, she suddenly finds herself as a long slumbering deity’s Chosen One. With powers to alter probability, and FunCorp hot on her tail, the suddenly purple former pageant queen has got her job cut out for her – so long as she doesn’t implode, first. Will she be the hero or the villain of her story? 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 1: The Dynamic Duo-Trio 
 
    Katra 
 
      
 
    Katra had long since gotten the hang of karate chopping her way through a hoard of Kablusians, but oddly enough, Marcus had not. And when half of your brain has no idea what it’s doing, the karate chopping becomes damn near impossible. 
 
    It was a literal case of the right hand not knowing what the left was doing – quite simply because Katra had custody of lefty today, and Marcus the right. Whenever it came to working in tandem, the best they could do was argue over who should get full control, and, when no agreement was ever made, continue to swing their appropriate limbs wildly until they collided with Kablusian flesh. The entire process was messy and overly exhausting for both parties, but they were each too stubborn to come to a working agreement, so there was not much anyone else could do.  
 
    “Hurry up and get their necks, Katrus!” yelled Jesi, her voice shrill in their ears.  “Chop chop!” 
 
    “Things would be a lot easier if mr.always-right would let me drive!”she replied, swinging her left leg as high as it could go. Which was incredibly high, as the thing was insanely long. She caught the closest Kablusian right under the ear, slamming her heel into the soft skin between its metallic plates. The creature let out a shrill cry – like a rubber chicken under a steamroller – and crumpled to the floor. 
 
    They were surrounded on all sides by the Kablusian hoard. The creatures were tall and entirely covered by thick metallic plates, plates which were completely impervious to laser blasts and thus making a physical attack the only possible approach. The smell of steel was heavy around them, making Katra’s single nostril curl. She was lucky not to have control of both for that very reason. 
 
    She probably looked insane in that moment, but she was a woman with a literal split personality, so things were better than they could have been. Two communicators shot out of her ears – one for her, one for Marcus – and in her hands, two swords, each swinging wildly towards the fleshy necks of the angered enemy. 
 
    “Yorick! Have you got the amulet yet?”  
 
    “I need five more minutes!” came his wild reply, making Katra’s heart soar: she was glad the heart was hers today. At the edge of her mind, she felt Marcus butting in, and she felt the jealousy there. For some reason, it made her heart swell even more.  “The blowtorch is shot!”  
 
    “Screw it, we’re going for the deathshot!” Their captain managed to keep her calm, despite everything. It could have had something to do with her staying nice and safe up on the ship while her team did all the dirty work for her. “Podulk, you’re going to have to act now!”  
 
    “They outnumber us significantly, Captain,” he replied, his voice as stoic as ever. It was oddly calming, in this instance. 
 
    Katra dealt another deathly blow with her sword, freeing the closest Kablusian from his body. The blood gushed from the stump at his neck, purple goo covering the young woman head to toe. She spat it from her lips.  
 
    “Gross!” she exclaimed, angrily dragging her arm across her face to wipe it away. “Marcus, will you just please let me do this?” 
 
    “If I do, then I get the body on Thursday night,” he said, “I need it for poker.” 
 
    “You get arms,” she snapped, delivering another deadly kick to a Kablusian, all while Marcus shoved another away with the butt of his sword. “but I retain leg control. You make us pee much too much.” 
 
    “Fine, but I get legs back for Sunday.” 
 
    “Whatever! Give me my arm back, now!” 
 
    She didn’t wait for the feeling in her fingers to return, the slow trickle of nerves returning to her mind. Before her hand was even back online, she swung it backwards, grabbing a Kablusian between the plates of the neck and face, ripping the windpipe clear out. 
 
    Despite Marcus returning control of her limbs, she still retained his knowledge of combat and martial arts.  And after the past month spent almost entirely running across the galaxy and beating up everything and everyone in sight, her body was a lean, mean, fighting machine.  
 
    Armed now with both swords, the woman executed a magnificent set of blows, tearing through the Kablusian hoard as if they were holograms. They fell like dominoes, screeching in agony. Music to her ears. 
 
    What wasn’t so great was regaining the entirety of her sense of smell. The alien goop was far too purple to smell that acrid. Katra’s nose wrinkled at the stench of rusty, dying fish.  
 
    “I’ve got it!”  
 
    Yorick’s voice came through both communicators at once, but Katra took the sonar blowout in stride. Not fast enough, though: with a swift kick to the small of her back, she collapsed on top of her latest corpse. 
 
    “You sure you don’t need me covering your back?” asked Marcus, smugly, from the very back of her brain. She allowed herself to sneer. 
 
    She pushed herself off the dead Kablusian body like it was a springboard, bracing herself on her arms as she kicked up and back, catching her assailant right in the baby-maker. He left out a piercing wail as she spun to her feet, bringing the sword crashing through his neck.  
 
    Another fountain of foul blood was awaiting her. 
 
    “Yorrick has the amulet!” Jesi repeated for all to hear. “Back to the ship, hurry!” 
 
    Katra flung herself towards the exit, almost crashing into Yorick, who was carrying a massive gem the size of a football in his arms. The rock was encased in a thick metal serpent, the coolest setting for a gem she had ever seen. 
 
    “Thanks for keeping them at bay,” he said, grinning, holding the Amulet up as if to punctuate his need for her help.  
 
    Katra felt the heat rising to her face, and she smiled right back at him. All the while, purple goo ran down her hair, completely saturating her clothes. She was entirely purple head to toe, and, as much as she wanted to lean in for a kiss, she knew the scent would not really be the best turn on.  
 
    “Anytime,” she replied, reaching up to push her hair out of her face, catching the goo in her hand.  It was thick like shampoo. “Shall we get out of here?” 
 
    “Gladly,” Yorick agreed. “Podulk, bring it down!” 
 
    “Hey! I’m the one giving orders around here!”  
 
    Yorick rolled his eyes, then indicated that maybe they should get going. Katra could not have been faster to respond. The two of them barreled down the ruins of the temple, past the discarded, decapitated corpses Katra had strewn there on their way in. 
 
    “Does this mean it is time for my contribution?” asked Podulk, his voice as calm and composed as ever. 
 
    “Yes! Let ‘er rip!” 
 
    “Who? Who is ripping?” 
 
    “Now, Podulk!” 
 
    And with that, the world exploded. 
 
    Katra was way too cool to look back at explosions. That, and she had seen enough of them in her past month in the future to last her a lifetime. Instead, she let the noise rush over her, the wave of sound to send her ears ringing and head spinning. She felt the heat behind her, knowing she was faster than the fireball, that Podulk had everything calculated down to the last second so that she and Yorick could escape with seconds to spare. 
 
    She loved the rush of running, the knowledge that they had won, that they had their trophy and had reached their goal. The run for the ship was her favorite part of any heist, arguably the best part of any day. She found herself laughing with the elation – until goo ran into her mouth, forcing her to spit as she ran. 
 
    They flew out of the temple’s mouth, throwing themselves to the ground so the fire would rush over them, leaving their fireproof backs unscathed. It was only once the heat has receded and the cold of night had returned that Katra pushed herself back up to her feet, blinking the flashes of fire from her eyes. 
 
    “Yeah baby! Woo!” she screamed, throwing her hands in the air. There was nothing like standing on a mountain peak on an alien planet, the wind of another world blowing over her skin, a thousand year old temple crumbling behind her by her hand. 
 
    Well, Podulk’s hand, but she played her part, dang it. And she loved it. 
 
    “This is Yorick, calling up the Beyoncé,” said Yorick, pushing himself up to his feet, the massive gemstone glistening in the triple moonlight. “Care to teleport us up?” 
 
    “Took you long enough,” said Jesi, the pride in her voice evident over the intercom. “How’s my loot looking?” 
 
    “Pretty magnificent, captain,” the thief said, stroking the stone. His hand left a sweaty grease mark on one of the perfect faces. “We’re going to get a pretty penny for this one.” 
 
    “Then I guess you can come up.” 
 
    Katra felt the wave of nothingness wash over her, through her, and suddenly, the moment was gone. No more standing victorious on the roof of an alien world: now she was back to the white walls of the teleport room, safe and secure in the one place she could call home.  
 
    It was only then that she became fully aware of how disgusting she felt. The goo had saturated every piece of clothing she was wearing, sticking to her skin and even soaking into her socks. As she stepped off the transporter, she realized just how much her feet were squishing in her Palmanian leather boots, and saw the purple tracks she left behind as she walked off the white pad. 
 
    “Froz,” she cursed, “Another mess for Owaitt, I guess.” 
 
    “Can I get my arm back, now?” asked the voice in the back of her head. She let out a heavy sigh, calming her breathing, before retreating to the right hemisphere. 
 
    Feeling in her fingers and leg dwindled until they were numb, her former fiancé flexing the muscles independently of her own will.  
 
    “Nice work, back there, you two,” said Yorick, nodding to both her left and right sides.  
 
    “It was a team effort,” said Katra, before handing control of the lips to Marcus. 
 
    “We have the item, then,” said Marcus. He reached a hand out to poke at the massive stone, running a finger down the back of the metal serpent.  
 
    “All went perfectly,” replied the pirate, grinning. Katra grinned back with her half of the lips, before Marcus brought them back to a neutral frown.  
 
    The lips were the hardest to share, out of everything. Both wanted to talk, but that was impossible with half the mouth numb. Like toddlers learning to share their toys, they begrudgingly passed full control back and forth, until both had said their part. But it was far from effortless. 
 
    Owaitt stepped away from the teleport control panel, nodding at the three people in two bodies before him.  
 
    “Welcome back… Yorick, Marcus, and Katra,” he said, awkwardly, staring at the tattoo on his hand. Jesi had implemented a genius system to automatically reboot the android every time his words ran out, but as of yet, no solution to the memory problem had been found. So a trip to the tattoo shop later, and the man now had every crew-member’s name and description lovingly engraved in his hand. It helped with the confusion a little.  
 
     “Thanks, Owaitt,” said Katra, using her full lips to smile before Marcus took them back. He claimed he had a better resting bitch face than she did, but that was probably a matter of opinion.  
 
    “Shall I accompany you to the bridge?” he asked, politely smiling back.  
 
    “I’ll show you the way, bud,” said Yorick, anticipating the android’s disorientation. It wasn’t easy having to be rebooted every time you spoke too much. The android’s other hand just said “avoid talking!” in bold, blue letters, a reminder that his time would always be limited. 
 
    “You coming, Katra?” Asked Yorick, turning back at the exit. Katra found herself shaking her head.  
 
    “I need to shower,” she replied, “this goo is really burning my nostrils.” 
 
    “And I need time with my fiancé,” Marcus said. 
 
    “Ex-fiancé,” Kara insisted.  
 
    “Alright,” the man shrugged, “Jesi’s going to be pleased with today’s catch. Come join us for drinks, before her good mood wears off.” 
 
    “Of course!” she replied, while in the back of her head, Marcus tutted loudly. 
 
    The pirate and the android made their way back to the bridge, the thief doing all the excited talking as Owaitt listened. Podulk would be joining them soon, walking back to the ship on foot as soon as he had picked up the reusable parts of his detonator. 
 
    The little team had truly flourished in the last month. They were like a well oiled machine – not that any machines needed oil in the year 15,492, more commonly known as ‘the year of the green’ by the current unifying calendar, not that Katra could make much sense of the color coded calendar years.  
 
    Jesi ruled the ship with an iron fist; Yorick patiently waited for her orders, doing his best to outshine her at every opportunity while completely aware she would kill him in his sleep if he ever stepped out of line. Podulk seemed unconcerned with politics, and, having accepted Jesi’s command with ease, did whatever she needed of him, which usually involved setting up complicated controlled detonations and saving the day.  
 
    As for Owaitt, he had an incredible knack for killing since he had been reprogrammed by Yorick on the day they had first met, which made for a fantastic asset on missions, except when he forgot which team he was fighting for. He had been relegated to housekeeping duty until they found a way to fully utilize his skills properly.  
 
    And finally, there was the dynamic duo: Katra and Marcus, fiancés sharing her pageant queen body. With her stunning good looks, perfectly healthy body, and his in depth knowledge of weapons and martial arts, they were unstoppable.  
 
    Well, ex-finacés. And that changed a lot. 
 
    “I can’t believe you just said that,” said Katra, putting her hand on her hip angrily.  
 
    “You were doing that thing again,” Marcus replied, “You know I hate how you look at him.” 
 
    “We’re not together anymore. I can look however I like, at whomever I like.” 
 
    “Correction: we’re stuck together. We’re in this, together.” 
 
    “I don’t want this conversation again, Marcus,” she said, feeling exasperated. “I’m tired.  Can we just wash up and go out for drinks, like normal people?” 
 
    “Normal? Since when have we been normal?” 
 
    “Not for a long time. But I’d like to be.” 
 
    “Then get back with me, Katra,” he urged. “Don’t let this charade go on any longer. We’re meant to be together, don’t you see?” 
 
    Katra did see – at first. When Marcus had finally managed to speak to her, from inside her mind, she had been relieved and excited to have her one true love back with her again. Not to mention, he was the only other person in the universe to have come from her era. But the novelty of it quickly wore off: knowing every single thought, no matter how good or bad, made relationships quite difficult. Even more so, sharing a body that both felt equally entitled to. 
 
    First, they had struggled to share. They had started by alternating days with full control, but that didn’t last very long. So they had decided on shared custody, agreeing on which limbs they retained full control of and for how long, switching control around when agreements were made.  
 
    But the agreements became harder and harder to make, and slowly, the relationship dissolved to nothing. Katra felt nothing for Marcus anymore: the man was incredibly dull when he argued over why he deserved to have control of her legs, or arms, and their inability to communicate just ended everything. 
 
    And as much as she hated to admit it, but Marcus knew very well from sharing her mind, the sex was just awful. Not to mention, his constant jealousy over her attraction to Yorick – not that that was something she could control – left her feeling trapped and angry.  
 
    She needed space from him. Instead, she was trapped in space, with him.  
 
    So, the two had dissolved their engagement, but they continued sharing Katra’s body. It was not an optimal solution by any sense of the word. 
 
    “Can we not?” she said, sighing heavily. “I’m tired. I just want to wash this goo off of me.” 
 
    “Us.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Off of us.” 
 
    “Again, can you not?” 
 
    Katra and Marcus’s quarters had once been the room of a first class passenger, not that many high rollers went to the planet formerly known as Earth. It wasn’t fancy, but it was much larger than the shared room she had first been assigned to. 
 
    They had all the creature comforts: softest sheets, steam shower and a bath with jets, a talking toilet that played music as it cleaned your posterior. They also had access to most television available in the universe, not that there was ever anything good on. 
 
    Katra ripped off her clothes – with great difficulty, Marcus not being much help – and tossed them instantly in the trash. There was no point even trying to clean them: they were so saturated with goo, they were oozing. Even the skin beneath them was covered in it. 
 
    So, a bath was out of the question. After a lengthy debate in which she argued against the jets and Marcus demanded sitting in the warm water, he finally relented, and allowed her control enough to wash in the steam shower.  
 
    “Come on, this would be so much easier if you just gave in, and took me back,” he argued, as she turned on the piping hot water and let the stream hit her face. It sizzled as it hit the goo, but she was pleased when the dreaded stuff ran down the drain. 
 
    “I need time, Marcus,” she said, grabbing the shampoo and running it through her hair. She was glad for the real shower: Yorick was constantly bragging about his full submersion chamber, like something out of Star Wars, and it sounded awful. Podulk’s showering habits involved him exposing himself to the void of space freezing off the barnacles that sometimes grew on his skin, which didn’t sound much better.  
 
    “Time for what?” he asked. He took her hand in his own, and suddenly she was standing in the shower, holding hands with herself. “Darling, we always wanted to be together forever. This is perfect. I don’t understand why you’ve just… cast me aside.” 
 
    “I haven’t done that,” she said, ripping her hand back. She needed to get this purple off her skin, but it wasn’t coming off. She rubbed harder on the skin of her belly. “Have you seen me gallivanting with other men? Huh?”  
 
    “But you like Yorick. There’s no denying that.” 
 
    “I’m attracted to him, sure. Have you seen him? We’re stuck on this ship 24/7. Out of the three men on the Beyoncé, one’s a gay android, and the other is an asexual alien. Yorick’s attractive.” 
 
    “And I’m here too.” 
 
    “But I can’t see you.” 
 
    “But I’m here. Stop ignoring me!” 
 
    “I can’t ignore you! You’re literally in my head! I wish I could ignore you!” 
 
    She grabbed the bar of soap and really dug into the skin of her arm, rubbing until it burned. The lather came up purple, but the skin didn’t seem to be getting any lighter.  
 
    “Why won’t you love me? Is it because you love him?” 
 
    “Read my mind, Marcus – I don’t love him.” 
 
    “But why…” 
 
    “Marcus, shut up, I think we have bigger problems.” 
 
    She stepped out of the shower, shutting off the water and letting the steam roll off of her. Even before the mirrors cleared, she could see in the fog the color of her reflection. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked, “why do you keep changing the subject?” 
 
    “Because,” she replied, wiping her hand across the mirror. “Because, Marcus, we’re purple now.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 2: Getting some Gold Green for Some Purple Silver 
 
    Jesipax 
 
      
 
    On the bridge of a quiet ship, the tiny captain sat with her feet propped up on the dashboard, cradling today’s haul in her arms, a caring mother to her precious treasure. She stroked the metal serpent’s spiraling body, enjoying the cold that danced on her fingertips. This is what success felt like. 
 
    “You are quiet tonight, Captain,” remarked Podulk. 
 
    “Oh? I didn’t think you cared, dude,” she said, annoyed that the alien had ripped her from her moment of bliss. “You’re not usually the talking type.” 
 
    “It was simply a remark, captain.” 
 
    “Thanks for that.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes, returning her gaze to the sparkle of her treasure. It would be hard to part with it – though not so hard once she was given the massive fortune the gem was worth. 
 
    Jesi was enjoying all the perks of being a pirate captain: the treasure, the gold (even if said gold was mostly digital these days), the freedom. The one thing she didn’t have was beginning to weigh on her, though.  
 
    She had been through puberty twice before; one in her first body, and once again in the child she had been placed in after some tragic accident she could no longer remember. What she could remember were the raging hormones, the anger, the constant frustration. It hadn’t been any easier the second time around, and it wouldn’t be the third. 
 
    Having a centuries old mind, trapped in the body of a pre-pubescent girl, was horrendous torture. Jesi remembered the days when she could command hordes of men and women to join her in days of erotic fun, making a mess of moral standards and challenging the universe on what the human body was physically capable of. But now, now the only men she attracted were ones that were undeniably disgusting.  
 
    Jesi was a pirate captain. She wasn’t used to hearing the word no. Hearing it come from herself was a tragedy.  
 
    Meanwhile, her ship was a mess of love triangles, ones she could not take part in. Katra and Yorick had definite chemistry, despite how much Jesi hated to admit it. She found Yorick to be quite the dashing man, to put it politely. But Katra’s ex-fiancé wasn’t making anything easy on that front. 
 
    If it wasn’t for him being trapped in Katra’s body, Jesi didn’t want Marcus on her ship at all. While the former pageant queen was adapting quite nicely to the distant future, he was reluctant and awfully backwards. The two of them didn’t belong together, and it was such a shame to see her dragged down by such a rabid complainer.  
 
    Other than the drama between those three, Jesi, Podulk, and Owaitt had fallen into a dry platonic friendship, if you could call it that. Podulk seemed incapable of any emotion, and the only reason Owaitt could speak to her at all was because they had hacked into his brain. The android could technically help her with her little problem, but he was programmed to service the other sex, so once again she was left up horny creek with no paddle. 
 
    With absolutely no sexual tension between the three, a camaraderie had formed. They worked rather well together, and neither men ever questioned her command. Jesi was left free to deal with only one major malfunction on the ship, and that was the duo trio.  
 
    “Tarowin Station within hailing distance, Captain,” said Podulk. 
 
    “Ah, good,” she said, taking her feet off the dashboard. “Request a landing permit. I’m calling up Havier.” 
 
    “Acknowledged.” 
 
    She punched the man’s coordinates into the ship’s control, putting the com piece in her ear and leaning back into the plush black velvet. He picked up after a single hail. 
 
    “Jesipax, you’re late.” His massive face appeared overlaid on their screen, green skin enhanced by the stars out the window behind him. His twenty eyes took up most of his forehead, making it impossible to tell what mood he was in.  
 
    “Early, you might find, Havi,” she grinned, “good to see you, man. Anything interesting happen while I was gone?” 
 
    “Did you get the amulet?” 
 
    “Come on, Havi, why always so frozzing prissy?” The girl scoffed. “How’s the weather on Sta-Tar?” 
 
    “It’s a space station, we don’t have weather.” 
 
    “Will this make you more open to some small talk?” 
 
    Jesi lifted the gemstone off her lap, making sure it hit the light just right. The beautiful thing shimmered, reflecting light all around the bridge. She could see every single one of those eyes go wide with awe. Got him. 
 
    “You found it!” the man clapped with glee, “not too much trouble, I hope?” 
 
    “Well, you do realize it’s quite larger than you initially said. When you said amulet, I thought you meant something one could easily wear around one’s neck – not carry with both hands at all times.” 
 
    “Oh, the deity it once belonged to was very large. It was an amulet to them.” 
 
    “Havi,” Jesi’s heart fell. “Havi. We didn’t just steal jewelry from a god, did we?” 
 
    “A god no one had heard from in a thousand years,” he replied, “but come on, don’t worry, will you? I’ll take it off your hands, anyway.” 
 
    “You’d better.” Jesi didn’t like going into a heist without knowing all the information first, and missing something as integral as the amulet’s past owner was worrying. More than worrying – who had she asked to do research again?  
 
    “We have docking permits,” Podulk announced, “bringing us into the hangar now.” 
 
    “See you in a minute, Havi,” Jesi said, forcing a smile. “get ready to see the most gorgeous treasure you’ll ever have the pleasure of fencing.” 
 
    “I’m looking forward to it.” 
 
    The screen went blank, and Jesi fell back against her chair, frustrated to say the least. She turned to Podulk, who was watching his screen dutifully. 
 
    “Which one of you were supposed to write the report on historical context?” she asked, keeping her anger at bay. 
 
    “That would be… Yorick, Captain.” 
 
    “That son of a… I’ll be right back. Man the helm; try to find us some good parking, will you?” 
 
    “That is the plan, captain.” 
 
    Sometimes the alien’s emotionless responses annoyed her to no end. She wanted to bitch with him about how annoying Yorick was becoming, a waltzing pretty-boy with more good looks than skill. He was still annoyed at her for having taken over his command, and she was sure this was another one of his tiny tricks to usurp her. 
 
    Jesi stormed out of the bridge, ponytail flailing behind her as she marched down the corridors of her ship, clutching the amulet tight to her chest. She made her way through the break room, which was still sorely lacking in any real kitchen appliances, and currently a space to toss broken things from past missions. The corner by the water cooler was stacked with a broken wooden rabbit – some attempt from Katra to recreate a trap from her home planet, but hadn’t even made it out the front door.  
 
    The Beyoncé was not an arts and crafts vessel. It was a pirate ship, and she didn’t want to host another staff meeting to remind people.  
 
    She turned the corner into the living quarters, passing her room (the biggest and most luxurious, it was her right after all), and already hearing a voice arguing with itself. Katra was having another spat with her mind’s roommate. 
 
    “Fault? Fault? What does it matter whose fault it is? It’s not going away!” 
 
    “Look, I’m just saying, if I had been in control, we wouldn’t be in this mess.” 
 
    “We would have had to fight our way through them one way or another, it’s not like either of us knew this would happen!” 
 
    Jesi slammed her fist against their door. 
 
    “Look, I know you two can talk telepathically,” she shouted, “so can you please have this spat inside your own head? It’s so frozzing annoying!” 
 
    The door flew open, and there stood Katra, wearing not a stitch of clothing, dripping on the floor.  
 
    “Katra?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “You look different. Do something to your hair?” 
 
    Katra sighed, exasperated. She walked away from the door, leaving it open, and Jesi realized she had inadvertently walked her way into couples counseling again.  
 
    Froz.  
 
    The pageant queen put on a towel, covering her purple breasts. That’s when it hit Jesi – that’s what had changed. The woman was purple! Everything was purple, everything from the skin to the lips, even the hair, a shade of purple darker than the rest of her body. It was striking against the white towel, and none of it was wiping off on the fabric. 
 
    “Know anything about this?” asked Katra, gesturing to her body. 
 
    “No,” she shook her head, “does this have to do with the Kablusians you just completely decimated?” 
 
    “I think it’s their blood,” she said, dropping her head into her hands and falling into the couch. “Froz. How will I go unnoticed now? Not much of a thief if I’m frozzing purple!” 
 
    Jesi was not one to show affection. She could tell Katra needed someone to be there for her now, someone to tell her it was going to be alright, that she was going to be normal again someday. But Jesi couldn’t lie so easily. 
 
    Well, she could, she just didn’t want to. 
 
    “It’s ok, Katra, I know a lot of people who are purple!” 
 
    “You do?” Katra looked up, uncertain. “No joke?” 
 
    “There’s entire races of people who are purple,” she assured her. “There, don’t cry… you might get it all over your couch.” 
 
    “Froz!” she hissed. “This can’t be happening!” 
 
    “Captain, we are docking…”  
 
    Podulk’s voice was strikingly loud against the woman’s quiet sobs, making them jump. Jesi shook her head slowly. She did not have time for this… 
 
    “Get dressed, Katra,” she said, “and don’t worry. I think the purple looks really good on you.” 
 
    “You mean it?” 
 
    She met Jesi’s gaze – well, one of her eyes did. The other one rolled around obviously annoyed. Katra’s face looked like that of a stroke victim most days, one half having ticks the other one had never seen before.  
 
    She needed to get Marcus out of Katra. He was holding the woman back, and at this rate Jesi would have no crew cohesion. She couldn’t have Katra, her most devoted fighter, lose her mind. 
 
    “Yeah, whatever, of course,” she said, brushing it off, “But listen, I didn’t come back here to give you a pep talk. I was looking for Yorrick.” 
 
    “And why would he be in here?” Katra growled. Not Katra – Marcus. 
 
    “In this general direction, chill. Did you know the amulet was going to be this big? That’s something he probably should have told us.  His concentration seems to be elsewhere.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” Marcus said, through Katra’s voice. 
 
    “In any case, this thing will be out of our hands very soon. I need you both as backup when we do the handover. Can I count on you to keep it together that long?” 
 
    Katra nodded. Good. At least both minds were in agreement.  
 
    “Good. It should be simple: we’ve dealt with Havier before, and he knows you. Certainly not purple, but he wouldn’t cause us any harm. But I’ll still need you on lookout. We’re leaving Owaitt and Podulk on the ship, in case we need a hasty escape.” 
 
    “Understood, Captain,” said Katra. “Let me just put some clothes on.” 
 
    The familiar clang of metal against metal told her that the ship had docket. Finally. They were just minutes away from massive amounts of gold, and the anticipation had Jesi tingling. It was about as close to excitement as she could get these days.  
 
    Froz puberty. Again.  
 
    “I’d say go with the silver,” said Jesi, pushing herself to her feet, still refusing to let go of her prize. “it’ll look great against your new skin.” 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Jesi had the gem hidden within an ordinary backpack, strung on her back as casually as could be. She looked, for all intents and purposes, like a little girl on her way to school – if her school was on an illegal black market station in space.  
 
    Tarowin Station wasn’t all that large, by most standards these days, but Jesi still got a kick from seeing Katra react as if it was the coolest thing in the universe. And Tarowin was far from the sparkling stations where humans and alien lived in blissful harmony: no, this place was like the bottom of a sewer after the sewer had been bought out by interstellar investors who happened to be rats in lab coats. Scientific outposts that had been abandoned for one reason or another had been salvaged and stitched together, creating a massive hive where trade flourished away from the watchful eye of any government.  
 
    Sure, you had to avoid some sections of it, where odd vials and test tubes had turned out to hold deadly plagues, viruses, or in one case, a self reproducing Hamster with an affinity for catching flies, which shut down the station entirely from time to just so they could toss out the bodies and clear up the mess. But other than that, this station was just the place to be: especially if you had large, very rare alien amulets to fence.  
 
    Jesi kept a white flight suit on, a reminder to all who passed her that she was the captain of her own vessel. There were cues and symbols for everyone on this station, which is why she was glad Katra had followed her recommendation, and worn the silver uniform. Skin tight and rather revealing of the form underneath, the color shouted ‘get away. This woman is dangerous’.   The purple skin only accentuated the shade, and the inhabitants of the Station gave Jesi and her crew a wide berth. 
 
    Lagging behind was Yorick, lingering to check out stalls as they passed them. He was truly becoming more and more of a nuisance. Once Katra got Marcus out of her, she’d replace him as her number one; but what to do to Yorick, when that time came? Would he accept the demotion, or would she have to dispose of him? 
 
    Time would tell. For now, they have a mission to finish. No heist was complete until the item was out of their hands, hands that were now filled with cold hard cash. 
 
    They made their way through the marketplace, avoiding getting sucked into the stalls. Gorgeous treasures gleamed from the tables, cool technologies next to ornate jewels and gems, things worth their weight in gold, and then some. Jesi sniggered at the thought of the treasure in her backpack. 
 
    Havier’s establishment was clean and orderly, a welcome contrast to the rest of the station. As his men led Jesi’s crew through the thin corridors of his home, she couldn’t help but notice the minimalist furniture, and the abundance of natural plants. She would have to take some design ideas back to her ship: anything was better than the awful wooden rabbit in the break room. 
 
    The fence’s office was just as neat as the rest of his home. The side wall was made entirely of glass, reflecting the immensity of space outside, stars speckling the universe and casting an eerie glow into the room. Large blue lamps provided the rest of the lighting. He sat behind his desk, making it look like he was intensely focused on his work, when Jesi knew he was waiting for them. 
 
    “Jesipax, my dear!” he said, putting down his pen – ugh, so old fashioned- and looking up to meet her gaze. Sitting down, he was still taller than her. How she hated this limited body. 
 
    “Havier, darling,” she replied. 
 
    “I trust you have the amulet?” 
 
    “Straight to business, I see!” she replied. She couldn’t blame him: she would be the same if the roles were reversed. She put the backpack down on the seat before her, unzipping the bag and retrieving the heavy gem. The blue lights gave it a beautiful glow, and it almost seemed to throb with the pulsing of her heart. 
 
    “Good, good,” said Havier, reaching to touch it. Jesi pulled it away. 
 
    “Havi, I trust you remember my crew, Katra and Yorick,” she said, keeping the gem out of his reach. There. Let him struggle.  
 
    “Ah yes,” he nodded, “But weren’t you…” 
 
    “The purple is a new addition, sir.” Katra said, taking the posture of a poised soldier. Yorick stood at her side, lazily watching the proceedings.  
 
    “So you are not Solayan?” 
 
    “Human, sir.” 
 
    “Good, good…” he repeated. This time, he dug into his pocket, taking out what appeared to be a thin gold tube. He handed it to Yorick, who plugged it into his pocket computer. “You’ll see it’s all there. 1.7 million credits. In full.” 
 
    “Wow, Havi,” said Jesi, feeling suddenly cold. “Full price? You didn’t even try to haggle.  This isn’t like you. You must really want this gem.” 
 
    “Let’s just say I’m… feeling rather generous, today,” he replied, running his tongue along his very dry lips. Jesi felt every muscle in her body tense. Something was odd about all this. 
 
    “He’s good for it, Captain,” said Yorick, “the credits are genuine. All accounted for.” 
 
    “Good, good,” he said once again, “now may I have the gem?” 
 
    “I guess our deal is complete.” Jesi caressed the stone one more time, letting out a heavy sigh. It was time to let her baby go: they grew up so fast. “You may take the amulet.” 
 
    “Finally!” Havier’s eyes gleamed with the same sparkle as the stone. He reached out to take the gem, cradling it in his large green hands. A grin spread across his face. 
 
    “I call upon thee, oh great Beb-Sha-Na!” he called, lifting the stone to the ceiling, “I call upon thee, to grant me the power of the gods! Give me my rightful might so that I may fight with the strength of a thousand men!” 
 
    “What the froz are you doing?” 
 
    The man continued his chanting, but nothing was happening. No response to his summons: no thunder or lightning, no heavenly voice, nothing. Just a creepy green man chanting to the ceiling of a space station with a rather large stone in his hands. Jesi let out another sigh in a long line of sighs.  
 
    “Come on crew, we got what we needed, let’s get out of here,” she said, sadly, feeling like a traitor leaving the stone here in the hands of a madman. She had grown fond of the amulet, attached to it, even, in the hours since it had been brought to her ship. “I’m not one for goodbyes.” 
 
    “Not so fast!” said Havier, putting the stone under his arm for safekeeping. “I was hoping to do this with ultimate power at my disposal, but that will just have to wait. Guards! Seize them!” 
 
    Before any of them could act, Havier’s men grabbed Jesi’s hands and pinned them behind her back. She grunted, trying to fight them off, but she didn’t have the muscle. They had come out of nowhere. A glance over her shoulder told her Yorick and Katra (and by extension, Marcus) were in the same predicament. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” she spat. “You have your gem, now let us go!” 
 
    “You’ll be free to go in a moment,” he sniggered, “It’s miss Katra we want.” 
 
    “Katra?” Jesi spun her head around, only to see Katra looking just as shocked as she felt. “And who are we?” 
 
    “That would be us, Captain Jesipax.” 
 
    A human woman strode into the room, her silver jumpsuit casting shimmering prisms on the wall. If she spoke the language of color, then it warned Jesi that she was just as dangerous as Katra, maybe even more so – with black latex boots that ran all the way up her thighs, and the matching gloves that rose far past her elbows, this woman was either a CEO or a sparkly dominatrix. Maybe both. 
 
    “It is a pleasure to finally meet you in person,” she said, bowing low. This caught Jesi by surprise; more so than her appearance at all. “We’ve spoken so much over the phone. How is my Beyoncé doing?” 
 
    At once, the captain understood.  
 
    “Miss Vale,” she stammered. “President and CEO of FunCorp.” 
 
    “And the owner of Super-freaky funland dark-side death-zone powered by Mnm… the planet formerly known as Earth.” 
 
    “Yes, I know who you are.” Jesi rolled her eyes in a wide circle. “I thought we were done with negotiations? For having saved your planet from total invasion, you let us keep our ship, and you voided our contracts with you. I think that’s more than a fair deal on your part.” 
 
    “That’s when we thought you had only stolen a ship,” Vale snarled, her lip curling up like a frustrated Jadaran. “Not when we saw that you stole other merchandise you didn’t register with customs.”  
 
    “Other merchandise? What other merchandise?” 
 
    “Don’t play dumb, captain. The crown jewels! They were our property, and you took them off planet and sold them without making us aware of that fact.” 
 
    Froz. How they knew, Jesi had no idea. She had managed to keep the treasure of Earth a secret so they could fence them slowly over time, and avoid just such a conflict. Obviously part of her plan must not have been as foolproof as she had hoped. 
 
    “You didn’t even know they were real,” she hissed, “heck, you didn’t even notice them missing for a month!” 
 
    “I could steal your kidney in a way you would never tell it was gone at all,” said Vale. “but I’m sure once you noticed you needed it, you’d sure want it back.” 
 
    “Still, those jewels were ours, fair and square: finders keepers, losers weepers. Deal with it.” 
 
    “We require the financial equivalent returned in full, Ms. Jesipax.” 
 
    “Ah, so it’s no longer captain, is it?”  Jesi fought against her restraints, but the man’s arms were too tight. “Plus, we have the money. Let us get back to the ship and we’ll work this out, ok?” 
 
    She really wasn’t liking the look of the metal stick in Vale’s hand, a tiny barbed thing that looked awfully fun in the worst ways possible. She shuddered.  
 
    “We do not want the money. We require the woman you call Katra Zorento.” 
 
    “Katra? Why on earth would you want her?” 
 
    “Because,” Vale rolled her eyes, “due to some ironclad paperwork the Tagriffians drew up while legally invading the planet, Miss Katra is the official queen of Earth. This means returning her to the custody of FunCorp is more valuable now than ever.” 
 
    “You have got to be kidding me.” 
 
    “I will only ask this once, Jesipax – where is Katra Zorento?” 
 
    Jesi forced her eyes to stay fixed on Vale, even though she desperately wanted to share a glance with Katra and laugh at their good fortune. Vale was looking for a human, and right at this instant, Katra looked anything but.  To Vale, Katra was just a random Solayan. 
 
    “She’s there, Mistress Vale,” said Havi, pointing at Katra. Ah, the moment was good while it lasted. “She might be purple, but that is Katra Zorento.” 
 
    “Thanks, Ash Hat!” Katra snapped. She continued to struggle against her restraints, standing more of a chance than Jesi did of breaking free. 
 
    “Ah, Miss Zorento! Miss Planet Earth. At last we…” 
 
    But Katra evidently wasn’t listening, as she was busy slamming her leg into the shin of her captor. Before he could react, she had snapped her head upwards, colliding into his chin. It could not have been pleasant for either of them, but the man’s pained shout was enough to show that Katra’s skull slam had the desired effect. 
 
    The desired effect of being totally badass. 
 
    With the combined pain of a split shin and a slammed chin, the poor security guard didn’t know what hit him. Katra wrenched her arms free and grabbed his arm instead, throwing him right over her shoulder, tossing the man’s full weight against Vale. All this, she did with only her left arm and leg, taking full advantage of her half of the purple body.  
 
    “Froz yes! Get it, girl!” Jesi said with glee. Taking advantage of the room’s stunned silence, before the shock could register with them, she wiggled her hands free of her own captor, spun on her heels, and brought her right hook square into his family jewels. He muffled a scream, falling to his knees – the perfect height for Jesi to clap her hands over his ears and blow out his ear drums. Now that, that made him scream. 
 
    Yorick was finally getting a clue, but his captor was too, holding on tighter. Jesi reached for the crying guard’s weapon and fired a nice clean blast into the grunt holding back her first mate. But she couldn’t focus on him – she needed to get her priorities straight. 
 
    Using the confusion to her advantage, she dashed towards the massive desk, launching herself over it. Her small frame slid along the polished top, scatting papers everywhere, delivering her with extra momentum right into Havier’s stomach. He let out a breath so large he must have puked up his lungs.  
 
    Meanwhile, Katra was demolishing the guards with the full force of a thousand storms. As adorable as she looked while entirely purple, she was a tornado of pain. A guard had managed to get a nice punch in right into the kidneys, but she responded in kind, her face a mask of concentration. 
 
    Vale had shoved off the guard that had collided with her, slapping him awake and reminding him very verbally that he needed to get that woman! Jesi was pleased: Vale was only there for Katra, but Jesi was only here for the gold. 
 
    “Give me the amulet, Havi!” She screeched, standing on the desk to give herself the advantage, “I have the high ground!”  
 
    “You ruined everything!” was all he could reply, a spoiled brat whose second favorite clown had been hired for his party. “All you had to do was let Katra go!” 
 
    “And lose the only member of my crew who can beat the froz out of the galaxy? Hell no! Now give me that amulet!” 
 
    “I paid for it!” 
 
    “And then you turned me in to FunCorp. Just… just give me the frozzing amulet!” 
 
    “Never!” 
 
    Jesi reached forward to grab the amulet, catching it by the tail of the silver dragon, giving it a sharp tug to loosen it from Havier’s grasp. But once again, she had forgotten that while her mind was centuries old and remembered crushing skulls with bare hands, her own body wasn’t even able to make it through the day without nap time yet.  
 
    Still, she was stronger than most, and managed to hold her own. Havier pulled; she pulled back. It was the slowest and most boring game of tug of war in the universe, and that’s including the ongoing, 50 century tug of war match between the people of Eros IV and their own ocean.   
 
    All the while, behind Jesi, the entire office was in shambles. Katra and Yorick were back to back, which was making Marcus shout obscenities, and Katra shout right back. The guards were not done taking a beating, and Vale was standing with her back against the wall, more perplexed than anything else, flexing a black plastic finger as she fought back the urge to get in and fight. The only thing stopping her was the amusement she was getting from watching the dual personalities of Katra squirm. 
 
    “Ok, this has gone on long enough,” said Jesi, finally. She reached into her pocket and pulled out a button grenade, flicking a thumb to start it.  “Here, catch!” 
 
    She tossed it at Havier, his instinct overruling intelligence as his hands let go of the massive amulet to catch the button. Jesi would never forget the look on his face as he realized what he had done, and what he had caught. It was a beautiful look of ‘Oh Shit’ combined with the knowledge that he had been bested by a tween. 
 
    Jesi found herself ripped up, up and away, pulled along by the momentum of the amulet as it went sailing out of Havier’s hands. She flew backwards over the room, the amulet spinning, shining… 
 
    And then, the unthinkable happened. As she sailed through the air, the massive gem somehow slipped out of the serpent, hitting the wall and shattering into a million little pieces. But before Jesi could scream, she collided with Katra, falling right into her arms and winding her – amazingly without knocking her down.  
 
    “The amulet!” She cried, but there was no time to mourn. The gemstone was gone. Even Havier was screaming, but that might have had something to do with his hands having been blown clear off. 
 
    Movement in her hand cut the cry short. The metal snake was… unraveling, somehow, twisting and turning out of its original form. In less than a second, it had made itself as lose as a real snake, slithering up Katra’s arm and around her neck. 
 
    “What the froz?” Katra stammered. But the snake stopped there, quite comfortable wrapped up the arm and neck of this purple badass beauty. “What the absolute frozzing froz?” 
 
    “Um, could everybody stop fighting for a minute?” Vale stammered, stepping out of her corner for the first time since the fight began. “I think we have company.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 3: The Return of Space Pig Whale Thing 
 
    Katra 
 
      
 
    Katra Zorento’s day just kept getting worse. Never mind turning purple; barely an hour later she seemed to have been claimed by a creepy metal snake, and a giant pig had appeared in the void of space outside the window.    
 
    “What… is that?” asked Vale, stepping forward in awe. Katra would have taken the stunned paralysis of everyone in the room as an opportunity to subdue the vile woman, but right now her hands were full: quite literally, as she was still holding Jesi in her arms. 
 
    “Put me down,” the latter hissed, “I want to see!” 
 
    “Uh, sure,” Katra mumbled, opening her arms and letting the captain tumble out. She was so riveted by the floating fleshy pink body that she couldn’t do anything else anyways.  
 
    “Beb-Sha-Na!” Havier cried, rushing to the window with his flayed hands in the air. “Beb-Sha-Na! You did answer my cry!” 
 
    But this Beb-Sha-Na thing didn’t seem to pay any attention to him. Instead, it was looking intently at Katra, staring into her very soul. 
 
    Katra was beginning to realize that her feet had now left the floor. Somehow, she was drifting upwards, being lifted towards the ceiling by some unseen force. Her body was being reeled in by the mysterious being outside the window, and she was absolutely helpless, unable to stop it even if she tried. 
 
    And trying wasn’t even an option right now.  
 
    Her body was being filled with a warmth, of some kind, and indefinable warmth. It trickled into her skin from where the snake was now raveled, flowing through her veins and making her feel… stronger, somehow. More alive. Even Marcus wasn’t bothering her as he had been: for the first time in a month, she felt in control. 
 
    “We have to go! Right now!” Shouted Vale, her voice somehow muffled. Katra didn’t care: all she wanted was for the feeling to continue, for the warmth to spread. She didn’t care that she was levitating towards a giant space pig. 
 
    Well, until that pig turned into a whale, that was.  
 
    “Why is there a white whale outside the window?” asked Yorick, standing beside Katra. Her feet were now high enough off the ground that they easily reached his elbows.  
 
    “Maybe it represents that power which limits and controls man?” said Jesi, “or it’s just some big space fish that would be worth its weight in gold in oil!” 
 
    “Who cares?” Vale snapped, “Run, you idiots! An ancient deity is at the window, rapturing your friend, and you’re going to discuss what it represents? Get out of here!” 
 
    “No! Beb-Sha-Na!” Havier was crying now, pink highlighter ink spilling from his eyes and running in streaks down the green skin of his. “Please! Why have you chosen her instead of me? How have I forsaken you?” 
 
    And with that, Havier turned into a gust of confetti, and was no more.  
 
    Someone screamed. Katra did not know, or care, who it was. Because now that good feeling was beginning to intensify, like flows of electricity running up and down her veins. She didn’t feel strong, she felt powerful, like she could do anything.  
 
    She lifted a finger high into the sky, surprised the snake moved along with her, like a coil of rope rather than a heavy hunk of metal.  
 
    Flash. 
 
    She stumbled to the ground, but it wasn’t the ground of the office. No, instead she had sand between her toes, and the heat of the sun shining down on her hot skin. She blinked the sunlight out of her eyes: this definitely wasn’t Tarowin Station. Tarowin Station didn’t have sand, fresh air, birds flying overhead. Tarowin Station didn’t have an ocean. Usually, Tarowin Station was just full of assholes who wanted your money.  
 
    “What the froz just happened back there?”  Jesi was no longer wearing her captain’s white, but a hula skirt and lei. She crossed her small arms over her chest, glaring at Katra all with the anger of an entire angry mob.  
 
    Katra stared at her hands, long elegant fingers still stained with purple. But her clothes matched Jesi’s, as well as the rest of the crew’s. The entire crew, in fact: along with Jesi and Yorick on the beach – the latter in a Hawaiian shirt and cargo shorts – Owaitt and Podulk had also been summoned out of nowhere, forced into touristy vacation-wear, and plopped down on the beach alongside them. 
 
    “I think… I think I did this,” said Katra. The pulse of power in her veins has not diminished. Before the change of scenery, the mysterious Beb-Sha-Na had seemed to be trying to tell her something. Something too old for words.  
 
    Chosen One. 
 
    Froz.  
 
    “Let me guess,” said Jesi, tapping her foot against the pale white sand. “Havier wanted the amulet to re-awaken some really old godlike powers. But the amulet somehow chose you, the stupid deity he invoked appeared for real, and… and I fail to see how that means we all are on the beach now. Podulk, the flowers in your face tentacles look rather striking.” 
 
    The alien said nothing, only bowing gently.  
 
    “And why Hawaii, of all places?” asked Marcus.  
 
    Ah, Marcus was back. He hadn’t been confined to the back of her brain for too long, and already she was resenting the return of his company. Half of her mouth frowned.  
 
    “It’s not Hawaii, it’s Puerto Rico.” 
 
    “Still, we’re all dressed like… well, you know.” 
 
    “Shut up, let me think!” she snapped, and to her amazement, he stayed silent. “I don’t know what happened. One minute I felt like… like I was plugged right into an outlet… and the next, we’re here. I must have had a stray thought and… does that mean I can…?” 
 
    “Finish your sentences, or we can’t really help you,” said Yorick, laughing, despite the fact the smile hadn’t reached his eyes. The man was worried. 
 
    Instead of answering with words, Katra lifted her hand, focusing her attention on a lone palm tree in the distance. As she watched, the palm tree shimmered and shook, then disappeared into a cloud of leaves. Poof, and it was gone. 
 
    “Awesome,” she said, clenching her fists, “I have superpowers. Bad-ash.” 
 
    As a child, like most children, Katra had dreamed of having abilities, of being a super hero. Fighting crime, bringing justice. Wires had got a little crossed while growing up, which might have had something to do with her being woken up in the future and starting her own pirate crew, but she had long since stopped thinking about the moral implications. Now, now she had power: she could do anything she wanted to do. She desperately wanted to test the snake, see just how much she could do with its power coursing through her.  
 
    But if she was the Chosen One… chosen for what? 
 
    “I hate to break up the party, but does anyone know where the ship is?” Jesi somehow managed to cross her arms even tighter. “No offense, mighty and all powerful Katra, but if this is Earth, we probably need to get off it before we get in any more trouble with FunCorp.” 
 
    “Oh, too late for that now, munchkin.” 
 
    Katra spun around to see Vale, hula skirt and lei casting a sharp contrast with the dark plastic boots and gloves.  The woman was scowling – actually scowling! Who does that? – and holding a gun pointed right at Katra. 
 
    Before Katra could formulate a coherent thought, the gun turned into a banana. Somehow her powers were working instinctively, responding to gags she had seen on TV so many years ago. Vale’s eyes bulged in shock.  
 
    “Oh great, does this mean we’re in for it now?” Jesi rolled her eyes. “Are dinosaurs going to come for us?” 
 
    “Here? No. Here we have the giant spiders.” Vale was desperately trying to keep her cool despite having just lost her only weapon, pretending for all intents and purposes that the banana was still a gun. She kept it riveted on Katra, her eyes a brewing storm of fury.  
 
    “She’s lying,” said Jesi, “Yeah, she’s lying, we’re fine. But to be on the safe side: Katra, take us back to the ship. Let’s leave Vale here, with her own people.” 
 
    “No! You can’t do that!” Vale stammered, finally losing her cool. A bead of sweat rolled down her pale face, and it wasn’t from the summer heat.  
 
    “Will someone please enlighten me?” Podulk requested, polite as ever. “Please illuminate my understanding, as I am quite sure these are not my choices for clothing. Nor am I comprehending how I arrived at this destination.” 
 
    “It’s Katra, Pod,” said Jesi, sinking deeper into the sand with rage. “She apparently is the chosen one for some space god and brought us all here in a whim.” 
 
    Space gods. Chosen ones. Katra was trying not to feel afraid, but she was terrified. Even Marcus had shut up, given her full control of the limbs. She had felt him try to summon the power that coursed through their veins, but something was blocking him. Apparently being the chosen one only applied to her, and not her mental roommate. 
 
    It was slightly relieving to know that she was still her own person, despite all this.  
 
     “Can someone start at the beginning?” Asked Yorick. “I was there, and I don’t understand any of this.” 
 
    “Fine, fine, just get us out of here!” Vale begged, dropping the banana in the sand. “The spiders are attracted to the sound of feuding! Now move!” 
 
    “You don’t get to order us around!” said Jesi.  
 
    “You don’t get it, it’s all part of the game to them! By attracted, I mean… attracted. It’s one of our hardest levels and still in development, but the Great Humping Spiders of the Caribbean really doesn’t have a good promotional ring to it. Please, please take me with you.” 
 
    “Fine,” said the captain. “Katra, do your thing.” 
 
    Katra focused on the ship, on its shiny interior, on the smells of home. In an instant, all seven of them, and the banana, had appeared inside the tight confines of the Beyoncé’s breakroom. Vale’s arm instantly went to her nose. 
 
    “What is that stench?” she asked, her eyes scanning the small room. “If I had known this was how you’d treat FunCorp property, I would have had you arrested when we first met!” 
 
    “It’s been Podulk’s turn to do the dishes for a few days now,” Jesi shrugged. 
 
    “I do not like water,” he added. 
 
    “I’ll talk, I don’t care, just get me out of this room! And why is there wood everywhere?”  
 
    Jesi shot Katra a glance, rolling her eyes in a wide arc. Katra had to agree: this Vale lady was a mess. For all the perfectly stretched latex on her body, her composure was as wrinkly as crepe de chine.  
 
    “Right, to the briefing room, then,” said Jesi, tossing her lei into a corner. “Someone put the yellow thing in the trash?” 
 
    “This ship doesn’t have a briefing room…” Vale started, but the captain ignored her, already storming off down the corridor.  
 
    “It didn’t, but we made do,” explained Owaitt, the epitome of hospitality. “Also, I do not think I have your name tattooed on my hand. May I ask who you are?” 
 
    “Ah, you must be the hacked service droid.” Vale cringed as she looked at him, averting her gaze. “Splendid. I can count over a hundred individual regulations being broken onboard this ship, and I can’t do anything about them.” 
 
    “Just shut up, Vale,” said Yorick. Katra instantly felt a pang to the heart – the way he looked at her… no, no. She was not prone to fits of jealousy. Especially when it came to Yorick. 
 
    “So who’s the irrational one now, huh?” Marcus chanted in the back of her head, “am I really imagining things?” 
 
    Katra only had to think ‘shut up’, and the man went silent. As a matter of fact, she couldn’t even feel him back there: the man had retreated so far into her mind that it was as if he wasn’t there at all. She breathed a heavy sigh of relief, finally free of the constant background noise.  
 
    The briefing room was what had once been the meditation studio FunCorp provided on its shuttle between the planet formerly known as Earth and the Coalition capital. Jesi had made Owaitt find a nice sturdy table, shave off its legs,  and set it in the middle of bamboo floor, and suddenly, they had a briefing room. But that had been the totality of work actually done on setting up the place: no one had bothered to take down any of the automated relaxation features. 
 
    A gong chimed as soon as each of them entered the doorway. Gong. Gong. Gong. Jesi was already seated on a pile of cushions on one end of the table, the sounds of a trickling waterfall surrounding her. The rest of them crouched down on the bamboo mats, trying to get comfortable on the low table as the captain propped up her legs. 
 
    “Right, Vale, this is your chance: speak,” she ordered. “Or we’re blasting you out the airlock.” 
 
    “I’d like to see you try,” the woman hissed, “but you held up your end of the bargain, so I’ll hold up mine. I…” 
 
    “Let’s start at the beginning,” Jesi interrupted, “did you put Havier up to hiring us for this heist?” 
 
    “No. I only put out a call to any known fence in this area, asking if they had hired you for a job. The promise of being able to keep their loot AND their gold, along with a pretty handful of credits on top of that, made it easy to find your current employer Havier was only too happy to key me in.” 
 
    “Lovely,” said Jesi, leaning back even further into the pile of pillows. Katra shifted her weight uncomfortably onto her other buttock, feeling the stripes of wood from the floor and blades of grass from the skirt digging into her flesh. “So one of our key allies just turned us in on the drop of a credit.” 
 
    “But what of this Beb-Sha-Na… thing?” asked Yorick, “I mean, I’m pretty sure Havier didn’t hire us to bring him a giant space pig.” 
 
    Vale let out a heavy sigh, stripping one of the gloves from her hand. Beneath the black latex, her skin was a crisscross of fine scars, like her arm had been dipped in starlight.  
 
    “Now what I am about to tell you is highly classified information,” she said, removing the other glove. This hand had no such scars.  
 
    “Classified by whom? FunCorp? The game developers?” Yorick scoffed. 
 
    “Precisely,” the woman spat, “You see, FunCorp might be synonymous with the gaming industry, but for years the entire company’s purpose has been in keeping the Old Gods… sleeping.” 
 
    “Hold on, Old Gods? What do they have to do with gaming?” 
 
    “Ritual sacrifice, among other things.” Vale shrugged lightly. “It’s well known that our games offer real, life or death stakes, if you’re courageous enough. And the death part is how we in corporate get the proper sacrifices in order to keep the Old Gods satiated and sleeping. And that idiot Havier went and undid in an instant what we’ve been trying to do for centuries!” 
 
    “And these old gods… they’re not actually Gods, are they?” asked Yorick. “I mean, Gods do not exist!” 
 
    “Any sufficiently powerful technology is akin to magic for lesser beings,” said Vale, “We only call them Gods because, you know, they can rain fire from the skies and all.” 
 
    “And what do they want with Katra?” Yorick turned to outright stare at her, his gaze strong enough to make her blush. “Why, all of a sudden, are they after her?” 
 
    “And I still fail to understand why this Vale is here in the first place,” Podulk added. “What occurred during the handoff?” 
 
    “Vale wants to take Katra, Katra became the chosen one, and Havier got turned into confetti,” Yorick explained to his friend quickly, “Then a space pig turned up and changed into a whale, Katra got super powers, and that’s how we ended up on the beach.” 
 
    “Splendid,” said Podulk, “I miss all the intrigue once again.” 
 
    “Well, you’re right in the middle of it now,” said Vale, “because Beb-Sha-Na’s awake, and somehow chose Katra to be her champion.” 
 
    “Which means what, exactly?” 
 
    All eyes turned to Katra, who felt her purple face turn a shade warmer.  Jesi was chewing at a hangnail in a way that was supposed to be nonchalant, but Katra had come to know this tick as a sign that she was somehow uncertain of herself. And seeing her captain looking shaken was enough to instill fear in any rational being.  
 
    “Look, for now, all I know is that I can… do things,” she said, nervously. “And that doesn’t seem to be a bad thing. Quite the contrary – I rather like all this power. For now, the only one who seems worried about that fact is this Vale chick, and we don’t know what her motives are.” 
 
    “I am sitting right here, you know,” spat Vale, “and I don’t appreciate your tone. Nor the fact that you’re speaking about me in the third person right now.” 
 
    “I don’t appreciate the fact you tried to claim me as your property about half an hour ago,” said Katra.  
 
    “Who the froz cares? Talk, dammit.” Jesi was getting more and more tense by the second. “I agree with Katra, it’s pretty frozzing awesome that she’s turned into a genie. Why would we want to give that up?” 
 
    “Because no human is meant to hold the power of the gods,” said Vale, “Katra will burn up from the inside out. Not a nice way to go, let me tell you. And seeing as how she is property of FunCorp, we’d rather not have that happen.” 
 
    “Ah, now I see it,” Jesi snarled, “You just don’t want to lose your investment. You’re trying to scare us!” 
 
    “And what did I say? I’m not anybody’s property, thank you very much.” 
 
    “I agree,” the tiny captain took her feet off the table – this was getting serious. “You say you want her back because we didn’t declare the valuables we had taken from earth? Fine. How much do you want for her?” 
 
    “It’s not that easy,” said Vale, “Considering she is legally the queen of our planet AND is supped up on radioactive divine powers.  She won’t come cheap.” 
 
    “How about I order you off my planet, then?” replied Katra. She was getting damn tired of this charade. “Stop skirting around the issue. You look scared: because of me, or because of this Beb-Sha-Na thing? And what the hell is a chosen one?” 
 
    “Fine! You know what your problem is? Beb-Sha-Na has chosen you to help take over the universe. She believes only you can help her reign supreme. There, I said it. You happy now?” 
 
    “I don’t see the problem with that,” said Jesi. “Anybody else here?” 
 
    The room was filled with people replying the negative. Vale let out a loud grunt of frustration. 
 
    “You’re all morons,” she said, “can’t you see your friend here is in grave danger? Beb-Sha-Na is coming after you! She’s going to wield Katra like a nuclear bomb!” 
 
    “What if I just tell her no?” 
 
    “Then she’ll kill you, and chose someone else. This is really serious, Katra.” 
 
    Maybe it was for the best, just to let the serpent go. Katra knew she was strong enough without it: unlimited power was fun, for a while, but she didn’t quite like the idea of burning up from the inside out.  
 
    Plus, if it meant not having to deal with Vale and FunCorp – which apparently was a sacrifice factory for sleeping gods? – then she would gladly give up any power, however badass it made her feel. 
 
    Delicately, she reached her hand up to remove the serpent from her shoulder. She could feel Marcus relax in relief in the back of her mind; the only sense she had of him, almost a shock remembering he was supposed to be there.  
 
    But as her fingers clasped around the serpent, she realized that it was fused to her flesh. The serpent’s belly was one with her shoulder, and to her amazement and terror, it would not give. She imagined in her mind the serpent unfurling and uncoiling, but it would not budge. Her power could affect anything but it. 
 
    As if sensing her distress, all eyes were now on her, watching as she poked and prodded the snake, to no avail. The head of it rested right on her clavicle, and she could feel it rise and fall with every breath, as if it were the one to control every inhale and exhale.  
 
    Yeah, this sucker was stuck. 
 
    “Oh, froz,” she hissed. In the silence of the room, her voice was like a bullhorn. “What do I do?” 
 
    “You have to come with me,” said Vale, “We have people in place that can help. Give yourself up to FunCorp, and you might just make it out of this alive.” 
 
    “Hold on,” Yorick snapped, leaning forward on the small table, “What if this is all some kind of FunCorp trick? What if she’s just telling you all this so she can get her hands on you?” 
 
    “ATTENTION PIRATES. YOUR SHIP HAS BEEN SURROUNDED. STEP AWAY FROM YOUR CONTROLS AND PREPARE TO BE BOARDED.” 
 
    The voice came out of nowhere, as if the ship itself was shouting at them. It seemed everyone on the ship was taken aback, and they scrambled to their feet, taking fighting stances. Only Vale remained calm. 
 
    “You see what I mean?” said Yorick, “She led FunCorp right to us!” 
 
    “You frozzing kidnapped me, idiot!” she replied, “of course they’re coming after me! And not to mention your ship is still docked on Tarowin Station. You’re not a very smart bunch, are you?” 
 
    “Don’t you dare insult my crew,” said Jesi, “I’m the only one who gets to do that. Now Katra, can you get us out of here?” 
 
    “With pleasure,” Katra grinned, but she was only half as excited as she had been just a few minutes ago. The prospect of being stuck with a ticking time bomb wasn’t sitting so well in her stomach. She lifted her hands and cracked her fingers, trying to think of a nice place to send them all…  
 
    “No, wait!” said Vale, “if you leave now, FunCorp won’t be able to help you!” 
 
    “Great,” said Jesi, “the more distance we get between us and them, the better?” 
 
    “Hold on a sec.” Katra put down her arms. She glanced nervously at the snake on her shoulder: a blessing and a curse. “You really mean it? You can help me?” 
 
    “Look,” said Vale, “the only reason FunCorp exists in the first place is to keep the old gods from rising again. We’ll do anything to help you.” 
 
    “You swear it?”  
 
    “I swear it.” 
 
    “RELEASE YOUR HOSTAGE TO US AND WE WILL BE LENIENT!” said the voice through the ship once more. Vale rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Just let me talk to them,” she urged, “I can stop the situation before it escalates. And by this situation, I don’t just mean the security force right out there. I mean your whole Chosen One mess.” 
 
    Katra took a deep breath, clearing her mind. She felt Marcus moving around wearily back there, assessing if it was safe or not to come out. As much as she loved the freedom from his thoughts, having him scared of her was one of the most terrifying aspects of her dilemma.  
 
    “I have conditions,” she said, wetting her dry lips.  
 
    “Name them,” said Vale, “but do it fast. My men are not all that patient.” 
 
    “Fine.” Katra glanced at her crew, returning their bewildered stares. “Ok, here goes. First of all, once this is over, we don’t want to have to deal with FunCorp ever again.” 
 
    “Well, Katra, we have a little issue there…” 
 
    “You mean with the planet formerly known as Earth?” she asked. She snapped her fingers in the air, and a scroll dropped into Vale’s hands out of nowhere. “There. It’s yours now. You’ve desecrated it past recognition: I do not need it anymore.”  
 
    “Then we are even,” said Vale, “after this, FunCorp will turn a blind eye to your little crew’s activity: so long as you respect our neutrality, and do not steal from us or our ships.” 
 
    “I think we can deal with that,” Katra nodded. “Captain Jesipax?” 
 
    “We’ll refrain ourselves,” the not-child agreed. 
 
    “I would like to request that FunCorp keep the serpent for ourselves, after all this is over,” said Vale. “So that it does not claim another Chosen One.” 
 
    “Fine, but we need something in exchange. Something fair.” 
 
    “Our neutrality isn’t enough? Getting the snake off you isn’t a fair deal?”  
 
    “I just gave you a planet,” Katra scowled, “that’s worth a lot more than what you’ve given me.” 
 
    “Have you forgotten the jewels?” 
 
    “I thought we have negotiated them out of the way already? Whatever. You let us keep what we earned for the Amulet job, and turn a blind eye to everything else, and I’ll submit to you for whatever you need.” 
 
    “Great,” said Vale, putting out a hand and spitting in it. “Shake on it?” 
 
    Katra spat in her hand. They shook. Vale smiled. 
 
    “So glad to have you on board, Katra,” she said, flashing those pearly whites. “Because we  need to you to kill Beb-Sha-Na.” 
 
     


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 4: Growing Pains and Other Disgusting Aspects of Human Nature 
 
    Jesipax 
 
      
 
    Jesi wasn’t a big fan of letting anyone else take the lead. Especially when her subordinate got souped up on super powers and started negotiating deals for her.  
 
     She didn’t like Vale being on her ship. She didn’t like the hula skirt. She didn’t like the Beyoncé being surrounded by who knows how many FunCorp agents. The one thing she liked about all this was knowing Vale was at their mercy.  
 
    Well, the world was at Katra’s mercy, but that was neither here nor there. Jesi was Katra’s captain, which meant it was indeed Jesi at the head of the universe.  
 
    Yass.  
 
    “What do you mean, kill Beb-Sha-Na? Can you even kill a god?” Asked Yorick defensively. He seemed to want to put himself between Katra and Vale, but was making a big effort holding himself back. Katra didn’t even seem to take notice. 
 
    “Only someone with the powers of a god can kill a god,” said Vale. All the while, she was reaching into the bun in her hair to retrieve a tiny silver capsule – an emergency transmitter. She pressed it, signaling the men outside that she was safe. “In less mystical terms, you’re the only one on their level with technology to match them. You’re the only one who can wield a weapon of their own design.”  
 
    Jesi was barely controlling her rage. She ripped off her hula skirt, revealing baggy green shorts beneath, tossing the grass into a plant pot, where it blended in nicely.  
 
    “Great,” she said, finally, forcing them all to stare at her. “Vale, tell your men what’s going on. We want this over and done with as soon as possible. And if any of my crew gets hurt because of you, I’m going to find you, and I’m going to kill you. Understand?” 
 
    “As you say, captain,” the woman smirked. “Prepare your crew, we’re going to war. Beb-Sha-Na will be here any minute, and we need to move out.” 
 
    “Don’t you want me to fight here?” asked Katra. 
 
    “Not until you know what you’re doing, hon.”  
 
    Jesi didn’t want to watch Vale’s performance any longer. She stormed out of the briefing room, making her way to her quarters, desperate for real clothes to wear. Her favorite captain’s jumpsuit had disappeared who knows where when Katra had transported them – the woman would owe her when this was all over. 
 
    A few minutes later, feeling refreshed in a clean jumpsuit and with the green shorts in the trash, Jesi emerged from her quarters. She made her way to the one place she knew she belonged: the bridge.  
 
    Katra was waiting for her there. Jesi smiled to herself, glad that the power hadn’t already gone to her head. 
 
    “Do you think I’m making a huge mistake?” she asked Jesi, the second she set foot in the room.  
 
    “Giving up your super powers? Working with FunCorp?” Katra nodded. “I think you made the right choice – under the circumstances.” 
 
    “I don’t want to fight a god, Jesipax,” she said, leaning back against the chair behind her. “I don’t think I can.” 
 
    “You can, and you will,” Jesi insisted. “I’m your captain, and I order you to get through this alive. You hear me?” 
 
    Katra smiled weakly. “Thanks, Jesi. You always know what to say to cheer me up.” 
 
    Jesi smiled back, knowing her window of opportunity was fading. She clenched her fists, forming the words she was almost too nervous to say – a first, for her. 
 
    “Katra, how far do you powers go?”  
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Do you think… you could…” Jesi looked down at her own tiny frame, and let out a heavy sigh. Katra did a double take, seeming to understand. She said nothing as she lifted her hands up, mystically holding them in the air before her, and closed her eyes. 
 
    At first, Jesi felt nothing, and her hope dwindled. But soon a warm feeling began to trickle through her limbs: like being slowly dipped into a hot tub, the heat enveloped her. She closed her eyes as she felt her muscles spasm and stretch, her bones elongating in seconds. 
 
    It was one hell of a growth spurt. 
 
    When the sensation subsided to numbness, she opened her eyes, shocked to see them at the same level as Katra’s. She ran her hands over her body… everything was there, she was a full grown adult, except… 
 
    No, no, this was all wrong. 
 
    She turned to a porthole, checking her reflection, and almost screamed. She was taller, sure, but she still had the gangly proportions of a 9 year old. Katra had just made her a bigger child.  
 
    “Froz! Katra!” She stammered, “what have you done?” 
 
    “I’m not finished yet, hold on!” she snapped. “I’m not exactly sure how this works!” 
 
    Slowly but surely, Jesi felt her body stretch and pinch. Katra’s smile marked the end of the process, and this time, when she looked in the mirror, Jesi saw the face of a stranger – but an adult stranger.  
 
    “Thank you,” she said, trying not to get emotional. It would take her a while to get used to the flow of hormones in her body once more, a sensation she hadn’t felt in years. But right now, the fact she felt them at all was like deliverance.  
 
    “I can fix everything!” said Katra, staring at her own hands. In an instant, the purple pigment evaporated into thin air, leaving her tan skin unblemished and just as perfect as it was before. “Everything!” 
 
    She pointed a finger to the corner of the room, and the air shimmered and buckled in space. Out of a warp in the universe, a man appeared into being, a handsome, brown skinned man, with locks of gorgeous black hair and just the hint of stubble. His hands flew to his chest, patting the black uniform he was wearing, touching his limbs in shock. 
 
    “Well, hello,” said Jesi, grinning ear to ear, feeling sensations running through her body she had sorely missed, “who’s this?” 
 
    “I’m… I’m free!” he said, ignoring her completely. “Katra, you did it!” 
 
    “Oh, Marcus,” she replied, her own hands on her face, hiding the wide smile there, “It’s so good to actually see you!” 
 
    “My thoughts… are mine!” he let out a raucous laugh, “there’s no one else up here but me!” 
 
    Katra joined in the laugh, rushing to embrace him. They hugged, the pageant queen and her bodyguard from another time reunited properly. 
 
    “It is good to finally meet you, Marcus.” 
 
    Vale let herself into the bridge, shaking her head in disbelief. Her eyes darted back and forth between Jesi and Marcus, finally landing on Katra. 
 
    “What have you done?” 
 
    “Put everything back in order,” she grinned, extracting herself from Marcus’s arms. “Shall we get going?” 
 
    “We’d better,” Vale agreed. “Transport this entire ship – and everyone on it – to the nation you used to call Japan. Anywhere will do. Specialists are waiting for us there.” 
 
    “Done,” said Katra. Jesi hadn’t felt the ship move in the slightest, but now sunlight was streaming through the portholes, blue sky where there had one been the ceiling of Tarowin Station’s hangar bay.  
 
    “You’re more adept at this than I expected,” Vale grinned, placing a hand on Katra’s shoulder, “shall we?” 
 
    “And what do we do in the meantime?” Asked Jesi.  
 
    “Whatever you want. You’re an adult, after all.” 
 
    As Vale and Katra left, Jesi grinned, taking in the fact that yes, she was an adult. She finally had a body appropriate for her status, and none of that stupid puberty to live over again, either.  
 
    She poked her head outside the ship’s door, but this country had nothing to interest her. She wasn’t even sure which game this nation now was: if it even was a game station at all, as it could easily be another point for Vale’s ritual sacrifices. She would remain inside the ship. 
 
    It was nice seeing everything from the correct perspective. Looking down on things was one of Jesi’s favorite pastimes. She wandered the decks of her ship,  re-acquainting herself with her surroundings.  
 
    When she returned to her quarters, she was not alone. 
 
    “Marcus,” she said, the name coming out in an exhale, “what are you doing here?” 
 
    “Checking up on you,” he said, enunciating every syllable. “It’s so nice to have a real mouth to use. Don’t you think?” 
 
    “It’s nice to have a lot of things back,” she agreed, indicating for him to sit down on her sofa, but not before she removed the antique Battle Mace from Argellian VII, which would have reduced his brand new body to a pile of gelatin if he had touched it wrong. She placed it on the armchair.  
 
    “It’s amazing to just be able to think… just my own thoughts,” he said, gazing at the ceiling with awe. “To be free.” 
 
    Free. Katra was now free of this bumbling idiot, the extra weight that had been holding her back. She was excited for her. But now that the idiot in question was sitting before her, she wondered where the hate had gone. She stared at him, but found herself unable to see him as the presence she had despised for the past month. Had she ever truly hated him in the first place? 
 
    “Why are you looking at me like that?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “Just admiring Katra’s handiwork,” she replied. “She was very… generous.” 
 
    “Oh, of that you can be sure,” he said, half laughing, half blushing. “She was with you, too.” 
 
    “She was?” Jesi was feeling herself grow warm. It was the first time in a long time she could take a compliment about her appearance. She ran her hands through her silky smooth hair, reminding herself that it truly was hers. 
 
    “We should toast,” said Marcus, “to Katra. For making us whole again.” 
 
    “For making us hot again! But, we don’t have any drinks…” Jesi laughed. “Froz. It’s so good to be myself.” 
 
    “Agreed…” the man replied.  
 
    Jesi realized that their legs were touching now – the source of the warmth. Somehow, her hand had ended up on her knee, and his arm, the one stretched out behind her on the couch, was wrapping around her. 
 
    “Oh, what the hell, I’ve waited too long for this,” she muttered, she threw herself full force at the man. 
 
    Neither had had a body to call their own for more than ten minutes now, so the mechanics were rusty to say the least. She had managed to grab his lower lip between hers, and began sucking on his wildly, her mind acing to remember what to do. At the same time, he was running his tongue along the underside of her nose, covering her face with slobber. 
 
    Even so, there was only thought in Jesi’s head, one that was pounding through her body – desire. She had waited so long, been so patient, and now, the universe was rewarding her with a hot mess of a man, fresh off the assembly line. His body had been made by Katra, based on her exaggerated memories of the man, after all: to call him perfect would be an understatement.  
 
    Oh shit. Katra. 
 
    Jesi pulled away, feeling angry for her thoughts getting in her own way, but the woman had just given her a body, after all, and she wasn’t going to betray her. She could feel Marcus’s disappointment, muscles sinking as she removed herself from him. 
 
    “Katra,” was all that she said.   
 
    “What about her?” 
 
    “Well, now that you’re out of her mind…” 
 
    Marcus shook his head, his gorgeous black locks swinging back and forth across his forehead like pendulums.  
 
    “She made it very clear to me it was over,” he said, “Even when I tried to make it work. I know who she wants. And I know… who I want.” 
 
    “Then, Froz, what are we waiting for?”  
 
    Jesi threw a leg over Marcus’s lap, scooting forward and wrapping her arms around his head, before tackling the mouth once again. Kissing him was slightly more successful this time, but messier than it should have been.  
 
    It got a lot messier after that. 


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 5: That Scene from the Matrix, only in the future, with a cat 
 
    Katra 
 
      
 
    A large tabby cat was purring as it rubbed its head against the serpent’s body, sending shivers up Katra’s spine. 
 
    “Oh, don’t mind Professor Nub-Nub,” said Vale, smiling awkwardly, “it’s how he perceives the world.” 
 
    “But… it’s a cat,” Katra hissed, her voice low, as if she was going to somehow going to offend the fluffy beast. “Why does he have an entourage?” 
 
    “I’m sorry!” said the woman holding the cat, her voice harsh and borderline furious, “Professor Nub-Nub is a leading archeologist, with degrees from no less than 53 major universities. He’s the prominent expert on Beb-Sha-Na lore, and he doesn’t like your tone very much, thank you.” 
 
    “Oh… I… sorry, professor.” 
 
    Katra felt quite silly, apologizing to a cat, but it came with the territory. The future never ceased to amaze and estrange her.  
 
    “Since your time, the cats have opened up and revealed their true nature to the universe,” Vale explained, bowing to the feline. “As the First Scientists, they’ve been monitoring almost every race in the universe since their first appearance. They’ve been shaping events and manipulating evolution ever since.” 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me!” 
 
    Katra had a little black cat when she was growing up, ironically named snowball. Snowball had been a trusted friend for years, there was no way the cat was manipulating her.  
 
    And yet, here was Nub-Nub, carried around on a red velvet pillow by a woman in practically transparent robes, followed by at least four others, whose roles Katra didn’t quite understand. One was simply holding a can of tuna like a religious relic.  
 
    “Professor Nub-Nub is here to help you harness the true power of the amulet,” said Vale, “And we don’t have much time. You have to trust him, Katra, no matter how odd his methods might seem.” 
 
    “Of course,” Katra nodded. She gathered her wits about her, feeling the power of the amulet coursing through her veins, and only the power: it was nice not having to worry about Marcus interfering anymore.  
 
    “Fantastic, then we begin,” said the woman in the transparent dress. “I am the professor’s interpreter. Speak to him, but I shall reply.” 
 
    “Thank you for training me, professor.” 
 
    “Gladly,” Nub-Nub replied, through his intermediary. “Now, as a first step, I need you to turn your head – yes, just like that – now, stick out your tongue, that’s right, and stick it nicely in that armpit of yours. Hold it. Hooold it… yes, this is a traditional cat’s way to begin a session.” 
 
    “Seweusly?”  
 
    “Professor, cut it out,” Vale snapped, “end of the universe scenario here!” 
 
    “Ha, she totally fell for it! You can put that tongue back in your mouth, human. I can’t believe you did that!” 
 
    “Can we just get started?” asked Katra, exasperated. It had been a long day, and she just wanted this mess over with. 
 
    “Fine, fine.” The cat did not look half as annoyed as his interpreter made him sound, but Katra wouldn’t know either way. Professor Nub-Nub strolled over to a fancy red velvet pillow, sitting casually atop it, admiring Katra with a keen focus. 
 
    “What have you been able to do so far?” 
 
    “Um,” said Katra, “I managed to transport my crew and our ship to different locations. And turn things into other things. I made Vale’s gun turn into a banana.” 
 
    “A banana, you say?” the cat’s tail twitched, “interesting. Let us see how you do with conjuring matter out of the air. Create that same banana for me, right here, right now. But do not transform anything into it: just create it.” 
 
    Katra found the challenge far too easy. She simply concentrated on the space before Nub-Nub on his pillow, and made the banana appear. It was as simple as dreaming.  
 
    The cat’s handler picked it up, opened the peel, and placed it before the professor for inspection. He took one bite, spitting it out instantly. 
 
    “Disgusting, absolutely disgusting,” he spat. Well, more accurately, be continued to spit out the banana while the interpreter firmly scolded Katra. “You misunderstand the assignment. You failed to create the essence of a banana:  you only created a facsimile of one, a lump of matter that resembles the idea. But it has no taste, no smell. You must focus on creating the very heart of the banana, every aspect of it that makes us recognize the fruit. Would you try again? With something else, perhaps. A favorite food.” 
 
    This time, Katra dug into her memory, deep into her recollection of earth. She thought of her time at home, how much she missed her family there. Before she even truly formed the thought, a plate piled high with empanadas appeared beside the cat. He didn’t wait for his interpreter to help him, simply digging right into the warm bready treat. 
 
    “That is much better,” he said, his face stuffed. “Incredible improvement. You even made them warm, like they were just out of an oven. Now you have truly captured the essence of the meal. But food is easy: creating anything else is quite difficult. It may take many years before you are capable enough to create anything living and breathing, and much more than that to build a soul.” 
 
    “Years?” Katra stared at Vale, shooting a sharp glare, “will I even have that long before I, what did you say again, before I implode?” 
 
    “She’s right,” replied, Vale, ignoring Katra’s gaze, turning instead to face the cat, “we don’t have that kind of time. We might have mere hours. Can you teach her to fight? To defend herself?” 
 
    “Well, it will be complicated,” the cat scooted over, and began to serupticiously clean his balls. “I will see what I can do. She seems like a fast learner.” 
 
    “Plus, you said it would take years to build something living and breathing,” said Katra, beaming, “and yet, just a few minutes ago, I made two fully functioning bodies.” 
 
    “You did what?” the cat froze mid lick, lifting his eyes to meet with Katra’s, leg still poised in the air. “Oh no. No, no, no, no. You didn’t even realize the detail you had to put into food, and you created life?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” she replied, “I created bodies for my captain – who was stuck as a 9 year old – and my ex, who was living in my head. They’re much better off now.” 
 
    “Tell me, do you have medical training?” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “Then you have no idea how the human body works!” the interpreter was speaking so fast her words were getting jumbled, and yet the cat was still frozen mid lick. “You created shells, but will they be able to eat? Breathe? Reproduce? What is inside that you forgot to create?” 
 
    “So I go back and add to them,” she shrugged, “It shouldn’t be difficult. Taste the banana, now.” 
 
    “That’s not the point,” the cat scoffed, putting down the leg and sitting up tall. “The point is, you’re getting yourself into things you do not understand.” 
 
    “But I want to understand. That’s why I’m here. That’s why Vale took me to you!” 
 
    “And we don’t have much time,” added Vale, “Beb-Sha-Na could be here any second, and we’re no closer to having Katra ready to defeat her!” 
 
    “Fine, we’ll train her, then,” the cat seemed to sigh, “Now,  Gods are notoriously hard to kill. But the weapon you have has been forged by Beb-Sha-Na herself, so you can wield it against her. Whether it works or not is up to you. Let’s start with a soft warm up: create a target at the end of this room, a safe distance from us. Now come up with ten different ways to destroy it, and implement them.” 
 
    This was all easier said than done. By the end of an hour, Katra was sweating profusely, something she never expected to come from wielding the powers of her mind. She had created missiles and tanks, filling them with explosive force enough to make massive damage. She created fire that burned hotter than the heart of stars. She warped space around her target, sending it to the far reaches of the galaxy. She called the target’s mother forth, and had her shame it until it died of embarrassment. Nub-Nub seemed to approve of her efforts, despite constantly demanding head scratches from his entourage.  
 
    “You have the creativity,” he said, “and the drive. Beb-Sha-Na did well choosing you as her Chosen One: if you were against us, the universe would be putty in your hands.” 
 
    “That is most kind, professor,” she replied politely, screaming in excitement inside.  
 
    “Now the amulet gives you the power to influence probability, and thus distort the fabric of space-time itself. This means, the larger change you need to make, or the biggest probability to adjust, will take up your energy. This is how you will burn from the inside: the bigger the change, the bigger the damage.” 
 
    “So if I do nothing, it leaves me alone?” 
 
    “Not exactly. If you leave it alone, it still slowly corrodes your body, and you would also implode.” 
 
    “Lovely,” Katra scoffed. “Either way, I’m dead. But if I kill Beb-Sha-Na…” 
 
    “Her power dies too, and the amulet will be nothing more than jewelry.” 
 
    “But how do I kill a god?” she insisted, “you say I can use the amulet, but what are Beb-Sha-Na’s weaknesses? Where do I strike to hit her hard, and how?” 
 
    At this, Nub-Nub was silent. Katra clenched her fists by her side: open, close. Open, close. Finally, it was Vale who spoke. 
 
    “We do not know,” she replied, “we know the lore that keeps her sleeping. She is not one who requires ritual sacrifice, but she is still appeased monthly.” 
 
    “With… what?” 
 
    “A gift of jam tarts, which we burn under a full moon,” Vale shrugged, “don’t ask me why, it just seems to make her happy.” 
 
    “So I have nothing to go on?” she stammered. “You’re kidding me! We have a space god floating around and no plan of attack?” 
 
    “Well, we have you,” Said Nub-Nub. 
 
    “And a fat lot of good that will do! I don’t know what to do with amulet! And if Beb-Sha-Na is so powerful, where is she? If I can warp space, she can too, she could be here any second, drawn forth by the power of the amulet.” 
 
    “I agree, that is quite odd,” said the cat. “If only we could…” 
 
    “Uh, professor?” squawked one of the men in the entourage. “I’m sorry to intrude, but outside the window?” 
 
    “What is it, Salugi?” 
 
    “Well, it appears Beb-Sha-Na has appeared,” he shivered, “and she brought friends.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 6: Sloths Versus Sharks and Other Bad Ideas 
 
    Jesipax 
 
      
 
    The moment she heard the screams, Jesi reached for her shirt and slipped it on, getting dressed faster than the clothes had come off. Marcus stirred beside her, his hands going for his eyes, wiping the exhaustion from them.  
 
    “Where are you going?” he asked, “we have time…” 
 
    “Apparently not,” she replied, shoving her foot in her boot, “I hear screaming.” 
 
    “And… why are you going towards it?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes, grabbing her utility belt and buckling it tight on her front. Two holsters slung on the side, a blaster in each. She reached down to caress their grips, impressed by how small they now felt in her hands. 
 
    “Because, I don’t know, people could be in trouble?” she replied, practically mumbling, reaching for her coat and slipping it on.  
 
    “You’re a pirate,” Marcus pointed out, “you usually don’t care about other people’s feelings. Those generally come last.”  
 
    “Well, Katra’s out there,” she replied, pointedly. “And I’m sure as hell not letting her fight off this giant space pig-whale goddess by herself. Are you coming or not?” 
 
    “I don’t particularly want to get into a firefight. Not when I have a new body. And one so… effective.” 
 
    “Oh, shut up,” Jesi scowled. “You were my first lay in years. Doesn’t mean you were exceptional. Now shut up, and come help your ex fiancé!” 
 
    “I told you,” he said, more coolly this time, “I don’t want to destroy what I finally have.” 
 
    “You disgust me,” scowled Jesi, “You couldn’t be happier to be trapped inside Katra for all eternity. You were the one going on about trying to make it all work. And now that she gave you exactly what you wanted, and that she actually needs you, you just nope out and go back to sleep? Froz you, Ash hole. When I come back to the ship, I don’t want to see you here. Got that?” 
 
    Jesi didn’t wait for an answer. She marched out the door, slamming it shut behind her. It was only then that she let out the breath she didn’t know she was holding, leaning against the ship’s hull to gain balance. 
 
    It was also then that a shark swam past her knees. 
 
    “What the…” she stammered, following the shark with her eyes. Was she hallucinating? The creature was swimming in nothing but air, minding its own business as it made its way down the corridor and around the bend. 
 
    Jesi shook out her head. A hallucination, here, now? She had never had any problems seeing things that were not there, nor was she sure what she had seen at all. She decided not to let the thought linger and grow.  
 
    So, she opened the door to the gangplank, saw the mayhem outside, and shut it right back up. 
 
    It had been carnage.  
 
    In the split second the door had been open, Jesi had seen the end of the planet. The sky was orange and glowing, as the massive form of a turtle swam overhead, honking like a tug boat. The lush forest outside the window was full of massive sloths, each one with blood matting its fur and claws. They were massacring anyone outside, viciously throwing themselves at the men and woman going about their work. 
 
    Jesi would open the door again, but not before she had her biggest gun, and baddest boys. 
 
    “Owaitt, Podulk!” she called, storming through the ship, “End of the world outside the window! I need you both in the armory!” 
 
    They were already there when she got there, gearing up in their reinforced body armor and putting proton packs in the artillery slots of their belts. Jesi smiled as she joined them, taking a plasma thrower and lashing it to her back. 
 
    “Did you see…?” she asked, and they both nodded. “Was Katra out there?” 
 
    “She fights back,” said Podulk, as Owaitt nodded slowly. “The apparitions. I believe they are hers.” 
 
    “Splendid,” said Jesi, feeling relief wash over her. Katra was alive: alive and fighting. Maybe they would be surviving this, yet. “Are you ready boys?” 
 
    Owaitt snapped a proton back into his blaster, a sick smile growing on his usually impassive face. 
 
    “Let’s go kick some sloths into the realms of eternity!” he bellowed, running from the armory with what could be construed a scream. 
 
    “What he said,” agreed Podulk. Jesi was impressed: both men were surprising her today. 
 
    And with that, the two of them bolted out of the armory, and into the carnage outside the ship. 
 
    Jesi’s hands were full with the blasters, each light as a feather but powerful like a stampede. Every shot would kick a grown man back five meters, if it didn’t kill him first. But shooting at the sloths was ridiculously ineffective: the sloths, it seemed, had completely lost any sense of impending doom, and a shot kicking them back could only keep them down long enough to blink.  
 
    The forest around the ship was full of them. Unlike their counterparts from the present, these sloths seemed to be from when Beb-Sha-Na had last woken up, so they were of the massive, 9 feet tall, razor-sharp talon variety. One swipe was enough to shred a FunCorp employee into ribbons of gore.  
 
    “We’re going to need something stronger than a blaster,” said Jesi, scowling as she gritted her teeth. Still, she aimed a shot square in the chest of a beast that was about to strike another employee, and fired. She watched as the burst of energy rippled through the creature’s chest, making its eyes roll back in its head. It toppled backwards on the ground, twitching. The employee took off running down one of the dirt paths. 
 
    “A thank you would have been nice!” shouted Jesi, but it was no use. The woman was gone. And the sloth-creature was already getting back on its feet. 
 
    It rushed her, galloping on its hind legs, moving like a gorilla with its long arms to give it more speed. As it got closer, it raised the arms, swinging talons in the air in a show of strength.  
 
    Jesi stood her ground, aimed, fired. Once again she saw the blast hit the beast, but this time, it didn’t crumble, no; it sped up. It was only then that Jesi’s heart fell, and she began to feel something she had rarely, if ever, felt: sheer, unadulterated panic.  
 
    She reached in her boot and ripped out her trusty laser dagger, flicking it on and watching the red beam burst into existence. As the creature reached her, she rolled out of the way of the swinging arms, pushing herself up to a crouch, and stabbed the blade into the belly of the beast.  
 
    The sloth howled, a terrifying, haunting sound like that of a trash compactor discovering the meaning of its own existence. Blue slime fell from the wound, showering Jesi with gore. She spat it out, rolling out from under the beast, narrowly avoiding a swipe of its arm, which seemed even more unhinged now that it was in pain. 
 
    It swerved around, trying to find her. Jesi kept her stance lose and ready to fight, tightening her grasp around the only weapon that seemed to do the trick. It was too close range to use the plasma thrower – it would blow up the sloth, and her with it, if she used it wrong. She was stuck with a rinky-dink laser dagger, against a beast a full three meters taller than she was. 
 
    Thank whatever god was actually looking out for her that Katra had solved her size issue a mere hour ago.  
 
    Another honk filled the sky: the turtle was warping into a bear now, swimming in the red-orange clouds like it was its own personal pool. It seemed to be swatting at something – a swarm of tiny monstrosities were swimming around its limbs, like mosquitos.  
 
    Jesi didn’t have time to figure out what they were, however; the angered sloth was doubling down, ready to eat her alive. Jesi put the dagger between her teeth, grabbing both blasters, and letting out a stream of blasts from each.  
 
    Pew Pew Pew Pew Pew! 
 
    The repeated force of the blasts were beginning to wear on the sloth. It roared, losing its balance, tripping over the leafy soil. Slowly, carefully, it tumbled to the earth. Its crash made the entire ground shake, nearly making Jesi topple over: she wasn’t quite used to having a high center of gravity yet. 
 
    Before it could get back up, she leapt onto the sloth’s fleshy belly, taking the dagger from her mouth and stabbing it right into the beast’s neck, tearing a gash across the entire tree trunk of a limb. Blue goo oozed from the slot she had created, a fountain squirting into the sky when she hit the jugular.  
 
    One down. 
 
    A thousand more to go. 
 
    Jesi looked up to inspect her surroundings, trying to scope out her allies. Podulk was busy somewhere off in the distance: she could see a trail of smoke, the result of his many explosives detonating one after the other down the length of the forest. Every time a new blast went off, the turtle in the sky honked, and Jesi could imagine that her Alien ally was doing an incredible amount of damage. 
 
    Another shark swam past her knees, and she shooed it off, but the thing didn’t seem concerned with her in the slightest. Instead, it was homing in on the next sloth, shooting to it and biting the beast as hard as its little teeth could. 
 
    “Katra!” Jesi exclaimed, then shut her mouth. She hadn’t realized she would scream the name out loud. But the woman had to be responsible for this: her way of attacking back. Sharks versus sloths.  
 
    She looked up at the swarm in the sky again. Each one was a shark of Katra’s own creation, a hive of tiny bitey fish trying to take Beb-Sha-Na down.  
 
    Jesi had to get to Katra, to defend her. She had to give the woman enough time to destroy the goddess. But she had no idea where to even begin looking for the woman. She wasn’t the one with super powers, here. 
 
    She leapt off the corpse of her recently desecrated sloth, grabbed her plasma thrower from her back, and, clutching it tightly in two hands, dashed off into the forest in the direction of the epicenter of the action. Every step made the screams around her louder, the trees red and blue with the blood of violence.  
 
    The captain emerged into a clearing, right into a horde of sloths devouring what appeared to be a giant spider. Instantly they turned upon Jesi, thrashing their claws and gnashing teeth. 
 
    “Come and get me, boys,” she sniggered, switching on the plasma thrower. A blast of pure ionized energy came shooting out of the torch, catching the first sloth completely by surprise, and burning its head to a crisp before it had even moved. Its companions watched as it fell to the ground, headless.  
 
    They didn’t get the message. They roared, looking far more pissed off than ever before. Jesi found her confidence wavering as they rushed her. She turned the plasma thrower to a higher setting and squeezed the trigger, hard. The wails and screams of the sloths as they fell were music to her ears. 
 
    Until she felt the talons rake across her back, ripping skin from bone. 
 
    She screamed, falling forward, the plasma thrower ripped from her hand. Before she could roll over, or try any move at all, she felt a stabbing pain in the middle of her back, as a talon slowly stabbed right through her. 
 
    She was lifted in the air, screaming and wailing as the beast that had snuck up from behind now thrashed her before it. It seemed to take some kind of sick pleasure from toying with its prey, having fun shaking about the woman that had just killed four or more of its friends. 
 
    But then, it was the sloth’s turn to scream. 
 
    Jesi was thrown into the air, spinning head over heels before falling into the mud of the clearing. Her eyes widened with shock as she saw what had saved her: a massive metal man, holding a sword. The thing looked ridiculous with its blue racing stripes and golden crown, but it easily stabbed through the sloth, cleaving the beast in twain with its massive sword.  
 
    Jesi sat up, panting. How she was not dead, she did not know. She ripped her eyes from the robot, staring down at her chest: there was a hole clear through it. She could see right inside her own body, see the… 
 
    Strange, her guts were not supposed to be covered in little red sparkles, were they? 
 
    Gingerly, she took a hand, and prodded the interior of the hole. She felt no pain there, only in the skin surrounding the opening. Her heart fell as she realized she had no idea what was inside her. 
 
    Katra. Katra had built her insides wrong.  
 
    But before she could ponder that fact any longer, the robot turned to face her. Jesi watched as the head split open in half, only to reveal Owaitt, grinning ear to ear as he waved at his captain. 
 
    “Captain Jesi!” He said excitedly, “Look, I saved you!” 
 
    “Owaitt!” she shouted back, “You have no idea how good it is to see you!” 
 
    “Are you injured?” 
 
    “I am, but that doesn’t seem to be a problem!”  
 
    “Good! Then I shall continue to dismember these atrocious beasts!” 
 
    “Wait!” Jesi rose to her feet, casually ignoring the random squirts of blood from inside her own body. “Have you see Katra?” 
 
    “Who do you think gave me this?” he said, “Oh! And who gave me an upgrade! She made me a memory card large enough to store everything. So now I know who I should be killing. Which I should really get back to.” 
 
    “But where is she?” 
 
    “Currently?” he pointed a long metal hand far behind Jesi. The captain turned, her jaw dropping. “I would say that is her, in that glowing ball of light. You might want to stand aside, captain: the final showdown is about to start.”


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 7: The Mad Tea Party and What Katra Found There 
 
    Katra 
 
      
 
    Katra held Nub-Nub tightly in her arms as she began to ascend. His interpreters were long since dead, and the poor professor was terrified. He clung to her like his life depended on it, which it most definitely did. Especially now that they were about fifty meters off the ground. 
 
    When the terrible Beb-Sha-Na had first appeared in the sky, she had unleashed wave upon wave of her terrifying minions. They were all grotesque, sometimes even deformed. Katra had retaliated by creating hordes of her own, scanning her memory for her own fears and materializing them to fight back. But it did next to nothing to prevent the bloodshed. 
 
    “Chosen one, come to me!” Beb-Sha-Na kept saying in Katra’s own head. “I wish you no harm! Come to me!” 
 
    But still, Katra refused. She stood her ground, or more accurately, her air, as her feet hadn’t touched the ground in quite a while now. She had always wanted to fly: but now that she actually had her opportunity, she was stuck drifting with a terrifying cat in her arms.  
 
    “Mraaaaw!” the cat screeched. 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re saying!” 
 
    “Meee-raaaw!” 
 
    “That’s not helping!” 
 
    The cat only clung his claws deeper into Katra’s chest. She sighed, clutching the cat for comfort. Its awkward purring made her slightly worried as to how the little ball of fluff was interpreting the cuddle, but she didn’t want to think about it. In any case, she had bigger problems on her mind. 
 
    Around her there was chaos. The giant turtle-bear-(and now)lizard was squirming in the sky, trying to fend off Katra’s attack of mini sharks. Creating them, and controlling them, was becoming tasking on Katra’s part, and her drift was dipping. Below her, monster sloths were ripping the land to shreds. The ones Katra saw were easy enough to blow up – which was admittedly fun, in a disgusting way – but she could do nothing for the rest of the continent, let alone the rest of the world.  
 
    She had to focus on Beb-Sha-Na. Kill her, kill it, before it took the planet Katra had once called home.  
 
    Katra hadn’t even noticed she was glowing, until the cat hid its face in her chest. The force of what she was attempting was so massive, she was actually creating light with every exertion. As she glowed brighter, she rose higher, getting nearer and nearer to Beb-Sha-Na. 
 
    “Come on, don’t be that way!” said the deity, sounding… pouty? “I just want to talk!” 
 
    Katra didn’t reply – not that she knew how, anyways. She continued to rise, hoping that she had equipped the people of earth sufficiently to fight back. Owaitt’s own transformer getup was one of many upgrades she had doled up. She had also given Vale a robot T-rex, and Yorick his own Ironman suit. They were the best she could conjure up on such short notice. 
 
    She felt as if her brain were on overdrive, hotter than the sun. She wanted to let her head just explode already, but she had to hang on – she was the only line of defense between Beb-Sha-Na and the universe. 
 
    “Fine, if you’re going to be this way…” 
 
    Beb-Sha-Na’s words were the last thing in Katra’s mind before the universe twisted and warped. She fell into a hard metal chair, an old white table appearing before her, quickly filling with tea cakes and mugs. The world around her had changed dramatically from the orange skies of Earth to something out of a picture book, an enchanted garden of green and pretty flowers emerging around her.  
 
    And, sitting across the table, an elegant woman in a white floral gown was pouring tea. 
 
    “Milk and sugar?” she asked, putting the cup down. 
 
    “Uh… sugar?” Katra replied, quickly searching around for any sign of Nub-Nub. The poor beast was sitting in a basket with a bonnet on its head. Katra couldn’t tell if he was indignant or terrified – then again, he was a cat. 
 
    “Isn’t this much better?” asked the stranger, handing Katra the cute little teacup. Katra took it, then dropped it in shock as spiders climbed out of the rim. “Damn it! I’m so rusty! This is why I need you!” 
 
    Katra’s eyes widened as the shattered mug on the ground faded out of existence. It was only then that she understood who sat before her, who was controlling this illusory world.  
 
    “Beb-Sha-Na.”  
 
    “In the flesh – sort of,” said the deity, laughing. Her giant white hat trembled with her every move. “It is so nice to finally meet you in person. Thank you for waking me, dear.” 
 
    “I woke you?” 
 
    “You touched my amulet, silly,” she said, taking a sip of her own tea. A new mug appeared in front of Katra, full to the brim. She reached down to take a sip, but as the liquid touched her mouth, it turned to steam. “This is just an illusion, my dear. Nothing here will have any true constancy.” 
 
    “Then why are we… here?” she asked, “why are we here in the first place? What the hell do you want from me?” 
 
    “Hush, hush, no need to be so touchy. The answer to your questions is the same one: I need you to make me some coffee.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Of all the things. Of all the answers in the universe Beb-Sha-Na could have given, asking for a coffee was probably the one Katra least expected. Even Nub-Nub stopped his pouting for a second, looking less sullen and a little bit surprised, if  cat could look surprised without leaping in the air.  
 
    “A cup of coffee,” the goddess replied, “be a dear and conjure me one? Something hot and really, really strong. I need my powers back, if we are to take over the universe together.” 
 
    “Oh, right, that,” Katra sputtered, “you really want us to…” 
 
    “Make the mortals cower, and fall to their knees, of course!”  
 
    Beb-Sha-Na crushed her teacup in her hand, glass shards flying all around. Katra shuddered. This was the opposite of what she signed up for. 
 
    “But why… why me?” she asked, her voice barely a squeak. 
 
    “Speak up, child, if you’re to be my mouthpiece, I’ll need more conviction from you. Right now, it doesn’t sound like you can make anyone kneel before you. Such a shame. But it’s quite simple: my amulet deemed you worthy.” 
 
    “And what consists of being worthy, exactly?” 
 
    “I can’t remember how I programmed the thing! Something in your genetic markup. Sorry, it’s been a few millennia, and my mind’s a little foggy. Can you make me that coffee? And make it a strong one. Remember, we have a universe to take to heel.” 
 
    Katra considered this for a moment. On the one hand, it would mean betraying the entirety of the universe. She would have unfathomable power, be a goddess herself. And the only thing stopping her were stupid ethics. What good was it, believing that you had to put others before herself? That’s what she had done, thirteen thousand years ago, when she had allowed herself to be sealed in a cryogenic chamber and shot off into space, never to see her friends or family again, just for the good of her planet. 
 
    So maybe, just once, she could have this for herself. Maybe she could feel true power for one glorious moment.  
 
    But then again, it meant annihilating her friends. Letting Jesi blow up, and Yorick… She thought about the past month. While it had been far from perfect, she had still never been happier – even with Marcus living in half her brain. She had friends, adventure, excitement. She had freedom.  
 
    Not to mention that the amulet would make her implode in the not too distant future. 
 
    She had a decision to make: which did Katra value most? Life, or power? 
 
    “Then… here,” she said demurely. Katra put every ounce of remaining energy into the cup. She focused on the mug, on the drink, even on the spoon that would sit inside. She made the best smelling coffee in the universe. Full bodied, well roasted, like heaven in a cup. It appeared before Beb-Sha-Na in a puff of smoke and steam, making the goddess clap. 
 
    “Well well, look who has a flare for the dramatic! Maybe you won’t be so bad after all.” She took a sip, her eyes rolling back into her head. “Splendid, splendid! The perfect thing to wake me up after my long slumber. Let me finish it, and we’ll get started right away.” 
 
    Katra nodded, but it didn’t take long for the poison to take effect. In just a few seconds, Beb-Sha-Na collapsed on the table. Her face fell flat into the tray of  little tea-cakes, covering the goddess’s face with crumbs.  
 
    Instantly, the entire illusion collapsed. Katra found herself once again back on earth, in the middle of the bloody battlefield, Nub-Nub in hand. The amulet felt cold against her skin, and, putting the cat on the ground, she found it was easy now to take it off. She tossed it aside, finally free of the thing.  
 
    The gigantic form of Beb-Sha-Na in the sky yawned loudly – now a combination of turtle, bear, lizard, and what appeared to be a koala – and folded in on itself like a collapsing star. Like a bubble it burst, a blip in existence.  
 
    A massive wind rose up, and the sloths were sucked into the blip, along with the sharks, the robots, and a very sullen T-rex. The wind snapped to a stop, and Katra’s skin turned a back a violent shade of purple.  
 
    The corpses that now littered the floor were only the employees of FunCorp, and their allies. Jesi came rushing out of the underbrush, coughing, her tiny child frame struggling to carry the bulk of all of her guns. Owaitt followed her out, looking a little dazed and confused. 
 
    “Aw, Froz,” said Marcus, from somewhere in the back of her head. 
 
    Froz indeed.  
 
    “What did you do?” he asked, using her own lips. 
 
    “She… she put Beb-Sha-Na back to sleep!” Vale cheered, wiping a tear from her eye. She grinned at Katra as she joined the assembling group. “Astonishing. Well done, Katra!” 
 
    “But everything went back to the way it was,” said Jesi, scoffing, her child body obviously not to her liking.  
 
    “Isn’t that a good thing?” asked Vale. 
 
    “Not for everyone,” said Marcus. 
 
    “Ah, well, at least we’re no worse off,” said Yorick, meeting Katra’s gaze, then dropping his eyes sullenly. “Oh! Podulk!”  
 
    He smiled as he ran off to chase his friend, who had emerged unscathed from the underbrush. It seemed the entire team had survived the encounter. Nub-Nub climbed up on Vale’s shoulder, and she gave him an appreciative pat on the head. 
 
    “Does this mean we’re even?” asked Jesi, “we won’t be hearing from FunCorp any time soon?” 
 
    “Unless we want to legally hire you,” Vale responded, “It doesn’t look like there’s much of the staff left. And we’re going to need all the help we can get if we mean to keep Beb-Sha-Na, and others like her, asleep.” 
 
    “Well, if the pay is fair – and by fair, I mean, extremely good -  we’ll think about it,” she said sullenly. “Until then, I think it would be quite fair if you left us well alone.” 
 
    “Sounds more than fair. Katra, the universe is in your debt.” 
 
    “Great,” said Katra, “Fantastic. Maybe the universe could figure out how to get this cheating ash hole out of my head, for starters.” 
 
    “What?” said Marcus. 
 
    “You heard me! We share memories, you idiot. I didn’t give you a body so you could froz your way through the crew five minutes afterwards! And with my captain! Jesi, what the hell? We’ll talk later. It’s over Marcus, you hear me? Over.” 
 
    “But, Katra…” he sputtered, with the feeble amount of lips he could control. “Sugar bear!” 
 
    “Vale, seriously, if you can find a way for him to get out of my head, please do,” said Katra, “then you can tell the universe we’re even.” 
 
    Until then, she would have to settle for purple skin, a child for a captain, her planet in ruins, no more powers, and her cheating ex living inside her head. But Katra had just saved the universe, and no one could take that away from her.  
 
    And with that, she and her crew returned to the Beyoncé, pretending the whole misadventure hadn’t happened, and hoping it never would again. Maybe next they’d go to a spa: what could possibly go wrong there? 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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 Delta Team: 4 – A Fool’s Gotta Feed 
 
    by M. D. Cooper 
 
    BAMF Just wants things on the Van to get back to normal. Slim chance of that ever happening…. 
 
    With the Disknee World finally in their engine wash, the crew of the Van hopes to get back to normal—as much as they ever can. But with Lashes’ transformation by the Fairly Goodmothers into the ancient vampire Jujubilee, they need to stop for blood. And fast.  
 
    As if that weren’t enough, a certain artifact has been left on the ship, forgotten when the crew made their hasty departure from Neverevereverland Station. An artifact that will change one of the crew forever.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    PREVIOUSLY ON DELTA TEAM 
 
    Cue the music. 
 
      
 
    In 8913, a crack military unit was court-martialed and sent to a maximum-security prison for stealing the general’s cookie recipes. Colonel Ramsey and his team promptly escaped and fled the core systems. 
 
    Today they serve as soldiers of fortune, or whatever else will make them a buck. 
 
    If you have a problem, if no one else can help, and if you can find them, then maybe you can hire the Delta Team. 
 
      
 
    OK, now that we have that out of the way…. 
 
      
 
    A lot has changed since the Delta Team’s early missions. A visit to the Disknee World—what should have been little more than an innocuous stopover—has changed everything for them.  
 
    Mysterious tech has transformed Lashes, the team’s infiltration specialist, into a vampire known as Jujubilee™ (though she goes by ‘Vampy’). Stick, the team’s pilot, has also been transmogrified; she is now The CatWoman™ (the team prefers to call her ‘Kitty’). Additionally, the colonel’s trademark carrot has become golden and always regenerates—and no one seems to know, or even care, why. Finally, when their ship was stolen by dwarves, Girl—the vessel’s AI—was given an upgrade that changed her personality (for the better). 
 
    But now their sojourn on the Disknee World is over; summarily ended after an attack on the Red Queen’s card soldiers, and a final confrontation with Kong. 
 
    Thus far, BAMF (the muscle) has been unaffected by the Disknee World’s advanced tech (which some might call magic). But a strange artifact left on the ship by the dwarves might just change that. 
 
    We rejoin the team on the Van’s bridge as the ship departs Neverevereverland Station after their hasty departure from the Disknee World. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    COOLING OFF 
 
    BAMF looked at the two women with her on the bridge and shook her head.  
 
    Now that stick was The CatWoman—which really wasn’t much of a difference from her usual dominatrix getup—she was somehow even more ridiculous than before.  
 
    And Lashes…she used to be the normal one, barring the weird stuff she could do with her skin. Now she was some sort of superhero vampire. And not just a pretend, wannabe vampire—a real vampire who needed to feed on blood no less. 
 
    Sometimes BAMF wished she’d requested a transfer before that final mission had landed them all together.  
 
    <Oh, by the way,> Girl added in a sultry tone. <You’ll never believe what the dwarves did to me…> 
 
    “What!?” BAMF roared. 
 
    “We saw the pink stripe already,” Ramsey said with a grin as he gnawed on his golden carrot.  
 
    Has it had always been golden? Where does the colonel source golden carrots? 
 
    BAMF shook off her questions, and took a step toward one of the ship AI’s optics, raising a finger menacingly. “Girl, what do you mean ‘what the dwarves did to me’? Were there dwarves on my ship? I think I can smell them!” 
 
    “That’s just the thousand liters of cleaning products I used on the Van. I know that smells unfamiliar to you, but I don’t know how you could mistake it for dwarves. Once I get the bathrooms tidied and the laundry caught up, we’re keeping this place spic and span! I’m sick of the mess you all leave everywhere.” 
 
    BAMF wondered why Girl had switched to using the audible systems. She almost never used them with the crew. She was also yelling. BAMF couldn’t remember ever having heard Girl yell before. 
 
    “You OK, Girl?” Lashes—or Vampy, whatever her name was now—asked.  
 
    “Yes…no.” Girl replied after a moment. “Look, a lot went on for me while you were gone. It all started with the dwarves switching out our cooling vanes.” 
 
    “They did what?” BAMF roared. She wanted to hit something. Dwarves and their little fingers had no place on her ship. She stormed off the bridge, through the corridor into the Rec Room—which did look markedly cleaner—and aft to the lift. 
 
    Once on the lower level, she noticed that the HullCrawlr was sitting in the airlock corridor and not actually in the airlock, like it was supposed to be.  
 
    “More dwarven mischief, I’m sure,” BAMF muttered to herself as she strode into the engine compartment and approached the main console. 
 
    She reviewed the engine diagnostics and the efficiency ratings on the new cooling vanes. They did seem to be marginally better than the old ones. There was also a strange entry in the logs showing that Girl had messed with the secondary temperature sensors, triggering a reactor shutdown. 
 
    Wait…that had happened while the ship was out in space. 
 
    <Girl! Who was flying my ship?> BAMF thought in her loudest mental voice. 
 
    “BAMF, really, there’s no need to yell all the time. You can speak aloud to me, too. I think I like that better.” 
 
    Something about the way Girl was talking was different. Back on the bridge, she’d used her regular sultry tone, but now she was speaking more…normally. Something wasn’t right. 
 
    Not that it matters. 
 
    “I’ll yell if I want to, Girl,” BAMF snarled. “Now who was flying the ship?” 
 
    “The dwarves. They took it for a test drive after replacing the cooling vanes,” Girl replied matter-of-factly.  
 
    BAMF felt her blood pressure rising and spun toward Girl’s optics, her arm accidentally hitting a drink that had been left on the console. The cup flew through the air, hit a pipe, and splashed all over her.  
 
    “Fuck!” BAMF bellowed. “Girl! How could you let dwarves on the ship? Did they leave that drink there?” 
 
    “You know, BAMF,” Girl said, her own voice sounding irate as well. “If you left me with more than a few cleaning bots to defend myself, maybe I could stop people from getting onto the ship. But as it stands, there’s not much I can do. Besides, they had an exploit that gave them control.” 
 
    BAMF’s brow furrowed. So far as she knew, Girl’s systems were as secure as could be. Sure, a talented hacker could get through, but these were dwarves they were talking about. 
 
    “Yeah, turns out there was a back door in my firmware. It let them shut me down with the push of a button,” Girl said, her decidedly less sexy voice carrying a sour note. 
 
    I could get used to this Girl. Sexual-Innuendo-Girl had been amusing, but she was often rather annoying as well. 
 
    “So if they shut you down, how did you end up back on Neverevereverland Station?” BAMF asked.  
 
    Girl sighed. “Well, if you’d stayed on the bridge, I wouldn’t be explaining this twice, but here’s the short version.” 
 
    Girl proceeded to re-recount her recent adventure, and explained how she’d sided with a dwarf named Porty, who had applied some sort of patch to her firmware—probably why she is acting different—and then helped her fake out Him, whoever Him was, after which, they had returned the ship to Neverevereverland Station. 
 
    “Huh,” BAMF said when Girl was done. “Sounds like you did pretty well. I’m impressed.” 
 
    “Really?” Girl asked, a bit of her former, annoyingly-expectant tone coming back.  
 
    “Yeah, really; don’t go thinking it makes up for letting the dwarves onboard in the first place, though.” 
 
    “Maybe if we had some internal defenses I’d be a lot safer,” Girl countered. “You’re not going to win this, BAMF. You left me vulnerable. I’m the one who should be pissed, not you.” 
 
    BAMF shook her head. Maybe the old, subservient Girl was better.  
 
    She straightened up from the console she’d been leaning against and blew out a long breath. “OK, Girl, you might be right. Maybe…maybe…I’ll look into getting some internal defensive systems. In the airlocks, at least.” 
 
    “I think that would be a great place to start,” Girl said. “By the way, I’m thinking about getting a real name.” 
 
    BAMF raised her hands. “Ho-whoa, hey, let’s not go getting crazy, here. I like your name.”  
 
    “Really?” Girl asked. “Don’t you think it’s a bit weird?” 
 
    A low chuckle eased out of BAMF’s throat. “Girl, you’re on a ship with Lashes, who is now called Vampy—which bothered me until I realized it’s not any more stupid than her old name—Stick, who’s now Kitty—jury’s still out on which is dumber there, at least Kitty suits her more—and me, BAMF. Colonel’s the only one with a regular name.” 
 
    “Good point…still, I think I might be more of a Betty.” 
 
    “Oh, hell no! You are not going to swap out Girl for Betty. Right now, I can say ‘damn, Girl’, and have an awesome double meaning. You need something as cool as that.” 
 
    “Really?” Girl asked, her tone sardonic. “You’re going to deny me a name change just because of the epithets you get to combine it with?” 
 
    BAMF nodded. “Yeah, pretty much.” 
 
    “What about Gerti?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Sarah?” Girl suggested. 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Ava?” 
 
    “Try again.” 
 
    “Tammy, Amy, Patty, Jenny?” 
 
    “No, nope, negative, nuh uh. What’s with all the ‘ee’ names, anyway?” 
 
    “Not sure, just got on a roll.” 
 
    BAMF laughed as she walked out of the engineering bay. “Keep thinking about it, Girl. Maybe you’ll come up with something.” 
 
    “You know, it’s my name. I can pick what I want.”  
 
    “Sure, you keep telling yourself that. I need to change my clothes; whatever was in that cup smelled vile.” 
 
    “Aren’t you gonna clean up the spill on the floor?” Girl asked as BAMF stepped into the lift. 
 
    “Isn’t that what we have the WetMopr for?” 
 
    Girl made a soft growling noise as the lift rose, but BAMF ignored it as she walked off the lift, down the passageway, and into her quarters. 
 
    BAMF stopped cold, looking around at the immaculate room before her. The bed was made, the floor was spotless, and her guns were all racked neatly.  
 
    “Uh…Girl? What happened to my cabin?” 
 
    “I cleaned it. It was offensive to my olfactory sensors. Like I said, I’ve had enough of a messy ship. This is how your quarters will stay.” 
 
    BAMF was starting to wonder what that firmware patch had done to Girl. She walked to her closet and opened the door.  
 
    “So then…where are all my clothes?”  
 
    She turned to her dresser and pulled open a drawer to find that it was empty.  
 
    “Girl!” 
 
    “BAMF, you need to stop yelling—I can see your blood pressure go through the roof whenever you do it. It’s not healthy. All your clothes are in the wash. I wasn’t expecting you back so soon.” 
 
    “Why are they all in the wash?” 
 
    “Because you put dirty clothes back in your drawers with clean ones. They all stank.” 
 
    “Girl, I think something is wrong with your olfactory sensors. I do not do that.” 
 
    “BAMF,” Girl said levelly. “I have video evidence. Would you like to review it?” 
 
    “Uh…no.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “So what am I supposed to wear? I can’t walk around with this big brown stain on my shirt.” 
 
    Girl giggled for a moment. “Well, Vampy and Kitty don’t need clothes anymore; I bet they have something you can borrow.” 
 
    BAMF grunted a laugh. “I don’t fit in anything they have…not that I’d want to wear, at least.” 
 
    “Hmm…well, I haven’t cleaned the bathrooms yet. There’s probably a pair of your workout leggings and one of your sports bras in there that don’t smell too too much.” 
 
    “Girl, you need to ease up on that. My natural musk has a very pleasant bouquet.” 
 
    “Sure thing, BAMF. You know what they say.” 
 
    “Uh…they say a lot. What are you referring to?” 
 
    Girl giggled again. “That everyone likes their own flavor.” 
 
    BAMF shook her head but didn’t reply as she stomped out of her cabin and through the Rec Room. She remembered that the clothes in the can just off the bridge should be clean. It had only been a light workout session when she wore them last, and that was only a couple days ago. 
 
    She walked through the corridor, hearing the sounds of the rest of the crew still talking on the bridge, before she ducked into the bathroom and quickly pulled off her wet shirt and pants, dropping them on the floor.  
 
    “I saw that,” Girl said ominously. 
 
    “Hey, ever heard of privacy?” BAMF retorted. “Get out of here.” 
 
    “The clothes on that hook behind the door are the cleanest,” Girl offered. 
 
    “Get out!” BAMF shouted. 
 
    “OK, OK, just trying to be helpful.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    A NEW LOOK 
 
    BAMF shook her head in frustration at Girl’s impertinence as she pulled the clothes off the hook and smelled the leggings and sports bra. “Not too bad.” 
 
    She pulled them on and then looked at the floor. Girl did have a point: she was prone to leaving her clothing all over. She picked up the outfit she’d just discarded, along with another bundle of leggings that were near the shower.  
 
    “Huh,” she muttered as her hand grasped something hard inside the leggings.  
 
    BAMF dropped the clothing and unwrapped the leggings to reveal a pair of glass shoes.  
 
    “What the hell?” she wondered aloud as she turned them over. Other than being crystal clear, they were a classic style—closed toe with a reasonably low heel. They were also completely rigid. “Who would wear something like this? Must be La—Vampy’s.” 
 
    She wasn’t sure, though. The shoes seemed too big for Vampy. 
 
    “Well, she can’t wear them now; her costume is permanently attached to her body, boots and all.” 
 
    For a moment, it occurred to BAMF that none of the crew seemed particularly worried about the fact that both Lashes and Stick had been physically transformed in the blink of an eye. Sure, tech existed that could replace a person’s skin—and however much of a person’s body as they wanted—with just about anything. But a skin job should take at least an hour, and that was if you were prepared for an unpleasant recovery. 
 
    The Fairly Goodmother had transformed them in seconds. 
 
    And they didn’t seem to have any openings anywhere…how are they gonna use the head?  
 
    As she wondered about their situation, the concerns began to feel inconsequential, and she found herself staring down at the glass shoe in her hand. She recalled the part of Girl’s story where the shoes turned a person into Cinderella, but decided that was probably nonsense. Even so, she could just pull them off again. 
 
    Wait, why am I even considering this? These shoes are ridiculous. 
 
    Still, something felt strangely compelling about them. She wondered if they would fit, and what they would feel like. 
 
    “Why the hell not.” 
 
    BAMF set both the shoes on the ground and stepped into the right one. She was surprised when her foot slid right in, and even more impressed that the shoe somehow felt comfortable.  
 
    She flexed her foot, surprised to see the shoe flex with it. BAMF reached down and felt the shoe. I was still glass. 
 
    “Weird,” she whispered, and slipped her left foot into the other shoe. 
 
    A strange sensation came over her, and a brilliant flash seemed to come from everywhere at once, lighting the room up like it was exposed to starlight at half an AU. 
 
    Then BAMF’s vision cleared, and she caught sight of herself in the mirror. 
 
    Later, the rest of the crew said her shriek was so loud they thought she’d been shot. All that BAMF could remember was that the scream kept tearing its way out of her throat until she was gasping for air, her eyes wide and staring into the mirror. 
 
    When the crew burst into the head, she was still wheezing, and trying to kick off the shoes, which were stuck to her feet. 
 
    “Oh shit!” Vampy exclaimed. “What did you do, BAMF?” 
 
    “I—I—I” BAMF couldn’t get the words out; she didn’t want to get the words out. If I pretend this isn’t happening, then it’s not, right? 
 
    “I told you about this!” Girl exclaimed. “I said that’s what the shoes do!” 
 
    “But they don’t come off,” BAMF wailed, her voice rising higher in pitch and sounding strangely melodic. “You didn’t say anything about that!” 
 
    “Hmm…I’m sure I did…” Girl paused for a moment. “No, sorry, I told everyone on the bridge. You were tapping your foot all angrily, so you got the short version of what went down.” 
 
    BAMF looked at the sparkling white dress she wore, and then touched the blonde hair piled high on her head. “But…but…I don’t wanna be CinderellaNot-TM!” 
 
    Girl snorted a laugh, and BAMF clamped a hand around her mouth.  
 
    “I did the TM thing!” 
 
    Vampy nodded. “Yeah, everyone that gets altered by the Disknee World™’s magic does. That’s why she’s Kitty and I’m Vampy. Saying ‘The CatWoman™’ gets exhausting.” 
 
    “I know! I know!” Kitty said from outside the bathroom door. “We can just call you Cindy. See? No TM.” 
 
    BAMF growled. “I don’t wanna be Cindy. I’m Baaaa. I’m Baaa—aargh! Why can’t I say my name?” 
 
    Colonel Ramsey pulled the carrot from his mouth and grinned as he took her in. “Maybe because there’s nothing badass about you right now. Except maybe your breasts; those are way bigger than before.” 
 
    “Colonel!” BAMF-Cindy exclaimed as she looked down at her exposed cleavage. “I feel like such a trollop.” 
 
    “Good word,” Vampy said with a fang-filled smile.  
 
    Cindy tugged at the dress, trying to pull it off. “No…this is horrible! For fiddlesticks sakes, I—” 
 
    Vampy snorted. “Did you just say ‘fiddlesticks’?” 
 
    Cindy shook her head vigorously. “No! I did not. I said fuuuuuu…fuuuuu…. Oh, drat it!” 
 
    “OK,” Vampy said, her sharply angled eyebrows lowering further. “Who else is getting really weirded out by this? I mean…it was all fun and games down on the Disknee World™—damn TM—but now we’re leaving, and we can’t stay like this forever.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Kitty said. “I am The CatWoman™.” 
 
    Vampy nodded. “Yes, yes, we all know you’re The CatWoman™ now. But what about sex? Do you see any access to your nethers?” 
 
    Kitty shrugged. “I didn’t really get a lot anyway—probably scared people off. I thought you’d be more upset about that than me, Vampy.” 
 
    Cindy was surprised to see Vampy blush furiously. “Yeah! Of course I’m upset about that!” 
 
    “Why?” Girl asked innocently. “You never had sex anyway.” 
 
    BAMF-Cindy was surprised to hear that; she thought Vampy was always getting it on with some mark. “But you’re the sexy-distraction-one on the team.” 
 
    “Not anymore,” Ramsey said with a laugh as he nodded at Cindy. “You’re the front-runner there, now. Vampy will scare too many people off with her teeth.” 
 
    Cindy looked at the catsuits that covered Vampy and Kitty completely from the neck down, closed her eyes, and pulled up her dress.  
 
    “Tell me, what’s it look like down there?” 
 
    Vampy laughed. “Poofy knickers. Looks like you’re gonna be celibate like the rest of us.” 
 
    Cindy desperately tried to let out a string of curses, but all that she was able to say was, “Fiddlesticks! Muffin crumbs! Mother of pearl!” 
 
    “I still don’t see what the big deal is for you, Vampy,” Girl said. “You’ve always been celibate—you can’t have sex.” 
 
    “Girl!” Vampy shrieked and stormed out of the bathroom.  
 
    “What are you talking about?” Kitty asked, just as the colonel sighed, “Girl, what’s gotten into you?” 
 
    “Uhh…I don’t know…I guess I just didn’t realize that was a secret.” 
 
    “What was a secret?” Cindy asked as she followed the others out of the bathroom and into the Rec Room, where Vampy was flopped on the sofa. 
 
    “I’m asexual, OK?” Vampy pouted.  
 
    “Well, yeah,” Kitty said as she pointed between Vampy’s legs. “So am I. We barely even have butt cracks. I admit I am starting to wonder how we’ll go to the bathroom.” 
 
    The colonel shrugged. “It is a bit concerning, but neither of you are in any discomfort, right?” he asked, gesturing to Kitty and Vampy with his golden carrot. 
 
    “Didn’t you take a bite from that earlier?” Cindy asked. 
 
    Ramsey nodded. “Yeah, it just keeps turning back into a full carrot. That’s what the Fairly Goodmothers did to me. I have Midas’s Neverending Carrot.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense at all,” Girl interjected. “You’re all acting extra strange. Even for organics. Maybe we should run some tests in the medbay.” 
 
    “That sounds good to me,” Cindy said. “I can’t spend my life in this big poofy dress—I barely fit through the doorways.” 
 
    As Cindy spoke, the dress suddenly shrank down and the lower half turned into a pencil skirt that ended just below the knee. 
 
    “Well I’ll be damned,” Kitty said, closing her eyes and clenching her jaw. “I want to have a dress!”  
 
    Everyone watched for a minute, but nothing happened. 
 
    “Well that sucks,” Kitty finally said after she opened her eyes. “I wanted an outfit that changed, too. At least to the purple catsuit.” 
 
    “Looks like you’re stuck in the black,” Vampy said. “Though you should be used to it: it’s pretty much all you’ve worn for years.” 
 
    Kitty shrugged. “True, variety wouldn’t hurt a bit though.” 
 
    “I’ll admit this is a mite bit better,” Cindy said, grimacing at how ‘a damn sight’ came out as ‘a mite bit’. “But I can’t fight, or work on the ship in this. Why do you two get to be from cool, ancient stories? I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I’d kill for a catsuit like you have.” 
 
    There was another flash, and suddenly Cindy was wearing a sparkling white catsuit—though it was still low-cut to show off her annoyingly large cleavage.  
 
    “Wow!” Kitty exclaimed. “How come you get the magically changing dress? You can’t stand fashion.” 
 
    “I think it really suits you, Cindy,” the colonel said with a broad grin. “You’re going to be great at creating distractions.” 
 
    “You should just be happy that you didn’t put these shoes on, Colonel” Cindy grumbled. 
 
    “They wouldn’t have fit,” Girl said. “They only fit the one they’re truly meant for.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Cindy asked. “How in the stars am I the one truly meant to be CinderellaNot-TM? 
 
    “Porty?” Girl asked. “Do you think that you can come out and explain all this?” 
 
    “Porty?” Colonel Ramsey asked. “Who the hell is that?” 
 
    A moment later, a bearded head poked out of the Rec Room’s closet. 
 
    A dwarf? 
 
    The dwarf took a tentative step into the room and gave a small wave. “Uh…hi. I’m Porty.” 
 
    For some reason, Cindy couldn’t seem to find her typical rage. Instead, all she could think about was how darn cute the little man was with his long beard, bright red shirt, and shoes with little bells on the toes. 
 
    “Porty, what do you know about how the Fairly Goodmother’s tech works?” Girl asked. 
 
    “Tech?” Kitty asked. “No no! They have magic. How else could I be The CatWoman™?” 
 
    Porty’s lips twisted in an apologetic smile. “I don’t know how it works, but I do know for certain that it is tech, not magic. The specifics are above my pay grade, but I’ve seen enough over the years to know it’s nothing mystical…just some sort of crazy advanced nanotech.” 
 
    “Wait, wait,” Ramsey said, holding up his hand. “Why are you on the ship? I thought that all the dwarves got dumped before we took off.” 
 
    “Colonel!” Girl’s tone carried both shock and scorn. “I can’t just ‘dump’ Porty! He saved me. We were going to turn over the Glass Shoes to the Fairly Goodmothers, until you guys got evicted and BAMF—er, Cindy—got us chased off by that giant monkey.” 
 
    “Ape,” Vampy corrected. “Kong’s an ape.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Girl replied. 
 
    “So then how permanent is this?” Cindy asked, surprised at how accustomed she’d already become to thinking of herself as ‘Cindy’. Whatever tech these Fairly Goodmothers used, it was insidious. Still, other than her growing acceptance of her new situation and her inability to swear, she still felt like herself. 
 
    Porty stroked his beard and pulled himself up on the sofa. “Well, your vampire—which is weird because I’ve never known the Fairly Goodmothers to turn anyone into a villain before—” 
 
    “Jujubilee™ isn’t a villain,” Vampy interrupted. “A vampire suicide bomber killed himself, and the vampire blood got all over her. It’s not her fault.” 
 
    Porty shrugged. “I’m not judging. Look at me; I needed a job, showed up at Neverevereverland™ Station, and now I’m a dwarf. Do you know how hard it is to work on starships with these stubby little fingers?”  
 
    The dwarf wiggled his fingers in the air, prompting Cindy to look down at her own fingers, which were much more slender than they previously had been. 
 
    “So you weren’t always a dwarf?” Kitty asked. 
 
    “Really?” Porty snorted. “Do you think the flying monkeys were always monkeys? It’s the Fairly Goodmother’s tech—which really isn’t their tech, it’s the Council’s.” 
 
    “The Council of Supernatural Beings™?” Vampy asked. “Damn, that TM is getting really annoying.”  
 
    “Why do you think I just say ‘the Council’?” Porty asked.  
 
    “Huh,” Girl interrupted. “Cindy, I think I do need a name ending in ‘y’. We have Ramsey, Vampy, Kitty, Cindy, and Porty.” 
 
    “Porty’s not crew,” Cindy insisted, feeling a bit of her comforting grumpiness return. 
 
    “OK, sure, not yet,” Girl replied. “But still, I need a new name. I think I’m going to go with…’Tammy’.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Vampy said as she turned and laid on the sofa, placing her boots on Porty’s lap and throwing an arm across her eyes. “I knew a Tammy once. She was a real bitch. No to Tammy.” 
 
    “Jujubilee!” Girl shouted. “Take your boots off the sofa—and off Porty! He and I spent a lot of time cleaning that.” 
 
    “I would,” Vampy said. “But I can’t take my boots off; they’re a part of this new…whatever it is that I’m trapped inside of.” 
 
    Suddenly Vampy’s boots disappeared, flowing into her legs and revealing her feet. 
 
    “What? Where the heck are my toes?” Vampy asked lifting a foot into the air, nearly kicking Porty in the head. 
 
    Porty chuckled and pushed Vampy’s leg back down. “I guess the costume doesn’t think you need toes.” 
 
    “OK, Porty,” Vampy said as she peered at the dwarf. “You used a word I like: costume. That implies that it can come off. But you used another word I don’t like: think. That implies that this thing can think…which I think is a bad thing.” 
 
    “Poor choice of words,” Porty said. “There’s some amount of NSAI in an outfit like yours, but it’s not a costume. No more than my diminutive height is. You’re what you are now. Through and through.” 
 
    “So this blood craving is for keeps?” Vampy asked. “I can smell everyone’s blood…it’s like a spicy aroma in the air.” 
 
    “What kind of spice?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    “Like cinnamon…mixed with iron,” Vampy replied.  
 
    “And that smells good?” Kitty asked. “I’d think it was kinda gross.” 
 
    “I know!” Vampy wailed. “It really should be, but I’m practically salivating at the thought of drinking one of you, I—”  
 
    Vampy clamped her mouth shut as Porty leapt off the sofa and rushed to the far side of the Rec Room.  
 
    “I think we need to find you some blood that’s not us,” Ramsey said around his golden carrot. 
 
    “There’s a station on our outsystem vector,” Kitty offered, “named…Most Eisley. Place is a last-stop tourist trap, though—they price gouge on everything.” 
 
    Cindy shook her head. “Doesn’t matter, the fool’s gotta feed.” She let out a long sigh and smiled. “Oh, thank goodness I can still say that.” 
 
    Kitty snorted. “You sound ridiculous, BAMF. We need to get a holoprojector to have little birds floating around your head all the time.” 
 
    “Do that, and I’ll see how far down your throat I can stuff your tail,” Cindy growled. 
 
    “Easy, Cindy, don’t get your poofy knickers in a twist.” Ramsey chuckled at his joke while Cindy turned her glower to him. 
 
    “You’re really not that threatening,” Vampy said as she rose from the sofa and sidled toward Cindy. “Do you think I could just have a little taste? Like a smidge? Just from your wrist.” 
 
    Vampy reached out for Cindy’s wrist, and Cindy was startled to see just how long and sharp the vampire’s black nails were. 
 
    She pulled her wrist away and took a step back. “No! Lashes, get ahold of yourself. You’re not a vampire, it’s just some sort of tech!” 
 
    Porty coughed and raised his hand. “We’ve been over this, Cindy. Vampy is a vampire now. She’ll die without blood.” 
 
    “Well she can’t have mine!” Cindy exclaimed. 
 
    “C’mon,” Vampy whined. “Just a bit? You smell. So. Good—now that you’re Cindy. Before, you had a bit of an oily odor.” 
 
    “Pardon?” Cindy growled—aware that it sounded more cute than threatening. Kitty giggled, and Cindy let out a long sigh. “I’m going to go clean my rifles.” 
 
    “Kitty, get us to that station as fast as you can,” Ramsey ordered. “They’ll have medical supplies, and we need to stock up our blood bank. A lot.” 
 
    “Oh! We have blood in the medbay! Of course!” Vampy exclaimed and rushed past Cindy.  
 
    “This crew just keeps getting weirder and weirder,” Cindy muttered.  
 
    <You’re one to talk,> Girl said with a wink. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    A NEW FACE IN THE MIRROR 
 
    Cindy didn’t clean her rifles. She stared at them for a long time and thought about cleaning them, but instead activated a holomirror of herself and looked at what she’d become.  
 
    The woman who stared back at her was barely recognizable.  
 
    Her tattoos were gone, as were most of her muscles. Her waist was considerably thinner, and even when her ‘gown’ was transformed into a catsuit, it still felt like a corset was constricting her waist.  
 
    Were my eyes always this big? 
 
    She reached up and pulled her now-blonde hair from the elaborate coif it was in and let it fall down to her…butt.  
 
    Fiddlesticks! I can’t even think the word aaaaa…ahhhhhh…asp! Mother of Pearl, this is annoying! 
 
    Cindy spun and punched the wall, glad she could still get angry when she wanted to. Whatever was altering her speech wasn’t completely changing her behavior. 
 
    She drew a deep breath and felt her rage dissipate far more quickly than normal. 
 
    At least, not altering it too much. 
 
    <Are you OK?> Girl asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Cindy replied. “Just trying to come to grips with this.” 
 
    “Could be worse…you should see Lashes—er, Vampy. She’s on her third pouch of blood. It’s all over her hands and face; I informed her that I’m locking her in the medbay ‘til she cleans it up.” 
 
    Cindy laughed—tittered more like. “Did you really?” 
 
    “Of course! It took Porty and I a full day to get this ship cleaned up. I’m not going to let the medbay look like a crime scene. That’s the new rule aboard the Van. You mess it, you clean it.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound quite right,” Cindy replied, looking at her knuckles. 
 
    “How’s about ‘I’m not your mom or your maid’?” 
 
    “A bit on the nose.” 
 
    Girl let out a long sigh. “Well you’re still just as ornery as ever. “ 
 
    “I think I’m still just as strong, too,” Cindy said, shadowboxing for a moment. “My control still feels just as good. Hard to move with whatever’s squeezing the life out of my gut, though.” 
 
    “I tucked some of your free weights under your bed, “ Girl suggested. 
 
    “Perfect,” Cindy said and reached under the bed, pulling out a twenty-kilogram weight. She lifted it into the air and almost fell over. 
 
    “Shoot, I guess you are a lot weaker,” Girl said. 
 
    “Noooo…” Cindy whispered. “It feels like less than five kg. I almost threw it into the overhead.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Girl asked aloud.  
 
    “Yeah…I think I’m actually stronger!” 
 
    Girl gave a soft laugh. “Look at that, maybe being Cindy isn’t all bad.” 
 
    Cindy nodded slowly as she idly tossed the weight in her left hand. “I can see some benefits.” 
 
    She set the weight back in the rack under her bed and grabbed one of her rifles, an IR-43X. The weapon felt light, and Cindy wondered if she’d be able to fire it one-handed.  
 
    She set it on her workbench and leaned over the weapon to field strip it.  
 
    “Fudge crackers,” Cindy muttered as her long blonde hair fell in front of her. “This hair is nuts.” 
 
    The thought crossed her mind to cut it, and she pulled open a drawer—which was much more well organized than she remembered—and grabbed a pair of scissors.  
 
    “You sure you want to do that?” Girl asked. “Most people would kill for long silky blonde hair like you have.” 
 
    “I’d kill not to have it in my face while I’m working,” Cindy replied. “Still…I’ll just try to cut the tips.” 
 
    She held up her hair and opened the scissors, closing them quickly in a deft snip. The scissors slid around the hair, with the blonde locks sticking out from between the blades. 
 
    “Huh,” Cindy said as she tried again, cutting slower, and holding the handles at an angle to push the blades closer together.  
 
    The hair still slipped between the blades and Cindy shook her head as she peered at the golden strands. “What the heck is this stuff?” 
 
    “You could use the mednano to examine it,” Girl offered. “Well, maybe in a bit. Vampy is still cleaning up in there.” 
 
    Cindy nodded as she looked down at where her outfit’s bodice stretched across her breasts. There was a small ruffle along the edge, and she tried the scissors on it as well, with the same result as with her hair.  
 
    She tried sawing at the fabric to no avail, and grabbed a knife from the belt slung over the back of her bench, trying to slice into the fabric on her forearm.  
 
    “This stuff is nuts,” she said as the knife failed to penetrate the fabric—which stiffened as she tried to push the blade into her arm. 
 
    Cindy laid her arm on the workbench and drew the knife back, ignoring Girl’s suggestion that there were a half-dozen better ways to test the outfit’s resiliency.  
 
    “Muffle it, Girl,” Cindy said as she slammed the knife down into her forearm.  
 
    The blade hit her arm and nearly sprang from her hand as the blade bent.  
 
    “Holy stars,” Cindy whispered as she looked at the bent knife. Without a moment’s thought, she grabbed a ballistic pistol of the rack, thumbed the safety, and fired it into her arm. 
 
    The shot ricocheted off her arm and into the overhead, shattering a light.  
 
    “That was really reckless!” Girl exclaimed. 
 
    “I know.” Cindy grinned. “Good to see some things haven’t changed.” 
 
    She held up her arm and looked for the point of impact, but couldn’t find it. She was completely unscathed. 
 
    “It’s like armor,” she whispered. 
 
    “Are you OK?” Vampy said as she burst into the room, her eyes alighting on Cindy, who still held the pistol. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m peachy,” Cindy replied. 
 
    “You’re not…you know, trying to end it, are you? I know that being CinderellaNot-TM is weird and all, but it’s not the end of the world. There’s a lot worse that could happen.” 
 
    “I wasn’t trying to off myself,” Cindy said and patted her arm. “I was seeing what this…whatever it is…can withstand.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Vampy asked. 
 
    Cindy didn’t reply. Instead, she turned the gun on Vampy and shot her in the stomach. 
 
    “Cindy!” Vampy screamed, clutching her stomach. “You shot me!” 
 
    “Did it hurt?” Cindy asked.  
 
    “Uh…no, it didn’t actually.” 
 
    Vampy pulled her hands away from her stomach to see her gleaming black catsuit unmarred by any injury, with no more blood than what her stained hand had smeared on it. 
 
    “See?” Cindy said. “I wouldn’t do anything to hurt you.” 
 
    “Holy shitbiscuits,” Vampy whispered. “I’m bulletproof!” 
 
    “Yeah, so am I,” Cindy replied. “That’s what I was testing; not trying to kill myself.” 
 
    Vampy stared at Cindy’s neck in a way that made her feel vaguely uncomfortable. 
 
    “What about your skin? Can you still cut it?” 
 
    “Dunno,” Cindy said, and grabbed her knife as Vampy licked her fingers. “That’s really gross, Vampy.” 
 
    Vampy sighed. “I know.” 
 
    Cindy shook her head and lightly dragged her knife along her sternum. It felt sharp, but didn’t break the skin. She pushed harder and a thin line of blood appeared on her flesh. 
 
    “I had to put some muscle into it, but it looks like I’m not bulletproof everywhere,” she said. 
 
    Vampy made a slurping sound and Cindy looked up to see the woman licking her lips, long fangs protected half way to her chin. 
 
    “Milk and cookies, Vampy, those are huge!” 
 
    Vampy made an embarrassed squeak and rushed from Cindy’s room just as Ramsey poked his head into her room. “Did I hear gunfire?” 
 
    “Just a bit,” Cindy replied. “Turns out our outfits are bulletproof.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Ramsey asked with a grin. 
 
    “Yeah, not sure how much yet, but I can’t even feel a point blank shot.” 
 
    Ramsey chuckled and rubbed his hands together. “This just keeps getting better and better!” 
 
    Cindy shook her head. “What’s gotten into you, Colonel? Why aren’t you worried about us? And how am I even the one asking this?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Ramsey said, his brow furrowing. “You’re right, I should wonder about adverse side effects and whether or not you’re OK…but for some reason I’m not. If you think about it, they use this tech to modify an entire planet full of people. They’ve been doing this for centuries. It’s tried and true, and we got it for free.” 
 
    “I hadn’t thought of it like that,” Cindy replied after a moment’s consideration. “Does that mean that even Kong was a regular person? That’s quite the mod.” 
 
    Ramsey shrugged. “Who knows? Could have been an NSAI. But it does make me wonder about Vivia…she was so lifelike. Did they have a way to shrink people down that small?” 
 
    “I still think it must be some sort of optical illusion,” Cindy said as she looked at her arm again. 
 
    “I watched the bullet hit your arm, mushroom and ricochet off.” Girl interjected. “You all may be compromised by whatever was done to you by the Disknee World’s tech, but I’m not.” 
 
    “Really?” Ramsey asked, pulling his golden carrot from his mouth. “Porty gave you a firmware patch. We can all tell you’re acting differently.” 
 
    “Hmm…”  
 
    “He’s right, Girl.” Cindy nodded. “A lot different. You’ve only made two suggestive statements since we came back.” 
 
    “Three,” Girl corrected. “But you weren’t there for one of them.” 
 
    “Still, you’ve changed. More than just some patch to your networking code would do.” Ramsey leaned against the doorframe and took a bite of his golden carrot. 
 
    “It’s hard to explain,” Girl said. “I’m trying to think of an analogy for you…. Oh, I know! Imagine you were looking at everything on an old 2D screen, and then you saw your first holointerface. It’s like that for me. Before I was in the ship, tucked inside my core. Now I am the ship; it feels like my body. At least, I think it does. I really don’t know what a body feels like. But I think it feels like this.” 
 
    Cindy shook her head and looked down at her white-gloved hand. “I still don’t know if I’m OK with this, but I sure didn’t think a little visit to the Disknee World would do this to us.” 
 
    “We’re on our vector to Most Eisley Station,” Girl announced. “Sti—Kitty has an external berth. We’re five hours out.” 
 
    Cindy yawned, a high-pitched, dainty sound that made her angry just to hear it. For a second or two, at least. 
 
    “Well, I’m going to get my beauty rest,” she said, then frowned. “Oh, fudge bars, dagnabbit. I’m gonna get some muffin crumbs—argh!” 
 
    Ramsey bit a piece of his carrot off and stepped back from the doorway. “I’ll leave you be, then, princess.” 
 
    Cindy growled at him, and the colonel only winked as the door closed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    ACCEPTANCE 
 
    “OK…uh…ladies,” Ramsey said as the team assembled in the airlock.  
 
    “Whoa! What does that mean?” Cindy asked. “We’re all all-woman, here.” 
 
    “Ehhh,” Vampy said, holding her hand out and wobbling it side to side. “Kitty here has a lot of feline in her; not sure if you’d call her ‘all’ woman.” 
 
    “And I read the Jujubilee™ comics,” Kitty added. “She was turned by the blood of a male vampire. So Vampy’s not exactly ‘all’ woman, either.” 
 
    “I am too!” Vampy exclaimed. 
 
    Cindy snorted—daintily—and sighed. “Well, I’ve got extra amounts of woman here, so I balance you out.” 
 
    The colonel rubbed his face with his hands and shook his head. “Stars, I wish I’d never said that. Look, I was staring at Kitty here when I stuttered. Can you blame me?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    “All the time.” 
 
    <Yeah.> 
 
    Ramsey shook his head. “Where’s Porty, does he want to gang up on me too?” 
 
    <He’s staying behind,> Girl said. <Doesn’t want to get spotted by anyone. He’s technically on the lam.> 
 
    “Speaking of that,” Ramsey said, looking Cindy up and down. “Do you think you should go out in that poofy dress? If the Fairly Goodmothers learn that you have the Glass ShoesAlso-Not-TM, they may be displeased.” 
 
    Cindy looked down at herself and sighed. “Oh, drat. If I don’t keep it in mind, it reverts.” She concentrated, and the outfit changed to the sparkly catsuit.  
 
    Vampy shook her head. “I really don’t get how that stupid theme world has tech like this. If we didn’t have Porty assuring us otherwise, I’d think it really was magic.” 
 
    “Let’s just get in there and get the blood,” Ramsey said as he pulled the carrot out of his mouth and watched it revert to its original state. “Everyone have their supply company order? Remember, we don’t mention the other supply companies. If anyone cross-checks these orders, we’re going to throw red flags. The only legit reason to get this much blood is if you’re going to war.” 
 
    “Why don’t we just get the blood delivered?” Kitty asked. 
 
    “Because three of the supply companies use the same delivery service,” Vampy replied. “We hoof it.” 
 
    “I hate hoofing,” Kitty said. “I prefer to prrrrrowwwwl.” 
 
    “Oh, for peanut butter’s sake,” Cindy said—then groaned as Vampy and Kitty laughed.  
 
    “Let’s go,” Ramsey said and cycled the airlock.  
 
    The team stepped out into the docking bay, and Cindy bit her lip, feeling exposed and self-conscious. Normally her muscles and bad attitude kept her aloof and safe; no one wanted to approach BAMF if they didn’t have to.  
 
    CinderellaNot-TM, with her sparkling white catsuit, was a different matter entirely. 
 
    “Kitty, you’re going up to Sweep 11, right?” Cindy asked. 
 
    “Surrrre am,” Kitty replied as she angled right, cutting across the docking bay.  
 
    Cindy worked to keep up with Kitty, who was far more comfortable walking in heels than she was. “Mind if I come along? I need to get up to Sweep 14.” 
 
    Kitty cast a sidelong look at Cindy. “Why you being so nice to me? Usually you’re…well…not nice at alllll.” She added pulsating sound to the last word that grated on Cindy’s nerves for a moment. 
 
    Cindy tried to stay angry at Kitty, but she couldn’t. The slinking black CatWoman™ was just so innocently enamored of life and everything around her that Cindy couldn’t stay mad at her.  
 
    How someone could dress in a glistening black catsuit, carry a long, coiled whip, yet gleefully skip along in ten-centimeter heels was beyond her. There was something magical about it. 
 
    Gah…this whole Cindy thing is really getting to me. Kitty, Stick, whatever, she’s a fool. A good pilot, but still a fool.  
 
    Cindy looked down at her sparkling white outfit.  
 
    And you’re a fool, too. 
 
    A dockworker whistled and catcalled Kitty, to which the CatWoman™ responded by whistling back and slapping her thigh. Cindy, on the other hand lowered her face into her palm. 
 
    “See, that’s your problem, Cindy,” Kitty said, glancing over her shoulder. “Your glass isn’t half full; it’s missing the bottom. Pretty much everything has an upside, if you look for it.” 
 
    “I can think of stuff that doesn’t have an upside,” Cindy muttered.  
 
    “I said ‘pretty much everything’,” Kitty pointed out. “Problem is, you look for the downside. You just did it—looked for a way my statement was false. Me? I like to look for the fun, the wonder in everything. The universe isn’t going to change for you. You have to change to find the way to make the most of your situation.” 
 
    Cindy snorted, or at least gave a dainty sniff. “What if your situation sucks?” 
 
    “Then change it the best you can. But you have to find a way to be satisfied. You can’t be anything and have everything. I’ll never be the President of the AST—” 
 
    “Not looking like that, you won’t,” Cindy interjected. 
 
    Kitty laughed. “No, but I bet I could get a lot of those senators to come by for a visit and spill their secrets to little ol’ Kitty.” 
 
    Cindy tried to give her lips a wry twist, but could tell they formed a lovely smile instead—which irritated her to no end. “You might just have a future in political espionage.” 
 
    “If I were dumb enough to go back to the AST,” Kitty said. “Seriously, though, I just like living life and enjoying things as they come.” 
 
    “Doesn’t seem like much of a plan,” Cindy said after considering Kitty’s words. 
 
    They walked out of the bay and onto the main thoroughfare that ran around the perimeter of the station. Various people in Disknee costumes could be seen in the crowds. Not too many CatWoman™s, but quite a few CinderellaNot-TMs, which made Cindy feel a smidgeon more comfortable.  
 
    “So what’s your grand plan for life?” Kitty asked. “Because if it’s to be the muscle on a ship like the Van, then you had it made—stars, you still do, from what Girl was saying about your weights. So why the bad attitude? What makes you so angry all the time?” 
 
    They wove through the crowds toward a bank of lifts, and Cindy considered the question. What does make me angry all the time? 
 
    She honestly didn’t know. Getting arrested by the military for a crime she hadn’t committed had made her angry, but she’d been angry before that. She’d always been angry. 
 
    Maybe it was just a way for her to feel safe.  
 
    This is way too much introspection. I need to hit something, and soon. 
 
    “I think I liked being angry,” Cindy said aloud to Kitty. “And now I’m a bit sad that I can’t seem to remain angry. But then I’m having trouble staying sad, because apparently Cindy doesn’t get apple dumpling sad.” 
 
    “Apple dumpling?” Kitty asked with a laugh as they stepped onto a lift. 
 
    “You know what I mean,” Cindy replied and managed a momentary pout. 
 
    Kitty tapped her chin as the lift began to rise. “You know what I think, Cindy? If this whole thing is permanent, or close enough to it, you need to find a new way to be angry…some new thing that gives you the same rise as anger did before.” 
 
    “Well, it’s not going to be se…se…cretaries.” 
 
    Kitty frowned. “Secretaries?” 
 
    <Apparently I can’t say ‘sex’ on a crowded lift,> Cindy replied privately. 
 
    Kitty laughed and slapped Cindy on the shoulder as the lift slowed to a halt at her level. “True enough. No secretaries for us. I’ll see you back on the ship.” 
 
    Cindy smiled and waved. “Back on the ship.” 
 
    She got off the lift three levels later and walked down the thoroughfare in the direction of the supply shop she’d been assigned. 
 
    As Cindy threaded the crowds, she realized the strangest thing.  
 
    People weren’t avoiding her.  
 
    In fact, they were making eye contact and smiling at her. Cindy couldn’t stop her dumb lips from smiling back. It was infuriating. At least for a second or two. 
 
    When she reached the shop, there was a short line to speak with the only salesperson present, and Cindy heard a pleasant whistling sound. It took a moment for her to realize she was the one whistling.  
 
    Waiting in line and whistling a tune while I do it? I should be staring down each and every one of these fools to get to the front, not happily waiting it out. 
 
    Still, she didn’t stop whistling, and she didn’t so much as give anyone else a dirty look as she waited ten minutes for her turn.  
 
    “You supposed to be Cinderella?” the woman at the counter asked. “I didn’t know she wore pants.” 
 
    “It’s not exactly pa—” Cindy began, but the woman interrupted her. 
 
    “Yeah, I get it, what do you need?” 
 
    “It’s order 865,” Cindy said. “I submitted it on the way over.” 
 
    “Eight…sixty…ah, there we are, 865. Damn. That’s a lot of blood. You planning on getting into a fight?” 
 
    Cindy giggled. “Well, not me.” 
 
    The woman glanced up from her holodisplay and let out a coarse laugh. “Yeah, clearly.” 
 
    Cindy had half a mind to grab the woman by her stupid green pigtails and mash her face into the desk. Then they’ll see who needs blood.  
 
    She didn’t do it, though. Porty had warned them that there were often Fairly Goodmothers on Most Eisley Station, and it wouldn’t go well for her to be caught with the Glass ShoesAlso-Not-TM on the way out of the Disknee™ System.  
 
    “What’s your name?” the woman asked.  
 
    Without thinking, Cindy replied, “Cindy.” 
 
    “Real cute. Seriously, though.” 
 
    Cindy drew an unsteady breath. “Baa…AMF.” 
 
    “Banff? Like the ski resort world?” 
 
    “No, Baammmffff.” 
 
    “Really? B-A-M-F?” 
 
    Cindy nodded, hoping that would be the end of it. 
 
    “Weird, what’s it mean?”  
 
    “Baaa…eutifully alluring marvelous friend.” 
 
    The woman chuckled as she reviewed something on her screen. “I can see why you’re considering Cindy.” 
 
    Cindy pursed her lips but didn’t respond as the woman looked over the order.  
 
    “OK, it’s getting loaded up in a crate. Do you want it delivered, or are you going to take it back with you?” 
 
    “I’ll take it,” Cindy replied. “We’re heading out as soon as our ordering is done.” 
 
    “OK, that’ll be an extra sixty for the hoverpad rental.” 
 
    “What?” Cindy tried to sound as intimidating as possible, but her voice just got squeaky instead of angry.  
 
    The woman peered up at Cindy with a sardonic twist to her lips. “Yeah, pad rental; I don’t see a hoverpad with you, and the crate’s ninety kilograms. Unless you’ve got more mods than it looks like, I don’t see how a spindly thing like you is gonna carry your order.” 
 
    “I don’t need a pad,” Cindy retorted. 
 
    The woman shrugged. “Fine, but when you drop that crate and packets of blood spill everywhere, get broken open, and the station charges you a biohazard cleanup fee, don’t come crying to me.” 
 
    Cindy did her best to drop her voice an octave, which only served to keep it from rising in pitch. “I don’t cry.” 
 
    “Sure, whatever. Customer Pickup is through the door around the right. Next!” 
 
    “Have a nice day you…barn swallow,” Cindy muttered as she stalked around the corner and through the door to Customer Pickup. She walked down a long corridor and into a cordoned off area at the end of a large warehousing room.  
 
    A man stood near the door, surrounded by holodisplays that he was flipping through at break-neck speed.  
 
    “BAMF?” he asked as Cindy walked in.  
 
    “Yup, that’s me,” Cindy squeaked. 
 
    Fiddlesticks, I give up. 
 
    “OK, bringing your crate in. Huh…there’s no pad rental on here. Did Belinda mess up and not offer you one?” 
 
    “No,” Cindy said with a long sigh. “I declined it.” 
 
    For the first time, the man paused and looked past his holodisplays at Cindy. “Seriously? You? In heels?” 
 
    A hoverbot floated through the air with a crate in its arms, which it set down beside Cindy.  
 
    “Yeah,” Cindy replied tersely—and squeakily.  
 
    If I’m going to squeak, I need to work on my angry squeak. 
 
    “This I’d like to see.” The man waved the bot off. It detached from the crate but remained hovering nearby. 
 
    Cindy crouched down and lifted the crate with relative ease. It was still somewhat ungainly, requiring her to stretch her arms out as far almost as far as she could to firmly grasp the handles, but she was sure she could manage well enough. 
 
    Her right ankle wobbled a bit as she adjusted her footing, and she reconsidered, wondering how hard it would be to walk back to the ship in heels. 
 
    The man grunted in appreciation. “Wow, those must be some good mods you have—took you for more of a ship’s companion than muscle.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, looks aren’t everything.” 
 
    “Sure, OK, princess.” 
 
    Cindy felt her face redden at the comment. The man was right; to everyone else, she’d look like someone clearly modded to be strong, while still looking like a pretty princess.  
 
    With a careful pivot on her heel, Cindy turned to walk back the way she came, but the man called out, halting her.  
 
    “You can’t go that way. Cargo can’t come through the front office.” 
 
    “What?” Cindy said, glowering at the man from over her shoulder. 
 
    “Gotta go out the back. Company policy.” He pointed down to the other side of the warehouse. 
 
    “You’re a real piece of work, you know that?” Cindy asked. 
 
    The man only shrugged and waved her off as another customer entered the cordoned-off end of the warehouse.  
 
    She stalked—cautiously—to the exit at the other side of the warehouse. The deck was grated in places, and she carefully avoided those…which was easier said than done, with the crate obscuring her view.  
 
    As she reached the wide exit, she turned to see the man and his next customer—a woman who looked a lot like Cindy used to—watching her.  
 
    Cindy scowled at them, about the only thing she could do, and walked out of the warehouse. A security arch scanned her, and then the outer door opened on a busy concourse.  
 
    Haulers trundled down the center, while pedestrians rushed past on either side. This wasn’t the bright and shiny side of Most Eisley station, the area catering to Disknee vacationers who were getting a few final tchotchkes before leaving the systems. This was where the work got done. It was dirtier—though still cleaner than most stations Cindy frequented—and the people walking past were dressed in shipsuits and station maintenance uniforms. 
 
    Cindy drew in a deep breath and stepped out into the crowd, working her way back toward the lift bank so she could get back down to Sweep 3 where the Van was docked.  
 
    She could feel the eyes of everyone around, staring at her as she muscled the crate through the crowd. Some were checking her out, a few were chuckling to see a waif of a woman carrying something so ungainly, while more than a few made catcalls. 
 
    No one had ever catcalled BAMF. 
 
    It made her angry, and even though Cindy wasn’t the sort of woman to beat the crap out of someone for that sort of behavior, BAMF certainly was. She’d been BAMF just yesterday, and vividly remembered what it had been like.  
 
    Yet somehow she managed to restrain herself, focusing on just getting back to the ship so they could leave this fluffing system.  
 
    One thing is for certain: when we get back to the Van, I am going to grill that dwarf on everything he knows about these damn shoes. 
 
    She reached a corridor that would lead her back to the lifts, and was about to turn down it when a voice called out.  
 
    “Can’t go down there, Princess.” 
 
    ‘Princess’ may just be the thing that brings the BAMF out in me. Like with that big green guy. Mulk, or whatever his name is. 
 
    She turned to see a station security officer approaching her.  
 
    “Why not?” Cindy asked. 
 
    “You can’t carry cargo on the main thoroughfares. Station policy. Ruins the ambiance.” 
 
    “The ambiance?” 
 
    “Yeah, this is a theme station,” the guard said, looking at Cindy like she’d lost her mind. “You know, the Most Eisley port from the Space Wars movie?” 
 
    Cindy had to admit she hadn’t even noticed. Apparently, she was more wrapped up in her situation than she’d thought. 
 
    “Uh, yeah, sure.” 
 
    “Right,” the guard said with a nod. “You have to take the freight lifts. They’re a quarter klick further down the concourse.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Cindy whined. 
 
    “Yeah. Why don’t you have a hoverpad or a bot?”  
 
    Cindy blew out an angry breath. “Because!” 
 
    The guard chuckled as Cindy stomped off in the direction he’d indicated.  
 
    Five minutes later, she was on an empty lift headed down to Sweep 3, glad to be out of the crowds. Cindy set the crate down and sat on it as the freight lift slowly descended through the levels.  
 
    Stars…this is one of the hardest things I’ve ever done. She leaned her head back against the wall and sighed. Is this what life had always been like for Lashes? I wonder if it’s better for her now. Will she scare people off, or just attract more? 
 
    The lift passed level four, and Cindy rose and hefted the crate once more. She walked to the door and waited for it to open. It didn’t. 
 
    The lift proceeded past Sweep 3, then past Sweep 2. 
 
    Going to stop at one? Cindy wondered. She tried to make a call out to the station emergency line, but her Link access cut out.  
 
    The lift then passed below Sweep 1 and opened at what the readout listed as Sub-Level A. 
 
    Out of habit, Cindy tried to pass her destination to the lift control over the Link, but the message hit a wall at the edge of her mind.  
 
    “Guess I’ll have to do this the old-fashioned way,” she said, and stepped over to the control panel, pushing the indicator for Sweep 3 with her elbow. 
 
    Nothing happened.  
 
    “Oh, fiddlesticks!” she exclaimed.  
 
    Does being a theme station involve needing serious repairs to the freight lifts? 
 
    The station map she’d downloaded before leaving showed the location of a staircase, and Cindy walked out of the lift into the long, dimly lit corridor. There was an intersection ahead, and the stairs should be down the corridor on the left. 
 
    When she turned the corner, she was confronted by a group of three dwarves.  
 
    “Bimmy,” she whispered, recognizing the dwarf in the center from the image Girl had shown her.  
 
    A sound behind her caused Cindy to look back, and she saw another dozen dwarves spill into the intersection from the far corridor. 
 
    “You’ve got something that belongs to me,” Bimmy said, pointing at the Glass ShoesAlso-Not-TM. 
 
    “Really?” Cindy asked as she set the crate down. “You, or Him, or the Fairly Goodmothers? Far as I can tell—whether I like it or not—these shoes belong to me right now. Especially since they don’t come off.” 
 
    Bimmy let out a menacing laugh. “I bet we could cut your feet off. Let Him figure out the rest.” 
 
    Cindy shrugged and slid her left foot back, widening her stance. “Good luck with that.” 
 
    “You think you can take us?” Bimmy snarled. 
 
    Cindy looked at the fifteen dwarves surrounding her. “Oh, I know I can take you. What’s more? I’m going to get a special rise out of it.” 
 
    The moment the last words passed her lips, Cindy lunged at Bimmy, knocking him to the ground, while kicking out with her right leg and catching one of the dwarves beside him in the face. 
 
    They rolled over on the deck, and Bimmy delivered a solid punch, striking Cindy in the abdomen, which became hard as diamond from the impact.  
 
    “Yeooowwwww!” Bimmy howled, and reared back. 
 
    Cindy made good use of the opportunity, kicking Bimmy off and sending him sailing into the dwarves that were crowding around.  
 
    She leapt to her feet just as two dwarves grabbed at her arms, pulling her backward. 
 
    “Stars, you’re heavy little doozers!” Cindy said as she heaved the two dwarves forward, swinging them together. The pair fell to the ground, but a moment later, she was swarmed as all the dwarves leapt at her in unison. 
 
    She backpedaled, and her heel caught in a gap in the deck. “Fiddlestiiiicks!” escaped her mouth as she fell to the hard steel plating. 
 
    The dwarves piled on top of her, and her outfit became completely rigid from the initial impacts. 
 
    Fudge cookies! If this is how I go, I’ll be quite irate! 
 
    Then the catsuit softened once more, and Cindy grasped onto a divot in the deck and squirmed until she was facing down. She pushed her arms straight, struggling against the writhing mass of dwarves on her back, and got her knees under her.  
 
    With a cry of “Fluffy muffins, get the flowers off me!” she rose up, throwing the dwarves off and sending a dozen small bodies sailing through the air.  
 
    She got back to her feet as the dwarves scrambled to theirs. For a moment she stared at them, and they at her. Then Bimmy drew a pistol. 
 
    “I didn’t want to have to do this, but if this is how it’s gotta go down, then this is how it’s gotta go down.” 
 
    Without any further hesitation, he fired four rounds at her chest. The shots ricocheted off her bodice, striking the wall and two other dwarves.  
 
    Cindy grinned savagely—at least it felt savage to her. She suspected that it was more of a beautiful beaming smile. 
 
    “OK, if that’s the game you want to play.” 
 
    She kicked her right foot out, sweeping the legs of a nearby dwarf, and grabbed his ankles as he went down.  
 
    “Whoa, whaaaaa!” the dwarf cried out as Cindy swung him at two of his compatriots.  
 
    Like she was harvesting a field of grain with a scythe, Cindy mowed the dwarves down with one of their own.  
 
    Bimmy fired another shot that bounced off Cindy’s side, and she tossed her dwarven cudgel aside and rushed toward the small, angry man. He fired two more shots, one ricocheting off her exposed chest—an unexpected, but very welcome development—before she reached him. 
 
    Her hand balled up into a dainty fist and slammed into his face. She could feel a satisfying crunch as her glove hardened from the impact and shattered the dwarf’s cheekbone.  
 
    The one blow was all it took to take Bimmy down, and Cindy spun, staring at the groaning dwarves strewn around the corridor. They all appeared to be moving; even the one she’d used as a club, though he was holding his head and sobbing. 
 
    “Good. Serves you bad little dwarves right!” Cindy squeaked with rage. “You should all be very grateful that I didn’t see fit to rip your geraniums off.” 
 
    She planted her hands on her hips and glowered at them as her catsuit suddenly reverted to a poofy dress.  
 
    Cindy sighed, and then smiled beatifically at the scene before her.  
 
    Maybe being Cindy isn’t that bad, if I get to be an unstoppable bad apple. Bad aaaaasp. Bad aaaaaaangora. Oh, muffin crumbs! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    THE TEAM 
 
    It took Cindy nearly thirty minutes to make it back to the ship. She entered the Rec Room to see the rest of the crew sitting around, watching vids, while Vampy sucked on a blood pouch.  
 
    “Wow, here I am getting attacked, and all of you flamingos are sitting around watching vids.” 
 
    She set the crate down and stared at them, willing her expression to be as menacing as possible. 
 
    “Girl told us about it once you got back on the Link,” Ramsey said with a shrug. “Seemed like you had it all covered.” 
 
    “Those damn dwarves,” Girl said aloud. “Present company excluded, of course, Porty.” 
 
    “Understandable,” Porty replied. “I kinda hate dwarves, too.” 
 
    Cindy nodded and collapsed into a chair. “OK…that crate did not start out that heavy.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you rent a hoverpad?” Lashes asked around the blood pouch she was sucking on. 
 
    “Really, Vampy? Really? I had to fight off a horde of dwarves to get you your next meal, and this is the thanks I get? You’re a real peach, you know that?” 
 
    Kitty leapt up from her seat and rushed over to Cindy. She jumped on her lap and wrapped Cindy in a firm embrace. 
 
    “I’m so glad you’re safe and sound, Cindy. We were worried about a sweet little thing like you all alone out on the station. What with your incredible strength and bulletproof clothing!” 
 
    Cindy pushed Kitty off her lap, doing her best to give an angry glare. She leaned forward to hit Kitty, but the woman crouched down and licked her hand, before running it over the back of her head. 
 
    “You wouldn’t hit a defenseless kitty cat, would you?” 
 
    Cindy paused. A smile worked its way across her face, and a titter escaped her lips. The titter turned into a giggle, and the giggle was soon a full-on laugh. 
 
    The rest of the crew looked at her like she was crazy for a minute, and then, one-by-one, they all joined in. 
 
    Soon they were all laughing and slapping their knees, even Porty. Cindy wondered what he thought of his crazy crew. Then again, he was the one who had worked on a station protected by Kong and flying monkeys. 
 
    After the crew calmed down, Girl spoke up. “I think I’ve picked my name.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” Vampy asked. “What is it?” 
 
    “Laylani,” Girl replied. “It means ‘heavenly flower’, and I’m beautiful and fly through the heavens. Plus it’s a bit weird, which I think I need to be to fit in with you organics.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Ramsey said as he gnawed on his golden carrot. “I’m perfectly normal.” 
 
    The room broke out into laughter again—all except for Ramsey, who frowned as he gnawed on his golden carrot. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    THE GOODMOTHERS 
 
    The two Fairly Goodmothers stood on a gantry high above the ships in the docking bay, watching the woman in the sparkling white catsuit carry a crate toward the ship bearing the pink stripe.  
 
    “She really should have rented a hoverpad,” the first Fairly Goodmother said to the second. 
 
    “I know; I would have…and I can fly.” 
 
    “Are you sure this will work?” the first Fairly Goodmother asked the other. “Sending them out like this?” 
 
    The second Fairly Goodmother gave a curt nod. “We’ll make sure they’re at the right place at the right time. When they’re needed, they’ll be ready.” 
 
    “That time is years away,” the first said. “Will they be OK until then?” 
 
    “Porty will let us know if anything goes awry. But I have a feeling that this unlikely crew of superheroes will become a force for order and justice. The galaxy needs that.” 
 
    “You’re right there. The stars are surely lacking in that,” the first Fairly Goodmother replied. 
 
    The second nodded, and they looked down at the ship for a minute longer before she let out a long sigh. 
 
    “Come, we have to deal with Bimmy and his cohort. Their misdeeds may have worked toward our plan, but they were still made against our will.” 
 
    “You sound like you have something in mind,” the first Fairly Goodmother noted. 
 
    “Well, someone has to hunt those vampire cards that are now infesting the Dark Forest….”  
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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