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 Delta-Team: A “Simple” Kidnapping 
 
    by M. D. Cooper 
 
    If you have a problem and no one else can help, hire the Delta Team. 
 
    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, still wanted by The Hegemony of Worlds government, 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 when they’re not pissed out of their minds in a dive bar, then maybe, if you ask real nice, you can hire the Delta Team. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 THE VAN GOES FTL 
 
    Ramsey stood outside the Van’s airlock with Petra, their latest client, at his side. Around them, the crush of the Yedsi Prime Station throbbed like an angry vein in the forehead of a drunkard. It didn’t smell much better than said drunkard, either. He was eager to get off-station—once his last crewmember showed up. 
 
    “For fucksakes, BAMF! Could you, for once, make it to the ship on time?” Colonel Ramsey hollered—without removing the giant, green-stocked carrot dangling from his mouth—as he caught sight of the massive woman lumbering down the dock. 
 
    “What’s the rush, Colonel?” BAMF yelled back, her deep voice echoing off the bulkheads. “It’s just a quick hop over to Pega Station.” 
 
    “Pega?” the woman to Colonel Ramsey’s left asked, but he held a finger to his lips and hushed her. 
 
    Colonel Ramsey waited for BAMF to get closer before replying. The woman was his ship’s engineer and primary muscle, and he couldn’t do a job without her, unless it was a stealth job—BAMF stayed on the ship for those.  
 
    It wasn’t because the large woman couldn’t be sneaky. Her clothing—of which there was little variation—was relatively sedate, consisting of knee-high boots, tight cargo pants with too many pockets, and a camisole with ‘Suck These’ printed on it. 
 
    The problem was the bling. BAMF always wore a few dozen thick chains made of a variety of precious metals, her ears were pierced in more places than he could easily count, and her fingers wore so many rings it was a miracle she could bend her fingers. When she walked, the noise was like an engineering shop, and the jewelry was so well polished it would probably reflect light in the dark layer. 
 
    BAMF reached them and Ramsey replied in soothing tones. “It’s Stick, she just likes to be punctual. She’s all strapped into her pilot seat and ready to go—you know how it is.” 
 
    BAMF stopped and stared at the colonel. “Our pilot? Stick? That fool ain’t been punctual a day in her weird little life!” 
 
    Colonel Ramsey shrugged as he chewed on his carrot, its leafy green end waggling in front of him. “Yeah…I mean it was bound to happen eventually, right?” 
 
    BAMF‘s broad features crinkled as her eyes narrowed, and she tilted her head making her chains clink angrily. She glanced at the woman who stood beside Colonel Ramsey. “Who’s the broad?” 
 
    Colonel Ramsey reflected for a moment on BAMF, who was a woman—you just had to double check—using such a dismissive term for another of her gender. “She just needs a ride over to Pega Station, paid well, so we’re giving her a lift.” 
 
    “Something’s off. You lying to me, Colonel?” BAMF asked and widened her stance. “You gonna take the Van FTL?” 
 
    “Mandy, you know I wouldn’t do that to you. I know you hate FTL. We’re just hopping over to Pega, no dark layer, no FTL, no interstellar travel.” 
 
    BAMF’s eyes darted to the woman at Ramsey’s side once more and then back to the colonel. “You never call me Mandy unless you’re lying.” 
 
    “I’m not lying, Ma—BAMF,” Ramsey said with a broad smile and looked to his companion. “Right, Petra? Pega, that’s where you’re going.” 
 
    “Yup, sure, I have important business on Pega,” Petra replied. 
 
    “Just met you, Petra, but you’re a bad liar,” BAMF said and took a step back—right into Lashes, who sunk a nano-injector into BAMF’s neck. 
 
    “Ow! What!” BAMF said as she spun. “Lashes! You bitch, immaaaaaa…” 
 
    With that last word dying on her lips, BAMF fell to the deck and Colonel Ramsey smiled. “Excellent, glad to see that went smoothly.” 
 
    “Raahmseeey that didn’t go smoothly!” Lashes whined. “You said this stuff would work fast!” 
 
    The colonel ignored Lashes’ annoying tone. “It did.” He prodded BAMF’s prone figure on the deck with his boot. “Took just a few seconds.” 
 
    “Yeah, a few seconds where she saw me,” Lashes lamented. “Now she’s going to smash me to dust when she wakes up.” 
 
    “Nah, don’t worry,” Ramsey grinned. “We’ll just make her a platter of toast points and she’ll be as happy as a pig in mud. Now help me pull her in.” 
 
    Lashes bent down and grabbed one of BAMF’s arms while Ramsey took the other. Lashes was a dainty girl and BAMF weighed a metric buttload, but with Petra’s help they managed to drag BAMF into the ship’s small cargo hold, where they left her to sleep off the effects of the nanobots. 
 
    “Is this how you usually operate?” Petra asked as she followed them onto the ship.  
 
    “This?” Lashes replied with a concerned frown. “No, only when…well…yeah, most of the time.” 
 
    “Won’t she be mad when she wakes up?” Petra asked. 
 
    Ramsey put an arm around Petra’s shoulder and smiled as he walked her out of the hold and toward the crew’s rec room.  
 
    “You have to understand, dear, life has been hard on BAMF. She’s seen a lot, what with battling the likes of the AST, Scipio Federation…. Hell, she’s even been out to the Pleaides! FTL makes her nervous, but when the time comes to help out, she’ll be ready, trust me.” 
 
    Petra looked behind them at Lashes, who followed a few steps back. 
 
    “And you’re Penelope? The infiltration specialist?” she asked. 
 
    Lashes nodded. “Who doesn’t like a little bit of infiltration? Might as well specialize in something people like.” 
 
    “I sure like infiltration. Oh, and Stick is ready to undock,” a sultry voice came over the ship’s audible systems. The word undock was drawn out and breathy, as though there was some possible sexual innuendo that could be made from the word—which there wasn’t.  
 
    “Great, Girl. Tell Stick to take us out. We’re all secure down here,” Ramsey replied.  
 
    “Who was that?” Petra asked. 
 
    “That was our ship’s AI,” Lashes said with a slight flush. “She’s a little…repressed.” 
 
    “You’d be repressed, too, if you had to stay docked while you get do whoever you want. I need some action,” Girl said, randomly drawing out words. 
 
    “And you named her Girl?” Petra asked. 
 
    Ramsey shrugged. “She came with the ship, never asked for a name change. You like Girl, right, Girl?” he asked, looking around. 
 
    “You can call me whatever you want, Colonel Ramsey,” came the reply. 
 
    “Right-o, Girl it is,” Ramsey said. 
 
    <Stick,> Ramsey called to the pilot over the Link. <Let me know when the tug has us, then come meet us in the rec room.> 
 
    <Sure thing, Colonel,> Stick’s chipper voice replied in Ramsey’s mind. <Is BAMF OK? I saw that you left her in the cargo hold.> 
 
    <She’ll be fine, don’t worry. Just make sure that tug latches onto the right grapple. We don’t want Girl to moan the entire ride out again.> 
 
    He moved the carrot to the other side of his mouth and saw that Lashes was talking with Petra, regaling the woman with tales of past missions, and her personal victories on the field.  
 
    It was always impressive to watch Lashes work. Man, woman, whatever, Lashes could woo them. She could become whatever she needed to be to make herself a mark’s greatest desire. Not that Lashes ever slept with a mark—or anyone for that matter. Ramsey was almost positive that Lashes had never slept with a mark. Girl got more action. 
 
    While she talked with Petra, Lashes turned her skin bright pink, courtesy of a mod she picked up at a station called Heaven. It looked springy and a bit tacky, but Petra appeared fascinated by it as she touched Lashes’ face over and over again, watching her fingerprint form in the pink skin and then fade away. 
 
    Ramsey shook his head. Whatever she needed to become. It was a gift. 
 
    “Colonel, Lashes,” Stick said as she sauntered into the room. Ramsey glanced over at her and nodded his greeting. 
 
    Stick loved to fly, she liked to do it with manual controls, too—which is where she got her nickname. She also felt the need to look like some fighter jock from the old vids. Stick could always be found wearing a tight leather catsuit, corset, thigh-high boots, a big helmet, tinted glasses, and leather gauntlets.  
 
    Ramsey had no idea what old vid she had seen to dress like that—maybe Debbie Cleans the Cockpit or something—but nothing he said could convince her that pilots from the good ol’ days didn’t dress like dominatrixes. 
 
    “This is quite the team you have, Colonel,” Petra said as Lashes sucked on her finger. “I’m a little worried you might not be able to help me, though.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Lashes said. “We’re the best there is. Tell her, Stick.”  
 
    Stick whipped off her helmet and thick black hair sprang out in every direction. She tucked the headgear under her arm and pulled off her reflective glasses with a flourish—which would have looked a somewhat impressive, except the glasses slipped out of her gloved hand and flew into the wall before falling behind the sofa.  
 
    Stick’s expression was one of proud bravado, unaffected—possibly because she hadn’t noticed—by her fumble. “Lashes is right. We’ve gotten more people out of more sticky situations than you knew there were situations that could stick.” 
 
    Petra stopped touching Lashes’ face and blushed.  
 
    “You already shared your story with me, Petra,” Ramsey began, “but why don’t you tell Lashes and Stick so they get your take on things?” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we wait for BAMF?” Petra asked. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Lashes shook her head. “BAMF’ll be asleep for a while—I hope. It’s going to take us a week to hop over to New Eden. If we’re lucky, she’ll be conked out the whole time.” 
 
    “And you’re just going to leave her there in the cargo hold?” Petra asked. 
 
    “Well yeah,” Ramsey said with a shrug. “You felt how heavy she is. There’s no way we could get her up to her cabin.” 
 
    “Not even a pillow or a blanket to keep her warm?” Petra’s face showed more concern for the huge, angry woman than BAMF had ever shown for anyone. 
 
    “Well, no,” Lashes shrugged. “I mean…she’s gonna piss and shit herself in her sleep. If we got that all over her pillow and blanket, she’d be really mad!” 
 
    “Madder than if she were to wake up after being drugged and left on the floor of your cargo hold for a week?” Petra asked. 
 
    “Deck,” Stick said. 
 
    “What?” Petra cast Stick a confused look. 
 
    “The hold has a deck. All the floors in a ship are decks. No ceiling either. What’s up there is the overhead. Walls are bulkheads. Decks, overhead, bulkheads. She’s on the deck.” 
 
    Petra cast Stick an exasperated look. “Yeah, whatever, the deck. If it were me, I’d be pretty fucking mad that you left me on the deck stewing in my shit for a week. Don’t you have cryostasis pods on this ship?”  
 
    Ramsey nodded. “Sure do, but I doubt that BAMF would be happy with us if we put her in one of those…they tend to be at odds with her implants—she likes stasis less than FTL.” 
 
    “There’s got to be something you can do,” Petra appeared to be very concerned at this point, and Ramsey could see that they would have to mollify her somehow.  
 
    “I guess we could use one of the med packs to slow her metabolic rate, that would probably keep her from shitting herself,” he suggested. 
 
    “I have to say, I sure like this idea,” Stick beamed. “BAMF always makes me clean up and do her laundry when we knock her out like this. This would save me from mopping shit stains in the cargo hold.” 
 
    “OK, Petra, we’ll do that after we chat here,” Colonel Ramsey said. “Now, why don’t you tell us what brought you to Delta Team?” 
 
    Petra nodded and slipped off Lashes’ lap, settling into the rec room’s worn, and only moderately stained, sofa. 
 
    “Well, it all started last week when I got a message from my brother. He was working over on Pega Station and sent me a letter saying he was in trouble. I tried to contact him, but the station authority said he was gone.” 
 
    “Do you have the letter?” Lashes asked, and Petra pulled it out of a satchel at her side. 
 
    “Wow…a printed letter,” Stick said, her eyebrows raised in surprise. “Don’t see a lot of those…ever. How do you even get a letter? I thought that was just from the old vids.” 
 
    “It smells like shit,” Lashes said with a scowl as she pulled the paper out of the envelope.  
 
    “That’s part of what makes me think he’s in trouble,” Petra said. 
 
    “What’s the other part?” Stick asked. 
 
    Lashes held up the letter. In large, bold print, it read: ‘I’m in trouble.’ 
 
    “There’s lipstick on it, too,” Lashes said.  
 
    “Well…can’t argue with that. It sure does look like trouble,” Stick nodded. 
 
    “So, why aren’t we going to Pega, then?” Lashes asked. “Why are we off to New Eden?” 
 
    “When I contacted Pega, the station authority said my brother boarded a ship headed to New Eden. They said the ship was suspected of smuggling, but no charges had been filed and they left. I can’t imagine why he would do that—he was just studying a new form of bacteria found in sea vents in some moon or another…nothing that would get him mixed up with criminals.” 
 
    “I gave it a look, too,” Ramsey added. “Had a good, long chat with one of their surveillance AIs. He’s checked with seven other AI, who then interrogated an old monitoring comp that is apparently the only thing on Pega station that actually watches the security feeds. The comp was ninety-four percent positive that the feed is good and no one tampered with it. Petra’s brother got on a ship bound for New Eden.” 
 
    “Why only ninety-four percent?” Stick asked.  
 
    “I guess someone thought that anything more than ninety-four would make the comp seem cocky, so they capped its certainty level at that,” Ramsey replied with a shrug. 
 
    “Makes sense, I guess. Who would want a cocky computer?” Lashes asked. 
 
    <I sure would like a cocky computer,> Girl said over the Link. 
 
    “Anyway, does this, ahh…brother of yours have a name?” Stick asked. 
 
    “What was with the pregnant pause there?” Lashes fowned.  
 
    Stick glanced from Lashes to Petra, then to Ramsey. “Oh, so like it’s actually your brother we’re looking for? I thought it was your brother, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “Stick, seriously, it’s her real brother,” Ramsey scowled. 
 
    “Really, he is my brother—his name’s Ben,” Petra replied. “Well, Benjartamew, really, but no one calls him that.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine why not,” Lashes chuckled. 
 
    <Tug is ready to release its grapple,> Girl said with a long sigh. 
 
    “I better get back up there before she goes chasing after it,” Stick said before disappearing back down the corridor. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re up to this?” Petra asked after Stick left. “I don’t mean to sound unkind, but your girls all seem a bit…unprofessional.” 
 
    “You know, I’m sitting right here,” Lashes said.  
 
    “We know how to get things done,” Ramsey replied. “We’ve done hundreds of jobs, most tougher than this. I gotta say though, the New Eden Space Force has the tightest-assed assholes this side of Sol. I wonder why the smugglers are going there with someone they kidnapped.” 
 
    Petra sighed and put her arm over her eyes. “I just hope he’s OK.” 
 
    “Lashes,” Ramsey said. “Go get a med pack from the infirmary. I’ll grab BAMF’s pillow and blanket. Maybe it’ll cheer her up when she wakes. Who knows—maybe deck-plate marks on her face are why she’s always so grumpy.” 
 
    “Grab her stuffed bunny, too,” Lashes added. “She loves that thing to pieces.” 
 
    “Really?” Petra asked. “That seems unlike her.” 
 
    “Well, it is actually in pieces,” Lashes replied. 
 
    “Oh, that makes a lot more sense,” Petra said with a worried look and sank a bit deeper into the sofa. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 BACKSTORY 
 
    “What’s your story, anyway?” Petra asked Lashes as they relaxed in the rec room, playing a game of cards to get Petra’s mind off her missing brother. “Everyone says you guys are the ones to go to if you’re in trouble, and if no one else can help, and if they can find you, and all that.” 
 
    “We’re just a bunch of concerned citizens that like to lend a hand,” Lashes replied with a smile.  
 
    “Then why do you all call Ramsey ‘colonel’?” Petra’s right eyebrow arched as she spoke, and Lashes knew she would have to tell the tale. Not that she minded, her reticence just added to the mystery surrounding Delta Team. 
 
    “We don’t, I’m sure you misheard it,” Lashes said with a smile and a wink. 
 
    Petra responded with a stern scowl. “No, even Girl calls him ‘colonel’. What gives? Was he in the military?” 
 
    Lashes let out a long, overly dramatic sigh. “Yes…yes we were, but that was another lifetime ago.” 
 
    Around them, at a volume so low it was barely noticeable, gentle, but stirring music began to play. 
 
    “Oh yeah? How long ago?” Petra asked. 
 
    “Gee…at least fifteen years ago,” Lashes replied. “Time outside of stasis, that is. We’ve spent a bit of time in the tube getting away from folks that want us dead.” 
 
    “Why would anyone want you dead?” Petra asked. “Wait…no…I can think of a few reasons—and what’s with the music?” 
 
    Lashes chuckled. “Oh, that’s just Girl—something she does whenever one of us starts telling our tale. However, regarding our past, anything you’ve heard about us came later, after what set us down this path. We used to be part of an elite unit in the Hegemony’s military. There were a few more of us—you’d never have just three soldiers under a colonel—but we were the core team.” 
 
    “In the Hegemony of Worlds?” Petra asked.  
 
    Lashes nodded sagely. “One and the same.” 
 
    “And you did something wrong?” 
 
    “Not so much,” Lashes replied. “We did something a bit too right. We were sent on a mission to uncover some nefarious dealings at a small manufacturing outpost on a planet in the ass-crack of nowhere. We infiltrated the base, got the intel, and took out the bad guys. Problem was, the bad guys were all in the employ of a certain general’s wife. We weren’t supposed to survive the mission.” 
 
    Petra whistled. “How did you manage to survive?”  
 
    “Through our cunning wit and superb combat skills,” Lashes replied with a smile. “We mopped the floor with the renta-crooks they had. We got the evidence, but when we returned, we were arrested and court martialed.” 
 
    Lashes took a drink of her prune juice before continuing. “They stuck us on a prison transport, to work in Tim-Buck-Too, but we escaped, and here we are today, helping the little folks against corporations, evil governments, and whoever else needs a smackdown.”  
 
    “That’s it,” Petra asked. “That’s the whole story? You did a mission, you got court martialed on some trumped up charges, and then you escaped?” 
 
    “Yup,” Lashes nodded. “That about sums it up.” 
 
    “Seems a bit thin…” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Lashes asked. 
 
    “I mean…what were the charges? How did you get sent on this mission in the first place? Why did the general want you to get killed on the mission? How did you get free? Why did you leave the Hegemony to help people like me? Where’d you get the Van?” Petra said, ticking off items on her fingers. 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Lashes raised her hands. “You can’t just get the whole story all at once! We’re going to have to dole it out over multiple missions.” 
 
    “But I’m only here for this one mission!” Petra exclaimed. “You’re just going to tell the next bit to the next person without the backstory you just gave me?” 
 
    “Well…” Lashes paused. “We could redo this bit and record it, and then play it for them like a bit of a flashback and then tell them a bit more.” 
 
    “What about me?” Petra asked. “How will I learn the whole story?” 
 
    “Hmm…” Lashes ran a hand through her hair. “I know! At some point in the future, we’ll need your help, and then we can let you watch the recorded bits so you know the updated backstory!” 
 
    “This is the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard…” 
 
    Lashes shrugged. “It works in the vids.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TOAST POINTS 
 
    “Do you have a death wish?” BAMF asked before her eyes opened. “You went FTL; you took me into the dark.” 
 
    “Now, BAMF,” Ramsey took the carrot from his mouth so he could use his best soothing voice, “we had to do it. A young man’s life is at stake.” 
 
    BAMF cracked an eyelid and the baleful orb glared at him as though assessing his worth. Her hand whipped out and gripped Ramsey’s throat. “And now a fool of an old man’s life is at stake.” 
 
    “So…you don’t want this tray of toast points, eggs, and sausage.” Ramsey gasped as he pointed to the platter of hot food by BAMF’s side. 
 
    The big woman’s eye rotated toward the offering and appeared to consider it for some time.  
 
    “I suppose I do,” she said and let go of Ramsey’s neck. “Thanks for the pillow and blanket, nice touch—especially bringing Bunny. You better not have lost any of its pieces.” 
 
    Ramsey sat back on his heels and rubbed his neck while BAMF tucked into her food, her chains rattling angrily. Once she stopped visibly fuming, he explained the situation and where they were.  
 
    “New Eden?” BAMF scowled. “Too damn close to the core.” 
 
    Ramsey nodded. “Yeah, it is, I know, but its NE; those guys have more ships than God. The Hegemony doesn’t mess with them.” 
 
    “Except ten years ago,” BAMF said around a mouthful of food. 
 
    Ramsey shrugged. “Yeah, but those were unusual circumstances, what with that ancient colony ship at Bollam’s World.” 
 
    “Fucked that place up,” BAMF commented. 
 
    “Sure did,” Ramsey nodded. Wherever the Intrepid had run off to, he hoped it was far from wherever he was. That ship was nothing but trouble. 
 
    Ramsey left BAMF to finish her food and clean up. 
 
    The walk through the ship was short; the Van wasn’t a cargo hauler, but rather a get in, blow shit up, and get out fast sort of ship. It was only a hundred meters long from bow to stern, and over half of that was engines and fuel. The ship wasn’t heavily armed—most of their work required them not to arouse suspicion—though it could put up a fight when needed.  
 
    The ship was a Vancruiser 450 model built out in the Hesca System, he forgot what the previous owners had called it. Vancrestualtacular or some other bullshit. The Van worked much better—sounded like they were at the forefront of a fighting force—like back in his glory days before they were railroaded and court martialed over the unpleasantness with the general and his wife.  
 
    Fighting in the van with his regiment. 
 
    He stepped into the small bridge…more like a cockpit, really. It sported two consoles, one for weapons and the other for scan, with the pilot’s seat in the middle. Stick was strapped in with her five-point harness—totally unnecessary on a ship with artificial gravity and inertial dampeners, but Stick believed it was important to be prepared.  
 
    Through the hardened plas window lay the New Eden system, one of the jewels of the early colonial years. It had weathered the great FTL Wars better than most. Though it was an FGT terraformed system, and rife with advanced tech, it was still just far enough off the beaten path that getting a war fleet there had been problematic. 
 
    The Edeners also had a wealth of natural resources, which they had spent on building a mighty fleet that patrolled their region of space with a zealous ferocity that few dared cross. 
 
    It made the system a strange destination for the smugglers that had taken Petra’s brother, Ben. 
 
    New Eden was especially picky about FTL jump points, and the closest to the star was 65 AU out. It meant that—depending on where Ben’s abductors had taken him—it could take a week or two to get insystem.  
 
    “What’s the word, Stick?” Ramsey asked. “Stripped the beacon yet?” 
 
    <I wish someone would strip me,> Girl said.  
 
    “That one’s getting really old,” Stick replied to Girl. “You need a new one.” 
 
    <Strip of bacon, maybe? I wonder what bacon tastes like, you guys talk about it so much…I bet it tastes like…> 
 
    Ignoring their AI, Stick turned to the colonel, “Yeah, nothing much there—just the usual advisories, limits, regulations. Eden bullshit. They do seem to be on high alert about something. Maybe it’s ’cause of the AST tightening their grip on Bollam’s. A few more systems and Eden will be an island surrounded by the Hegemony.” 
 
    “Serves them right for never expanding and letting themselves get encircled like this,” Ramsey grunted. 
 
    Stick pivoted in her seat and cast an appraising look at him. “It’s their fault for not being a bunch of expansionist douchebags?” 
 
    Ramsey nodded. “Yup, wanna be the doucher, or the douchee? They know the Hegemony is always expanding. They let this happen.” 
 
    “That’s a shit metaphor, Colonel. I don’t think I want to be the doucher or the douchee,” Lashes said from the cockpit’s entrance behind them.  
 
    <I’d be either,> Girl offered. 
 
    “I’ll look through the station registries as we get them,” Lashes said as she sat at one of the consoles. “Ship that left Pega with Petra’s bro was named the Ludicrus Star.” 
 
    “Riiiight, her brother,” Stick winked. “We still going with that? Wait…ludicrous?” 
 
    “No,” Lashes sighed, Lud-i-cruss.” 
 
    “Sounds just like Ludicrous. That’s a dumb name.” 
 
    “Says the pilot of the Van,” Lashes chuckled.  
 
    “Don’t mock the name!” Stick whispered. “If BAMF hears you badmouthing her baby, she’ll recall who it was that knocked her out before we left Yesdi.” 
 
    Lashes eyes widened and she nodded. “Good point.” 
 
    A few minutes later, BAMF showed up and stood scowling over Lashes. 
 
    “You’re in my seat.” 
 
    Lashes looked up. “BAMF, this is scan, you always sit at weapons.” 
 
    “That’s my seat, too.” 
 
    “Then where should I sit?” Lashes asked. 
 
    “You don’t. Go stand there,” BAMF pointed to a console mounted to the bulkhead. 
 
    “Baaaamf,” Lashes whined. “That console has the weird delay, and it randomly shows images of you flexing, and vids of you making your tits dance.” 
 
    “I know,” BAMF grinned. 
 
    Lashes looked at Ramsey, who shrugged. “I’m standing, you can, too. You can always do these searches on your HUD and not use that console.” 
 
    “She’s using the console,” BAMF said. 
 
    Lashes sighed and stood in the corner, while BAMF sat at the weapons station with a smug grin on her face. She brought up her diagnostics routines and began checking over the ship’s systems. 
 
    “You fuck up my ship in the dark layer?” she growled at Stick, her chains clinking angrily. 
 
    “Now BAMF, you know the dark layer is as safe as houses,” Stick replied. “Nothing bad happens there. You pop in, you pop out, bam, you’re across the void.” 
 
    “Not safe,” BAMF replied, as she ran her diagnostics. “Stuff lives in there. Bad Stuff. Ship killers.” 
 
    “BAMF,” Lashes’ tone was dismissive. “Nothing lives in the dark layer. No one has ever seen any monsters in there.” 
 
    “Stuff it, pretty girl,” BAMF said. “I know what I know. Monsters in the dark.” 
 
    <I’d like it if you stuffed—>  
 
    “Shut up, Girl,” the three women yelled at once.  
 
    Ramsey chewed on his carrot and grinned. “I love it when a crew comes together.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 PEGASUS STATION 
 
    “You sure this is the place?” Stick asked as they eased into their assigned docking slot at Pegasus Station. 
 
    “Their ship is here. Can’t be a lot of ships with that name, it would be ludicrous,” Lashes replied with a chuckle.  
 
    “Yeah…but they go from Pega to Pegasus? What are the chances.” 
 
    Lashes shrugged. “Maybe they have a flying horse fetish.” 
 
    “Any station rules we need to be aware of?” Ramsey asked from around a fresh carrot.  
 
    “Yeah, these guys don’t like a lot of stuff, let me read off the highlights,” Lashes said before taking a deep breath. “No running on the dock, no driving deck-cars over five kilometers per-hour, no antimatter bottles on ships, no alcohol from any AST world, no drugs from any AST world, no people from any AST world…nevermind, I’ll skip those, you get the drift. Let’s see…no green or blue people unless they have matching hair—that’s a weird one—no ship’s named Pete, no use of family names, no wanking in public, no…oh fuck, read it yourselves, this’ll take all day.” 
 
    “They’re all tight-asses,” BAMF grunted and gave a baleful glare at an optic. “Do it, Girl, say something. I dare you.” 
 
    <I don’t know what you’re talking about,> Girl replied. 
 
    “Fucking right you don’t,” BAMF grunted. 
 
    “OK, Petra, you stay on the ship with Stick,” Ramsey said. “BAMF, Lashes, and I will head out and see if we can drum up any leads on what the Ludicrus Star is up to here.” 
 
    “I need to come, Colonel,” Petra said, her voice almost pleading. “He’s my brother, I have to make sure he’s OK.” 
 
    “Seems a bit unhealthy for a sibling relationship,” Stick mumbled behind her hand. 
 
    Ramsey ignored the pilot. “I know you do, Petra, but we can’t tip our hand yet. They don’t know we’re looking for them, this is our chance to gather intel.” 
 
    Petra frowned, and then nodded. “Fine, I understand.” 
 
    She walked out of the cockpit and Ramsey shook his head. “Women…” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “What was that, fool?” 
 
    “Say that again?” 
 
    <Excuse me?> 
 
    “Yuhhh…” Ramsey tried to think of something he could have meant by the statement that wouldn’t get him in more trouble. “Ah, fuck.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    BAMF slid the Van’s side airlock door shut and locked the handle in place before patting the hull where the red stripe ran. 
 
    <You better not fuck anything up in there, Stick,> she sent over the shipnet before the three members of Delta-Team turned to survey Pegasus Station’s passenger debarkation deck. 
 
    It was standard fare as far as passenger areas went. Crowds of people hurried along followed by their personal baggage hovers. A string of food and knick-knack establishments stretched down the dock on either side, and benches were arranged in non-conversationally conducive configurations. Through it all, deck cars drove by, clearly above the five kilometer per hour speed limit, honking little horns on their dashboards as they went. 
 
    A conspicuous number of people with green and blue skin, but without matching hair, were also in evidence. 
 
    “Seems like people don’t take the rules too seriously here,” Lashes commented.  
 
    “Doesn’t mean we won’t,” Ramsey said and glanced at Lashes. “No green or blue skin, just be normal for once.” 
 
    “Colonel!” Lashes said with a hand to her chest. “You wound me! You cut me to the quick!” 
 
    “Shut up, you fool,” BAMF scowled. “Let’s get some food. I’m starving.” 
 
    Ramsey and Lashes followed BAMF down the dock and out into the station proper.  
 
    Pegasus station was a long spur, which was anchored to an asteroid in New Eden’s Kuiper Belt. It wasn’t huge, only a hundred kilometers long, but it was known for its fine cuisine. Ramsey didn’t trust BAMF’s nose to lead them anywhere good, and when he spotted a decent-looking establishment, he guided them in. 
 
    Ramsey was wearing a crisp pair of pants, simple shirt and jacket, while Lashes was wearing a flouncy skirt and tight top. The maître d’ gave Ramsey and Lashes a nod, but leveled a frown at BAMF. 
 
    “No, no, madam, you cannot wear that in here!” the man said with a resolute shake of his head. 
 
    BAMF looked down at her shirt. Barely visible through the chains were the words, ‘That’s Right, I Fucked Your Mom – BAMF’. It was made worse by a depiction of the act on the back. 
 
    “I pity the fool who—” BAMF began before Ramsey stopped her.  
 
    “It’s pretty unpleasant,” he said. “I mean…” 
 
    “It’s the blood,” Lashes added. “The blood’s pretty nasty.” 
 
    “Fine!” BAMF grunted and pulled the shirt off and flipped it inside out before pulling it back on. “This is OK, right?” she said while taking a step toward the maître d’. 
 
    The man paled. “Yes, yes, much better. Follow me.” 
 
    Ramsey couldn’t help but notice that they were seated in the back of the restaurant in darkest corner. He didn’t care; after a week of eggs and toast points, he would do anything for a good meal.  
 
    He looked over the menu and saw that they had scallops and decided that a plate of those would be great to start. 
 
    When their server arrived, he ordered the dish, while Lashes selected a salad, and BAMF bullied the woman into giving her toast and eggs.  
 
    “Human serving staff,” Lashes commented as she stared at their server’s ass the woman retreated. “Don’t see that too much.” 
 
    “Not at the sort of places we usually go to,” Ramsey replied with a smile. “But for once we’re in a nice system, with nice people, and we can eat at a nice restaurant.” 
 
    “You realize we’re a hundred light-minutes from the closest ocean,” Lashes said with a grin. “How fresh do you expect those scallops to be?” 
 
    “I’m counting on this fine establishment to deliver on the promise their ambiance makes,” Ramsey replied. 
 
    They waited in silence, and Ramsey took the time to search for any data on their target’s ship, or its crew. There wasn’t much to be found, though he did learn that the Ludicrus Star came to Pegasus Station several times a New Eden year. They had to be into something worthwhile to make such frequent runs, Ramsey just couldn’t imagine what. 
 
     The other thing he noticed was that the Ludicrus Star had a top-notch reputation on Pegasus station, even though Pega Station had rated them as utterly untrustworthy—he distinctly recalled seeing a big frowny face next to their ship on Pega’s registry.  
 
    The drinks arrived and Ramsey took a sip of his wine. He was unfamiliar with New Eden vintages, but it was good and soothed his palette. Lashes got a drink with an umbrella in it that she sipped daintily, and BAMF downed her beer in a single gulp. 
 
    “Moar, wench!” BAMF bellowed and Ramsey shook his head. If they made it through the dinner without getting kicked out, he’d count it as a miracle. Perhaps that was why they usually ate in dive bars. 
 
    A few minutes later, their appetizers arrived and Ramsey knew something was wrong from the start. One side of the scallops was too dark, and the other was as pale as a ghost. He felt rage build in him that his dish had been prepared like this. So much for Pegasus station having fine dining. 
 
    He caught the waitress’s eye and signaled her over.  
 
    “Look at this, just look at this, what is wrong with these?” he didn’t bother to lower his voice, and the carrot in his mouth waggled angrily. 
 
    The waitress looked confused. “You didn’t even eat any of them.” 
 
    “Of course I didn’t. Look at this! One side is overcooked, and the other side is raw! It’s RAW! Raw as this delicious orange carrot in my mouth!” Ramsey yelled.  
 
    “We have the famous Chef Burbon at the head of our staff. I’m sure he would never let anything that is both raw and overcooked leave our kitchen.” The woman was glancing around, hoping to mollify her irate customer. 
 
    “You donkey! You work here and you can’t tell if these scallops are acceptable by looking at them? You stupid moron!” Ramsey’s face was beginning to turn red and he resisted the urge to stand. “If you think your chef is so spectacular, you eat one.” 
 
    “Um, sir, I don’t really—” 
 
    “Eat it!” Ramsey yelled.  
 
    The woman looked around the table for help, but none came.  
 
    Instead, BAMF just gave her a wicked grin and said, “Eat the scallop, you fool.” 
 
    The woman gulped and took a dainty bite of a scallop. Her face took on a grimace and she smiled wanly. “You might be right, sir.” 
 
    “Why don’t you bring another plate of scallops,” Lashes suggested to the woman with a smile and a pat on the arm. “Try to make sure it’s done right. The colonel here has a delicate palette.” 
 
    The waitress took the plate away and Ramsey did his best to calm down. He noticed Lashes and BAMF sharing a smile.  
 
    “What?” he asked. 
 
    “Oh nothing,” Lashes said, her eyes serious. “Just that you always have some sort of blow-out like this when we come to a nice restaurant.” 
 
    “I do not!” Ramsey exclaimed. 
 
    “You do,” Lashes said while BAMF nodded seriously with a bit of bread stuck to her lip. “It’s why we usually eat in dive bars. That way no one can hear you berating the wait staff so much. In quiet joints like this, it sorta carries.” 
 
    “Me?” Ramsey was flabbergasted. “I’m the reason we can’t go to nice places? Look at BAMF, she comes here and gets the same thing they make everywhere.” 
 
    “They make them better here,” BAMF grunted. “Dive bars never get the eggs right.” 
 
    A tall man in chef’s whites was approaching their table with a frown on his face. He carried a fresh plate of scallops.  
 
    “Sir, your scallops,” he said with a disdainful sniff. 
 
    Ramsey looked up at the man and back down at the plate. His trained eye told him that they wouldn’t be much better, but he took a bite anyway. 
 
    “Rubber!” he yelled and spit it out. “You call yourself a Frensch-Trained Chef and you can’t even make scallops!” 
 
    “Missour, please,” the chef said, his beet-red face standing out against his white coat and hat. “I assure you that those scallops are cooked to perfection. I prepared them myself.” 
 
    “Did you? Then you need to go back to culinary school. I wouldn’t trust you to run a bath, let alone a kitchen.” 
 
    With that, Ramsey slammed his fist into the plate, smashing the scallops and sending bits of the rubbery seafood in all directions. He stood and his face was mere inches from the chef’s 
 
    “My gran can cook better than you, and she’s been dead a hundred years. Now fuck off before I shove this plate up your ass sideways!” 
 
    “BAMF?” Lashes asked quietly. 
 
    “Yeah,” the large woman asked from around a mouthful of eggs. 
 
    “When we get back to the ship, delete all the copies of that old cooking show he likes so much.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Later, in the station security office, Ramsey swore that the chef had thrown the first punch. Lashes and BAMF backed his story, but they were the only ones. 
 
    “I can’t believe you got us into a bar fight at a place named ‘Chez Maison’,” Lashes said while shaking her head. “This is why we can’t have nice things.” 
 
    BAMF was grinning, her smile stretched from ear to ear as she watched the goings on in the security station. “It’s a brilliant plan.” 
 
    “Plan?” Lashes asked. “This was a plan?” 
 
    “Of course it was a plan,” the colonel nodded. “I mean, they made it easy, the scallops were shit.” 
 
    A woman in a casual business suit approached them and Ramsey suspected that she may be the precinct captain. She stood in front of the trio, who were all seated along a wall with one arm locked into a clamp on the armrest. 
 
    Ramsey was certain that BAMF could break free from hers, if necessary, but it wouldn’t be. They’d be out of here in no time. 
 
    “Seriously?” she asked. “You start a fight in an upscale restaurant? Who does that?” 
 
    “Colonel Ramsey,” Ramsey said and offered his hand. The woman did not shake it, and he pulled it back. “Any chef that defends such poor cooking deserves to get a few hits to the head.” 
 
    “Mmmhmmmm,” the woman said as she nodded.  
 
    Ramsey pulled up her public bio on Pegasus Station’s net and saw that she was Lieutenant Sedna; the precinct where they were currently enjoying station security’s hospitality was her domain.  
 
    “What is your business on Pegasus Station?” she asked. “Your customs declaration just says ‘Sex, Drugs, and Rock ‘n Roll’.” 
 
    Lashes put on her warmest smile. “We’re just helping a friend find her brother. He came here recently, and we’re just looking around to see if we can find him.” 
 
    Lieutenant Sedna looked down at Lashes and her expression softened a touch.  
 
    “Do you have family? They can be such a pain sometimes, but we all have to do what we can to help them,” Lashes spoke in her most conciliatory voice and reached out to gently stroke the lieutenant’s arm. Running her finger across it as though the officer’s forearm was an instrument she was playing. 
 
    “Uhh…Lashes, right? Records do show that you only tried to defend your friend with the sensitive taste buds here,” Sedna said and gestured at Ramsey. “I’m a bit surprised that you didn’t get involved in the fray…Bam?” 
 
    “It’s Bam-F,” BAMF replied. “Thought about it. But my eggs were just right. Wanted to finish them.” 
 
    “Well, since this is your first time here—and because you have a surprisingly large number of recommendations from small, out-of-the-way stations on your record—I’m going to let you off with a fine. And you’re banned from Chez Maison, of course. It’s a bit surprising, but they’re not pressing charges anyway—which is good, because Chef Burbon never could get scallops right.” 
 
    “Thank you very much,” Lashes said with a winning smile. 
 
    The lieutenant blinked and their arm restraints released. Ramsey stood and stretched his arms over his head. 
 
    “Gah, it’s amazing how fast you can cramp up.” 
 
    “Get in another fight and you’ll really find out what cramping up feels like,” Lieutenant Sedna scowled. “If you can’t find your friend, file a missing persons report—don’t go busting up any more restaurants.” 
 
    A minute later, they were out of the security station and in a wide corridor. 
 
    “That was a big risk, Colonel,” Lashes said. “We could have been booted off the station.” 
 
    “Nah,” Ramsey replied. “I figured you’d just lay on some charm and we’d be fine. BAMF, did you plant the bug?” 
 
    “Uh huh,” BAMF replied. 
 
    “A bug? Raaamsey, why don’t you ever let me in on these plans of yours?” Lashes whined.  
 
    Ramsey chuckled. “Because you perform so much better when you think our necks are on the line.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 BUGS AND INTEL 
 
    “So…it’s a real bug?” Petra asked when they were all back on the ship reporting on their progress. 
 
    “Yeah, real bugs are the best,” Stick said with an emphatic nod. “We tried cats a few times, but people keep picking them up and cuddling them, then feeding them…and well, they just never got the job done once that starts. Can do mice and rats, but people really don’t like them. Bugs are best—so long as they don’t have too many legs—gah!” 
 
    “So, this bug will sneak into a system in the security station, extract data on the Ludicrus Star, and then report back somehow? Petra asked. 
 
    “That’s the deal,” Ramsey said with a nod. “Places like that have all sorts of defenses against hacks, and data breaches, and nano, but if you can tap right into the data I/O lines, you’re in business. I mean…you have to have the encryption keys, too, but no one ever changes those from the defaults—which we managed to get our hands on awhile back.” 
 
    Petra scratched her head. “But how will that help? They would have to access data about my brother for the bug to pick anything up.” 
 
    “Remember that patrol boat that boarded us to inspect our antimatter bottle and do all the customs bullshit?” Stick asked. 
 
    Petra nodded and Ramsey picked up the explanation, a fresh carrot with an extra leafy stock obscuring half his face. “Those customs officials logged all our idents, so that lieutenant…ah Sedna…back in the security office will look us over, and see that you’re listed as a passenger, not crew. She’ll figure it’s your brother we’re looking for, and then check all the ships that docked recently to see if anyone on them looks like a relative of yours. When she does, we’ll tap the data access and get what we need.” 
 
    “What if she doesn’t? Forgive me, but she’s probably a bit sloppy if she let you three go,” Petra said. 
 
    “Oh, she will,” Lashes smiled. “We got out because I played her like a fiddle.”  
 
    “Lashes will go back in tomorrow to pick up the bug and we’ll be in business,” Ramsey added. 
 
    “I will?” Lashes said.  
 
    Ramsey nodded. “Yeah, you saw how busy this station is. No way the bug can make it back here—it’ll take a week.” 
 
    “Gotta sit back in the same chair,” BAMF said. “That’s where I told the bug to go after it nabbed the data.” 
 
    “How am I gonna pull that off?” Lashes asked. “You don’t just get to wander into the detention area in a security station!” 
 
    “You’ll think of something,” Ramsey grinned before taking a bite of his carrot. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Lashes stood outside the security station trying to decide what she was going to say to Lieutenant Sedna that would get her back into the detention area. She knew the lieutenant was into girls—she sent all the right signals, but Lashes could also tell that the woman was high-maintenance. Trying to start up a relationship with her would bog Lashes down the entire time they were on Pegasus station. 
 
    She looked down at her outfit—tight blue pants and a loose blouse. It could probably survive a scuffle. 
 
    A tall, red-haired man was walking down the corridor, not looking at where he was going. A perfect mark. As he walked past, Lashes pivoted and put herself in his path. 
 
    The man, who she had named Red in her mind, crashed into her, and she fell back a step. 
 
    “What did you say to me?” she yelled at him.  
 
    Red, for his part, looked suitably surprised. “I…I…didn’t say anything,” he stammered. “I’m sorry I bumped into you.” 
 
    “Bumped into me? You disparaged my ancestors and then hit me!” Lashes accused. 
 
    Red took a step back and raised his hands. “Look, lady, I don’t know what you’re talking about. I don’t want anything to do with you—”  
 
    Red’s words were cut short as her fist collided with his face. “That’ll teach you to call my mother a duck-fucking whore!” 
 
    The main raised his fists to defend himself against her flurry of blows, showing more surprise than anger at this diminutive woman who appeared to have lost her mind. 
 
    “Easy, lady! Easy, you psycho bitch!” he yelled, taking another step back. 
 
    Lashes continued her assault until, suddenly, her head snapped back as Red’s fist collided with her face. Another blow struck her in the gut and she fell to her knees. Her head spun and she had trouble focusing. 
 
    What…did I pick some sort of boxing champ? she thought to herself. 
 
    A moment later, strong hands wrapped around her, pulling her back. Through her hazy vision, she saw two security officers pulling the man away and assumed that must be who gripped her, as well. 
 
    “Twice in as many days?” a voice asked from behind her. “Take them both in the back, I’ll sort her out in a few minutes.” 
 
    Lashes’ head spun while her arms were pinned behind her back and she was cuffed. 
 
    “Eeee started it,” she slurred through her rapidly expanding upper lip. 
 
    Five minutes later, she was back at the row of seats in the detention area. Lashes attempted to maneuver herself to the chair occupied by BAMF on their previous visit, but the officer wasn’t interested in where she wanted to sit and shoved her into the first seat they came past.  
 
    Behind her back, Lashes’ knuckles slammed into the hard plastic and she cried out, “Ow! That fwucking huwrts!” It also hurt to speak, so she got her internal med-nano working on her split lips. Chances were that she’d need to use them for more than talking before this jaunt was over. 
 
    “Shut up,” the officer replied before stalking away. 
 
    He hadn’t bothered locking her into the seat’s restraint system, and Lashes twisted her arms around, trying to find a more comfortable position. The bug hadn’t sent a coded ping that it was back yet, but she figured it was just a matter of time. She was about to rise up and move to BAMF’s prior seat when the muted sounds of commotion from the outer office reached her ears.  
 
    A stream of curses and the sounds of a scuffle came through the doorway into the detention area, and a minute later, two officers burst through the entrance, Red pinioned between them, but still putting up ferocious resistance while they muscled him toward the row of seats.  
 
    One of the officers was a large blond man, while the other was a lithe, but muscular woman. The man had a scratch on his face, and the woman’s hair—which must have been in a bun at some point—was a tangled mess. 
 
    “You fuckers!” Red screamed. “You can’t do this to me! She attacked me, I have to get home, my wife is making my favorite dinner and I promised I wouldn’t be late!” 
 
    “The sooner you get in the goddamn chair, the sooner we can sort this out,” one of the officers grunted.  
 
    Two more officers followed and began the process of uncuffing the man and getting him down into the chair. 
 
    “Tom, no! Don’t uncuff him yet,” the blond officer called out. “Get the restraints ready first.” 
 
    Red pulled his arm out of Blondie’s grasp, and took a swing at the woman who held his other arm. She yelped and ducked, still managing to hold his arm. The two officers in the rear lunged forward, and the entire group went down. 
 
    Lashes did her best not to smile at the scuffle taking place at her feet. It wouldn’t do for the vids to sot her amusement. 
 
    “Get the fuck off my face!” 
 
    “Ow, that smarts!” 
 
    “Look, get his leg there before—” 
 
    “Arrghh!” 
 
    Lashes listened to a stream of curses and poorly executed directions for at least a full minute before Lieutenant Sedna came in and shot the man with tranquilizer pistol of some sort.  
 
    “Sweet fuck,” she swore. “It’s like this is your first day! Get him in a cell and check him over. He probably has some sort of contraband if he’s putting up a fight like that.” 
 
    Sedna watched without speaking as the five officers hauled the now-unconscious man out through another door that Lashes assumed led to cells in the back. 
 
    Once the sounds of the brute’s unconscious body being dragged through the corridors faded away, she turned to Lashes.  
 
    “So, what happened out there?” she asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Guy walked into me and made some pretty insulting comments,” Lashes replied before looking away. “I shouldn’t have hit him, but he pissed me off…and I guess I was amped up from the fight at the restaurant.” 
 
    “You get in a lot of fights for such a waif,” Sedna said, her expression softening just a touch. “What were you doing back here? I saw the vids, you were just standing in front of the station.” 
 
    Lashes forced a blush to rise in her cheeks and her lips curled up into an embarrassed smile. “Well, I was coming to see you…and here I am.” 
 
    She picked up a ping from the bug; it was on its way back from its mission. She needed to get to that other chair and fast. 
 
    Sedna chuckled. “You know, there are other ways to see me than to get in a fight. Coming through the door without restraints on works a lot better when you’re trying to impress a cop.” 
 
    Lashes gave a soft laugh and looked down at her knees, noticing that her pants hadn’t fared as well as she’d hoped—there was a rip in the right knee. She looked back up at Sedna, keeping her expression demure with just a hint of anticipation. 
 
    “Yeah, add that to a long list of poor life choices,” she said. 
 
    “I checked up on you,” Sedna responded after a moment. “I found the ship that your missing friend came in on—figured it out after looking over your customs data. Has a dumb name, the Ludicrus Star, but a great rep here on the station. One of the guys onboard had a DNA profile that matched up with your woman Petra. He’s gone though, left on another ship yesterday.” 
 
    “Really?” Lashes asked, genuinely surprised that Sedna was offering this information.  
 
    “Yeah, the ship’s name was the Gettsbird.” 
 
    A name and everything—and all it took was getting punched a few times. More painful than seduction, but far less time-consuming. Lashes figured it was worth going for broke. “Where are they headed?” 
 
    “Stationmaster’s logs show them on an outsystem lane or a point stellar-east of here. Most people that jump from there go to Bollam’s World,” Sedna said as she reached down and gently pulled Lashes to her feet. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Lashes asked.  
 
    “You don’t think I can spot a hustle when I see one?” Lieutenant Sedna laughed. “I’ve been doing this for a long time. I’ve seen more tricks than you’ve dreamed up in that pretty head of yours.” 
 
    Sedna turned Lashes around and undid her cuffs before reaching around and gently massaging her breasts and letting out a long, hot breath against her neck. 
 
    “So, now it’s my turn to get my payment, something I’m going to take out of you in spades.” 
 
    Lashes shivered in her arms, letting out a soft moan. “Do you want me to fight?”  
 
    Sedna laughed as she spun Lashes around to face her. “Maybe, we’ll see how things go.” 
 
    Through the lovemaking scuffle that followed, Lashes managed to fall into the chair the bug was waiting on. It scuttled up her sleeve and she sighed with relief. As much fun as Sedna was being, there was no way the cop would look favorably upon a data breach. 
 
    Plus, bugs were hard to train and BAMF would be pissed if she didn’t come back with it. 
 
    Shit, she thought to herself. We have to go FTL again…BAMF is going to be pissed anyway. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 BOLLAM’S WORLD (OR MAYBE NOT) 
 
    “Bollam’s World!” Ramsey exclaimed. “There’s no way we’re going there, we have to catch the Gettsbird before it leaves New Eden.” 
 
    The crew, including Petra, were assembled in the rec room, listening to Lashes report what she had learned from Sedna—information which had been confirmed by the bug. 
 
    “Damn straight,” BAMF nodded. “You’re not taking me FTL again.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Lashes sked. “You just gonna stay in New Eden for the rest of your life?” 
 
    “Yes,” BAMF replied simply. 
 
    “I found the ship in the system’s traffic stream,” Stick said. “They’re going slow. If they do jump to Bollam’s World, we can leapfrog them and get there first.” 
 
    “I already said that we’re not going there,” Ramsey shook his head emphatically. “That system’s a disaster. Black hole shifting all the orbits around, and the Hegemony taking over so they can turn it into a proxy state.” 
 
    “You can’t just give up!” Petra said. “Please, he’s my brother!” 
 
    “Riiiight,” Stick whispered loudly. 
 
    “No one is giving up. We just need to stop them before they get to the jump point,” Ramsey said. “Girl, what’s our departure time?” 
 
    <We’re in the rapid departure queue,> Girl said breathily. <Current ETA is fifteen minutes.> 
 
    “Stick,” Ramsey addressed the pilot, “get up to the bridge. I want us off the tug as soon as possible. You boost as fast as they allow here.” 
 
    “Are we going to shoot it out with them?” Lashes asked with a worried glance at Petra. 
 
    “Course not,” Ramsey replied. “We’ll figure out a way to get them to divert somewhere.” 
 
    “Where?” Petra asked. “How are you going to get a ship to divert somewhere it doesn’t want to?” 
 
    “We’ll figure that out when we get closer,” Ramsey said. 
 
    An hour later, the station tug had let go and they were flying under their own power. The Gettsbird had a ten-hour head start, but they were boosting at a more leisurely pace. Stick flew the Van on a parallel path that appeared as though they were trying to get to the jump point in a hurry, and not like they were right on the Gettsbird’s tail.  
 
    The Van didn’t have any antimatter onboard—well, they did, but it was undeclared and they weren’t about to use it and call the New Eden Space Force’s wrath down on their heads. Not yet, at least. 
 
    Ramsey watched the heavy fusion burn deplete their supplies of deuterium and lithium far faster than he would like. The math showed them having enough fuel to intercept, but they would have to spend a month drifting back to the nearest station afterward. 
 
    Or, they could use their antimatter pion drive to get to a jump point and scratch New Eden off the list of places they could ever return to.  
 
    He was in the galley pouring a glass of orange juice when Stick called down from the bridge. 
 
    <Colonel, you’d better get up here.> 
 
    Ramsey walked to the bridge, spilling a bit of juice on his hand while climbing the ladder. 
 
    “WTF! Colonel, you know…we have covers for those for a reason,” Lashes said from below him on the ladder. 
 
    Ramsey looked down to see a splash of orange on her white shirt. 
 
    “Uh…sorry.” 
 
    Lashes took a quick pit stop in the head while Ramsey continued on to the bridge. BAMF was already present, and Stick stood beside a projection of the New Eden system on the main holodisplay. 
 
    “Now, you see here,” she was saying to BAMF, “this is where the jump point is, and this is where they are, and this is where we are.” 
 
    “Fool, why is my ship a flying banana?” BAMF growled.  
 
    “Because bananas are a part of a healthy diet. Got all sorts of nutrients,” Stick replied and raised an eyebrow at BAMF. “A big girl like you should know that nutrients are very important. You have all those muscles and mods to feed.” 
 
    “Put my ship back or I’ll feed you my fist,” BAMF sneered. 
 
    “Fine, fine,” Stick replied. “You don’t need to get so testy about it. I was just trying to promote good health. We spend a lot of time cooped up on this ship, you know. Sometimes I don’t think we get nearly enough exercise.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    “Ah! Colonel!” Stick said with a smile. “I don’t think our friends out there are going to the jump point. They want people to think they are, but they’re not. At least I think they’re not. Girl, what do you think?” 
 
    <I think you’re crazy and I should never have let you install manual controls. But Stick is right. They’ve moved off course just a hair, and they’re not accelerating anymore.> 
 
    “Right, right!” Stick agreed. “They’re not accelerating! If they enter the dark layer at their current velocity, you see, they’ll take a month to get to Bollam’s World! It should only take them two weeks.” As Stick spoke, she waved her arms about. 
 
    “Only a fool would spend that much time in the dark,” BAMF commented.  
 
    “It does seem unusual,” Ramsey said. “Where could they be going, then?” 
 
    “Well, well,” Stick grinned far more than the situation required. “We have two candidates here! One is a station out in the New Eden Kuiper belt that doesn’t see a lot of visitors. Apparently, they’re some sort of cult that doesn’t believe in movement and are terribly dull people to be around. The other is this moon around this ice-giant planet, Euphrates. It’s not exactly terraformed per se, more like it was gently encouraged to have a breathable atmosphere and then left as good enough.” 
 
    Lashes had arrived during Stick’s explanation and she asked, “Which do you think is more likely, Stick?” 
 
    “Well, what would a bunch of human smugglers be doing at a station where no one moves? I doubt they even need more people…probably have enough as it is. But that moon? Who knows,” Stick said with a shrug. “I wouldn’t really want to go to either if I had a choice.” 
 
    “Girl,” Ramsey asked, “what do we know about the moon?” 
 
    <It’s pretty barren,> Girl replied. <A lot of clouds, some corporation named Getts owns it.> 
 
    “Pretty obvious, then,” Ramsey said with a nod.  
 
    “What’s obvious?” Stick asked. 
 
    “The ship we’re chasing is the Gettsbird, the moon is owned by a company called ‘Getts’,” Lashes said with a tilt to her head. 
 
    “So?” Stick asked.  
 
    “So, it’s ‘Getts’ with ‘bird’ on the end,” Ramsey said. 
 
    “You sure?” Stick asked. “I thought they were just mangling the name of some old battle I read about once.” 
 
    “A bird battle?” BAMF said with a shake of her head. 
 
    Ramsey looked at the holo, where the Gettsbird was shown as a slice of pizza flying through space. An indicator hovered beside it, labelling the ship Pepperoni.  
 
    “Fool,” BAMF muttered. “How you fly at all is a damn miracle.” 
 
    “Girl, can you put the proper display up?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    “What?” Stick asked, looking around. “I’m hungry.” 
 
    <Anything for you, Colonel,> Girl replied.  
 
    An instant later, the slice of pizza was replaced by a starship, and the label read ‘Gettsbird’. 
 
    Stick nodded sagely. “Ahhh, I see how you came to that conclusion, though I’m not totally certain there’s a connection.” 
 
    “Imma beat a conclusion into your stupid head,” BAMF growled. “They’re going to that moon!” 
 
    “OK, OK,” Stick said. “No need for violence, I’ll entertain your flight of fancy.” 
 
    “Well, BAMF,” Ramsey clapped BAMF on the shoulder and smiled. “Looks like we don’t have to drug you and dump you in the cargo hold. No dark layer necessary.” 
 
    BAMF shot Ramsey a dark look, but didn’t say a word. 
 
    “Don’t alter course yet,” Ramsey said. “But slow down a bit, we don’t want to overshoot that moon.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Forty hours later, the Gettsbird dipped below the cloud cover of the moon—cleverly named Gettsmoon—and Stick admitted that it may actually be their quarry’s destination.   
 
    The crew and Petra were gathered in the rec room to discuss their approach. 
 
    “What have we learned about this place?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    “It’s small, but dense,” Lashes replied. “About a half-g on the surface, which is mostly covered in water. As you can guess it’s close enough to its planet, Euphrates, that it flexes a bunch. Makes for a lot of underwater volcanic activity.”  
 
    “So, it’ll be warm?” Ramsey asked.  
 
    “Depends. They don’t get much light from the star, but Euphrates has one of those little fusion suns that works its way around the planet every hundred hours or so. Gettsmoon’s OK at night, but during the day it gets up to fifty degrees.” 
 
    “Looks like we’re in nighttime for another forty hours or so,” Stick commented. 
 
    “Well, it’s all making sense now,” Ramsey said.  
 
    “What, orbital dynamics? I always wondered if you really got that,” Stick said. 
 
    “No, Stick!” Ramsey said, exasperated with his pilot. “Petra’s brother was investigating some sort of bacteria that was found on a moon’s ocean vents. Here we have a moon, currently being visited by her brother, that has oceans, and probably a good number of underwater volcanic vents.” 
 
    “So, it is related to his work?” Petra asked with a frown. “I thought he owed money for hookers and drugs, or something.”  
 
    “If we came here for nothing…” BAMF cast a baleful eye around the room. “No amount of toast points is going to get you out of this.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Ramsey said. “Remember the note?” 
 
    Everyone looked at the note still sitting on the on the end table where Petra had set it down. It still emitted a foul odor and no one really wanted to touch it, but they couldn’t throw it away, either.  
 
    “I just know he’s in trouble,” Petra said, her voice wavering. “You can’t turn back. He’s so close. Let’s just go down. I know you can find him and bring him back to me.” 
 
    <Right…brother,> Stick said over the crew’s private net. 
 
    <Shut up, you fool,> BAMF replied.  
 
    Ramsey gnawed on his carrot for a moment. “We’ll go down. Can’t hurt to check it out. If they’re all on the up and up, we’ll have a good laugh. If they’re not, we’ll concoct an overly complicated plan and get your brother out of there.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 GETTSMOON (MOST DEFINITELY)  
 
    The Van’s shuttle settled down in a low valley filled with old equipment, left out to rust in the moon’s humid air. 
 
    It was the middle of the moon’s long night, and they were certain no one had seen them coast through the cloud cover and over the moon’s only significant landmass, an island only a few hundred kilometers across.  
 
    Ramsey stepped out of the shuttle, painted black like the Van with a red stripe along the side, and scanned the area as Lashes and BAMF filed out after. BAMF seemed different without all her bling—the removal of which had almost cost Ramsey the use of his left arm—not smaller, but bigger somehow, and far too silent and stealthy. 
 
    “Smells gross,” BAMF commented and Ramsey gave a sharp nod, the leafy end of his carrot drooping in the cool breeze.  
 
    “Smells like ocean,” Lashes said. “Nothing wrong with that, it’s refreshing. I wouldn’t mind swim while we’re here. Been awhile since we’ve been dirtside.” 
 
    “New Eden data feed said that there are things that live in the ocean that would strip your skin off in five seconds flat,” Ramsey said. 
 
    “Seriously?” Lashes asked. “Who would seed their oceans with stuff like that? Wasn’t this system built by the FGT? I didn’t know they were sadists.” 
 
    “Dunno who did it. Wasn’t in the brochure,” Ramsey replied. “It’s a twenty kilometer hike to the outpost. Once we get in there, we can see where the Gettsbird landed and maybe where they have Petra’s brother.” 
 
    “I wonder what they have him doing—what can some bacteria really be worth, anyway?” Lashes asked. 
 
    “You remember what we got sent to prison over?” Ramsey countered. 
 
    “Good point,” Lashes nodded. 
 
    “Colonel, I think I can fix this up and get us a ride,” BAMF said from amidst a pile of debris not far from the shuttle.  
 
    Ramsey walked toward the sound of BAMF’s voice and saw a boxy ground vehicle sitting amidst the junk. It had two large doors on the back, and he opened them up. Inside it was almost empty with just two seats in the front. 
 
    BAMF opened a door at the front near the vehicle’s controls and fiddled with some wires hanging from the console. 
 
    “That never works,” Lashes said with a sigh. “Just leave it.” 
 
    A moment later, the vehicle’s engine roared to life and BAMF grunted with satisfaction. 
 
    “Runs on hydrogen,” she said and walked back to the shuttle to grab a tank. 
 
    “It’s kinda shiny,” Lashes said as she looked the white vehicle over.  
 
    “See if you can find some paint or something,” Ramsey replied. “If not, we can just go down by the ocean and cover it with mud.” 
 
    “You want me to drive in the mud-mobile?” Lashes asked with a look of disgust on her face. 
 
    “Hey, check it out,” Ramsey said and grinned around his carrot. “There’s whole case of black paint over here. Too bad we don’t have some music to listen to while we work.” 
 
    By the time BAMF had returned from pulling a spare fuel tank out of the shuttle, the vehicle was painted black.  
 
    “Looks good,” BAMF nodded, “but something’s missing.”  
 
    She rummaged around in the crate where the paint had been found and produced a can with a red lid. With expert precision, BAMF painted a red stripe across each side of the vehicle. 
 
    “Much better.” 
 
    “That’s, ahh…worse,” Lashes said.  
 
    “No, better, fool,” BAMF grunted. 
 
    They secured the fuel tank in the back, and BAMF switched over the fuel lines. 
 
    “OK, girls, let’s roll,” Ramsey said.  
 
    “Aren’t we going to bolt in another seat?” Lashes asked.  
 
    “Wasted enough time,” BAMF said as she sat in the driver’s seat, while Ramsey took the passenger seat.  
 
    “Raaaahmsey,” Lashes whined. 
 
    “Shut up, fool,” BAMF said as she gunned the engine. 
 
    “What’s that written on the console?” Lashes asked as she hung onto the back of Ramsey’s seat.  
 
    “Uhh… Vehicular Ambulatory Navigator,” Ramsey said. 
 
    “Seriously? It’s a VAN?” Lashes asked.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    The VAN trundled along a dirt path that stretched across the island’s low hills. The landscape consisted mostly of patchy grass, low bushes, and the occasional stunted tree. A rain storm moved in halfway through their trek and the road grew slick and treacherous. 
 
    Lightning flashed above them, and the moon’s atmosphere ionized.  
 
    “Comms are down,” Lashes commented. “Hopefully things are OK up there.”  
 
    “Worry about down here, fool. This thing steers like a dog fucking a football,” BAMF grunted as she struggled to keep the VAN on the road. 
 
    “This has to be one of the most miserable little balls of muck in the galaxy,” Lashes added. “Glad we’re not walking out there, though.” 
 
    “We’re getting close to the outpost we spotted on the way down,” Ramsey said. “I’m not sure if it’s a research facility, or a fishing town. A lot of the boats in the harbor looked pretty rickety.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s where your scallops came from,” Lashes said with a grin. “Might explain why they were crap.” 
 
    “Did they taste like mud?” BAMF asked. 
 
    “Pull behind that hill there,” Ramsey said. “This is as close as we should get.” 
 
    “Think they get a lot of visitors here?” Lashes asked. “What’s our story?” 
 
    “Getts owns the whole place, so these folks…whether researchers or fishers, or whatever, are company people. I vote that we tell them we had some trouble with our ship and had to set down…south of here,” Ramsey said. 
 
    “Plausible enough, we’re a ways from most of the other stuff orbiting the planet up there. I’d probably buy it if I were them,” Lashes agreed. “BAMF?” 
 
    “Sure,” BAMF nodded.  
 
    BAMF stopped the VAN and Lashes slid open the door, peering out into the pouring rain.  
 
    “You gonna go out, or just think about it, Lieutenant?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    “I’m still just thinking about thinking about it,” Lashes replied. “What should we do with our guns? Think we can pack heat here?” 
 
    “Sidearms only,” Ramsey said. “Nothing big.” 
 
    Lashes nodded and tucked a pistol into her jacket while BAMF looked like she was about to say something. 
 
    Ramsey shook his head. “Whatever you’re about to say, no.” 
 
    A minute later, they were outside slogging through the mud toward the outpost. It only took ten minutes to get there, but it felt like hours. The dim lights of the outpost were like beacons of hope as the storm grew worse.  
 
    Once they reached the buildings, they could see they were a mixture of larger, longstanding structures, and some newer, more ramshackle creations. They all looked worn and aged, their siding discolored from exposure to the briny air, and windows fogged up from humidity. A dilapidated sign labeled the sorry group of buildings as Port Kendall. 
 
    A small doll was tied to the sign and Lashes peered at it through the rain. “Huh…I don’t get it, what’s with that doll?” 
 
    “Shut up, fool,” BAMF grunted.  
 
    Few of the buildings gave any clue as to their purpose, though most appeared very utilitarian—Ramsey looked for any sort of common house or barracks amongst them. 
 
    <No public local net,> Lashes commented. <Just a single private one—could probably hack in, but I imagine it’s too soon for that sort of thing.> 
 
    <Just a bit,> Ramsey replied. 
 
    “There,” BAMF grunted at a low, wide building that had the word ‘Commissary’ painted above the door. The lights were on, and it looked more inviting than any other structure around. 
 
    “Perfect,” Ramsey said and the team made a bee-line for the door. 
 
    Ramsey pushed it open and stepped into a subdued scene. The commissary was half general store, half bar.  
 
    On one side, a disheveled-looking woman wandered listlessly through the aisles, as if she hoped there was some discovery she had failed to make on previous visits. The other side of the space held a dozen men and women—sitting at improvised tables, and along a high counter. Some held unmarked bottles, while others stared into glasses containing a few fingers of brown liquid.  
 
    Low voices carrying on quiet conversations had been in the air when they entered, but those fell silent as every head turned to eye the three newcomers—except for a scantily clad man and woman who were circulating amongst the patrons. Ramsey guessed that those were servitors which did double duty as pleasure bots.  
 
    He was about to take a step when a voice called out from behind the bar. 
 
    “Your boots! Take ’em off, and step into the Dri-Rite. I just finished washing the floor!” 
 
    Ramsey saw that the speaker was a rotund woman who stood behind the bar with her hands on her hips. 
 
    “Sorry, ma’am,” he said with a nod and began to pull off his mud-coated boots.  
 
    “I don’t think these floors have been washed in a month,” Lashes said as she slid off her boots and set them in the cleanest part of the boot-rack. 
 
    Ramsey saw a tall arch with the words ‘Dri-Rite’ emblazoned on it. “I guess they see a lot of rainy days here,” he said as he stepped into the device. A sonic wave, followed by warm air, hit him like a truck, and he almost fell back. However, a few seconds later, his clothing was perfectly dry and he stepped out.  
 
    “Impressive, I bet that thing gets a lot of use,” he said. 
 
    “What makes you think that?” a man at a nearby table said with a snicker. 
 
    Ramsey returned the barb with a smile and approached the bar. Behind him, he heard a squeal and thud as Lashes was blown clear out of the Dri-Rite, much to the amusement of the patrons. 
 
    “What do you have to warm someone up?” he asked the woman behind the bar. Ramsey knew better than to approach a bartender and ask for information before buying a round. 
 
    “I got whisky, vodka made from some local tubers, and a beer that Jimmy over there makes.” 
 
    The whiskey had the least backstory, which Ramsey hoped meant it was imported, though he wasn’t about to ask and ruin his fantasy. 
 
    “Whisky for me, and vodka for my two friends,” Ramsey said as Lashes and BAMF approached.  
 
    “We don’t take credit here,” the woman said. “Company takes their cut of that. You got chits?” 
 
    Ramsey nodded and pulled five twenty-piece chits from his pocket. “That do to open a tab?” 
 
    The woman’s eyes widened and she smiled. “That’ll do just fine.” 
 
    “So, what you doing here?” a man at a nearby table said. “We don’t get a lot of visitors in these parts.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine why,” Lashes muttered. 
 
    “Ship broke down,” Ramsey sighed. “Life support was acting hinky and we didn’t want to risk making the run to the closest station. Your moon here was nearby, so we set down—didn’t really expect to set down in the middle of a storm, though.” 
 
    “They’re pretty common round here,” the bartender said. “You stood a better chance than not of setting down in one.” 
 
    “Lovely,” Lashes said. 
 
    “We’re a few klicks south of here,” Ramsey said. “Any chance we’re near a port?” 
 
    “Only port is down on the west end of the island,” the bartender said. “You got about a hundred kilometers of rain and muck between you and there.” 
 
    “Set down south of town?” a woman at a table asked. “Good thing. North of here is all Getts’ super-private land. They wouldn’t take too kindly to anyone dropping in out there.” 
 
    <Well, shit,> BAMF said. 
 
    “I would have thought that Getts owned this whole place,” Ramsey said. “What’s so special about that land up north?” 
 
    “Dunno, but its mighty special to the company folks,” the bartender replied. “Most of the settlements like ours service the robotic shipping fleets that Getts owns. Oceans are messy places, and human labor can better deal with the repairs we have to make on the ships. But up there, they run some sort of R&D facility. All hush, hush. We’re the furthest north fleet repair depot on the island.” 
 
    Ramsey was about to reply when the outside door swung open and a tall, dark-haired man in a black slicker walked in. He hung the coat on a hook, but didn’t take off his boots or use the Dri-Rite as he strode toward the bar.  
 
    “Greta, whiskey, the real stuff, not that shit you people make here,” the man said as he crashed onto a stool, his boots dripping on Greta’s ‘clean’ floor. 
 
    He glanced over at Ramsey and his crew. “Who the fuck are you three?” 
 
    “New Eden Health and Safety,” Ramsey said without missing a beat. “We were on our way to Ontario Station but had some environmental system issues, so we set down nearby for repairs.” 
 
    “H&S?” The man asked. “Not due around here for months.”  
 
    “Like I said,” Ramsey replied, not surprised the man hadn’t paid attention, “set down for repairs—though since we’ll be here for a day or so, I suspect that we may take a look around. I’m Greg Ramsey, you are?” Ramsey asked, while extending his hand. 
 
    “Letch, supervisor of this facility,” the man replied warily and gave Ramsey’s hand a limp shake. “Where’d you set down?” 
 
    “Down south a ways,” Ramsey said. “Picked the first flat, dry-ish spot we could find.” 
 
    He glanced behind him at the assembled patrons, praying none of them would call him out on his bluff with Letch. In the grand scheme of things, it was a pretty safe gamble that none of them were big fans of the company, and more than willing to help someone stick it to the man. Just another company town in the ass-crack of space filled with people trying to make it by. 
 
    “Good,” Letch replied before turning to one of the men who had spoken up before. “Jimmy, tomorrow, after you get those repairs done on seventh fleet’s processor ship, help out the good H&S folks here and get them on their way. We wouldn’t want to hold up their trip to Ontario any longer than necessary.” 
 
    “Thanks for your generosity,” Ramsey said with a nod. 
 
    “Oh, no generosity here,” Letch grinned. “H&S will get billed in full for any assistance rendered, as well as a port fee.” 
 
    “A fee for landing in an empty field?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    “This is a private moon,” Letch said. “I would never turn away New Eden Health and Services folks such as yourself, but I would be completely in my rights to.” 
 
    The threat was thinly veiled, and Ramsey knew that his impromptu cover wouldn’t survive the end of the storm and the first offworld query.  
 
    Letch finished his drink in silence and left without paying. When he had, Ramsey nodded to Greta and Jimmy. “Thanks for lending a hand there.” 
 
    “Smart move,” Greta grunted. “He would have called his enforcers if he learned you weren’t government—still may, just to be sure.” 
 
    “I can’t really help you fix your ship,” Jimmy said. “At least not on the books. Not unless it has H&S registry and their big blue logo on the side.” 
 
    Ramsey shook his head. “We have neither of those things, though we have been known to slap on a coat of paint in a hurry. Since you good folks did us a favor, I’ll play it straight with you: our ship’s fine. We’re looking for a friend of ours that came here on the Gettsbird just a few days ago. He’s in trouble and we’re here to take him home.” 
 
    One of the women shook her head with dismay. “I saw them come down on radar not long before the storm came in. Landed up north like they always do—they never come in at Port Fenris where the cargo lifters all dock.” 
 
    “Patty runs the radar station on this side of the island,” Greta said. “She knows pretty much everything that goes on here.” 
 
    “Like how I saw where your ship came down,” Patty said with a wink. “North, not south.” 
 
    Ramsey took a last bite off his carrot and set the nub and drooping stem down on the bar. “Well, thanks for keeping that to yourself. I assume it’s on the official logs, then?” 
 
    Patty shook her head. “No chance. I run my own special rig—the company scan can’t see through a flock of gnats cleaning their asses, let alone half the weather here and they won’t spring for anything better. I picked you up on my gear, not theirs. Chances are their station up north didn’t spot you, either—though you may not want to bet your lives on it.” 
 
    “Fool. Gnats don’t move in flocks,” BAMF muttered. 
 
    “Where is their station up there?” Lashes asked. “We didn’t see anything coming in.” 
 
    Jimmy nodded. “It’s hard to spot, tucked in a cove—real beaut, too. In the leeward side for most storms. We’d have a better time of it if we could harbor our fleets up there, but they won’t let us near the place, some super-secret research or somethin’.” 
 
    “Plus, that’s where they took Missy,” a young man at one of the tables lamented.  
 
    “Don’t you go starting with that, Sam,” Greta said. “Missy left this mudball to go back to her parents. She even sent me a message from Port Fenris.” 
 
    “I don’t believe it,” Sam replied. “She told me she was going to collect some shells along the shoreline. I know she was going to go north—though I told her not to. Next thing I hear, she’s gone.” 
 
    “Maybe she just told you that,” one of the patrons chuckled.  
 
    “Fuck off,” Sam said. “If you’re going north to find your friend, I’m going with you.” 
 
    “Hold up, kid,” Ramsey said. “We’re a trained team of professionals. We’ve spent years honing our skills and abilities. We know each other like the backs of our own hands. You would slow us down and get us caught. But if we find your friend Missy, we’ll be sure to get her out of there.” 
 
    “But…” Sam began, but Greta shushed him. 
 
    “Storm will be over in a few hours,” Patty said. “Skies will be dark for another ten or so after that, be a good time for you to go in.” 
 
    “In that case, I’ll have another of whatever that was,” Lashes said. “Gonna take a few more of those to warm me up enough to the idea of going back out in that muck.” 
 
    “I’ll take a refill, too,” Ramsey said as he pulled another carrot out from his jacket. “Guess we’re settling in for a bit.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 NOT SO FAST 
 
    Ramsey sipped his second glass of whiskey—the good stuff, now that he knew it was available. On his left, Lashes was racing BAMF and a few other locals to the bottom of a bottle of the homegrown vodka, and everyone was trying to ignore the sounds of one of the sex-bot servitors and a patron in one of the back rooms.  
 
    It was a welcome distraction when the commissary’s door crashed open to reveal Letch and a group of goons in Getts company uniforms. They stomped in, getting rain and mud everywhere—the man had a real problem with respecting property. 
 
    “You there!” he called out, pointing at Ramsey. 
 
    “Who, me?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    “Yeah, you. You’ve got some nerve!” 
 
    “I just…I’m still not sure you’re talking to me,” Ramsey said. “You kinda pointed off to the right at Jimmy there, do you mean him or me?” 
 
    “Yeah, it really looked like you pointed at me,” Jimmy said with a nod. 
 
    “You!” Letch hollered.  
 
    “See…you’re still just using pronouns. You know my name is Ramsey, and his is Jimmy,” Ramsey said as he pulled his carrot out from his mouth and gestured at himself with it, then Jimmy. “Could you just clear this up and use names? It would make things a lot easier.” 
 
    “Fuck! You, Ramsey!” Letch’s face turned beet-red as he screamed. “We’re taking you in. You’re not H&S, and we couldn’t find your ship anywhere.” 
 
    <Well…looks like he has better offworld uplinks than we do,> Lashes said. 
 
    BAMF was already edging around the room, using Letch’s rage as a distraction. Lashes was a few paces on the other side of Ramsey, her hand ready to reach for her pistol.  
 
    “Where are you taking us in to?” Ramsey asked. “And is there any chance that you can wait till after the storm? It’s supposed to let up in an hour or so. I’m all nice and dry—be nice to say that way.” 
 
    “Get them, already,” Letch yelled at the six goons with him.  
 
    They all leveled pulse rifles, and before the first one took a step, Lashes had fired a shot into one man’s side and he went down. 
 
    It was then that the yelling, general panic, and mayhem got into full swing. 
 
    The smart locals hit the floor, while a few tried to run for cover. Ramsey and his crew wouldn’t take shots that resulted in civilian casualties, but Letch’s troops had no such compunctions—not that pulse rifles were fatal if you were just hit once or twice. 
 
    BAMF used the distraction to charge into the closest Getts guard, a tall woman who lost her balance and crashed to the ground when hit. BAMF planted a foot on her chest and leapt at the next guard, a man who was ready for it and fired his pulse rifle point blank into BAMF’s chest. 
 
    The mountain of a woman grunted in pain, but still crashed into the man, knocking him to the floor. 
 
    Ramsey knocked over a table and switched his carrot to the left side of his mouth as he took careful aim at Letch from behind the makeshift cover. He hit the port supervisor in the chest twice—best to put down the ring leader first off, and then deal with the goons. 
 
    Letch staggered backwards, but didn’t fall. An even angrier—if that was possible—expression clouding his face. He leveled his pulse rifle at the table Ramsey hid behind and fired a series of focused shots. The table slammed into Ramsey’s back and he heard it splinter, but it held enough to shed some of the concussive wave.  
 
    <BAMF, Letch has some sort of body armor. Take him down,> Ramsey ordered over their private net. 
 
    <Can we just shoot them in the face?> Lashes asked. 
 
    <Trying not to be too lethal. I don’t want the locals here to get in too much trouble, but if it’s you or them…> 
 
    <I know, pick me,> Lashes said. <I always do.> 
 
    <I was going to suggest that you hit them with something,> Ramsey replied. 
 
    <What? I could break a nail hitting armor. That’s BAMF’s job. Besides, I already got into two fist fights so far on this job. I’m pretty sure that exceeds my contractual amount,> Lashes said as she eased around a table and fired on another goon. 
 
    <You don’t have a contract,> Ramsey replied. 
 
    <About that…>  
 
    <Shut up, you fool,> BAMF grunted across the Link as she swung a fist at Letch’s head, taking him down hard. The other two Getts guards who were still standing threw down their pulse rifles as BAMF rose and gave them an angry stare.  
 
    “Holy shit,” Greta said as she peered over the bar. “You guys know how to make a mess.” 
 
    Ramsey set a few more chits on the counter. “Sorry about the trouble, ma’am, we’ll take care of the trash here.” 
 
    He walked over to the door, keeping his handgun trained on the guards, and stepped into his boots. Lashes and BAMF followed suit, one after the other, and Ramsey peered out a window. True to Patty’s forecast, the storm was letting up and the lightening in the sky had decreased to an infrequent flicker. 
 
    Two of the Getts were unconscious, one drooling profusely, and another two were down from BAMF-induced blows—likely wishing they were unconscious. Counting Letch, there were five prone bodies and just two unwilling conscripts to haul them out.  
 
    “Get up,” BAMF growled at the two guards who were still conscious, and they struggled to their feet under her dark gaze. Between them, they managed to get the other three out of the commissary and into the light drizzle. In front of the commissary rested a ground vehicle with company lettering on it. 
 
    They piled the guards in, and Lashes injected them all with one of her special suppression cocktails while BAMF rigged the transport to drive across the island to Port Fenris at five kilometers per hour. Once that was done, she smashed the console and tore the antenna off the transport. With any luck, the guards would be out of communication range and stuck in the transport for a day or more. 
 
    Ramsey poked his head back into the commissary as the Getts security transport trundled away. Inside, the patrons were righting the tables and checking one another for any injuries.  
 
    “Sorry again for the trouble. I hope this doesn’t come down too hard on you folks. We appreciate your help.” 
 
    “I think we’ll be alright,” Greta said. “Letch wasn’t too good at his job, so maybe this will get him transferred out. Either way, it was nice to see him get what was coming to him.” 
 
    Ramsey nodded in response and closed the door, turning back to his team. 
 
    “Well, let’s get back to the VAN and head up to that outpost. Hopefully Patty’s directions are as good as her weather-sense.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 SHOW DOWN 
 
    “Looks like they care about this place a damn sight more than that other joint,” Lashes said as they crept to the top of a rise overlooking the forbidden bay.  
 
    Ramsey nodded in agreement and spoke around his latest, rather large, carrot, “Sure looks like it.” 
 
    Below them, nestled in the bay Jimmy had described, were several well-maintained ships tied up to a long dock that jutted out into the south side of the bay. Natural rock arms reached around the cove, and Ramsey realized that this was the crater of some long-dormant volcano. It wasn’t surprising; on a water world, islands were almost always volcanic peaks.  
 
    Up the slopes on the western side of the bay were several buildings built into the rock, and atop the rise rested the ship they had been chasing, the Gettsbird.  
 
    “Well, if he’s not here, then we’re back to square one,” Lashes said. 
 
    “Square one isn’t in New Eden,” BAMF said. “How do you plan to get me there?” 
 
    “He’ll be here, or somewhere else on the island,” Ramsey said. “This moon isn’t another stopping point, it’s the destination. They’re obviously trying to make some sort of product out of the bacteria that Petra’s brother found.” 
 
    “Sun will be up in an hour,” BAMF commented. “We should do this now.” 
 
    “How much sun do you think this moon really gets?” Lashes asked. “That fusion burner we saw up there didn’t look top-of-the-line.” 
 
    “Darker the better, fool.” 
 
    Ramsey hushed them and led his team over the rise and down toward a small building nearby. They all agreed that the buildings were probably connected within the hillside, so the closest would serve well enough. 
 
    When they arrived at the white, one-story structure jutting out from the hillside, they discovered it had no entrances. Lashes peered through a window.  
 
    “Looks like sleeping quarters of some sort—empty right now,” she said. 
 
    “BAMF, see if you can get it open without setting off any alarms,” Ramsey directed as he peered around the far side of the building.  
 
    “Shit,” he whispered before ducking back around. “Hurry it up. They have patrols, and one is coming this way…maybe sixty seconds.” 
 
    BAMF didn’t respond, but her large fingers deftly worked a series of slides she was using to unlatch a window from the inside. If they were lucky, it wouldn’t be alarmed—given the ferocity of the storms on this moon, that was a real possibility. No one wanted to run off to check all the windows that were rattling every time a storm rolled through. 
 
    Ramsey guessed they had fifteen seconds left before the patrol rounded the building and saw them, when BAMF give a deft twist of her wrist and the window popped open. They piled through in rapid succession and landed on the floor in a heap. Ramsey reached up and pulled the window shut and latched it while Lashes swore.  
 
    “Fuck, Colonel, your elbow is on my boob! Get off!” 
 
    “Sorry,” Ramsey whispered as he moved his arm and crouched low, holding the curtains still. Outside, boots crunched on grass and twigs. There were two sets of footfalls, and after a minute they passed by, heading up the hillside to the ancient volcano’s rim. 
 
    The trio disentangled themselves and peered over the window sill. No one was visible, and they turned back to examine the room they were in. 
 
    Several beds lined the walls, and beside each were lockers. The beds were all plain, with no adornment, except one which had a pink bunny sitting on the pillow.  
 
    Lashes picked it up. “Huh, Lavender.” 
 
    “Smells like lavender?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    “No,” Lashes shook her head and turned the stuffed animal over. The word ‘Lavender’ was written across its butt in black marker.  
 
    “That’s relevant, why?” BAMF asked. 
 
    Lashes shrugged and grinned. “Maybe we can use her as a hostage.” 
 
    “Fool,” BAMF shook her head. 
 
    Outside, something smacked against the window, and Ramsey carefully peered around the curtain to see the kid from the commissary outside, frantically tapping against the glass. 
 
    “Fuck, it’s…Pete?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    “Sam,” Lashes corrected, and opened the window. “Get in here, dickhead.” 
 
    The young man scrambled through the window and collapsed on the floor. 
 
    “Did they see you?” Ramsey asked with a scowl. “If you blew our entrance…” 
 
    “They didn’t,” Sam said between gasps for air. “But they would have…thanks.” 
 
    “Want me to cold-cock him?” BAMF asked and Sam scampered away with a hand above his head. 
 
    “Please! I just want to find Missy. She has to be here, she just has to!” 
 
    “Shhh,” Lashes said. “Keep your voice down, or you’ll find out where they put her the hard way.” 
 
    Ramsey looked at Lashes and BAMF, gnawing furiously on his carrot. “He’s gonna have to come with us. No way we can leave him here, or send him back out. He’ll get spotted and then this little party will be over before you can say ‘what the fuck’.” 
 
    Lashes nodded and walked quietly to the end of the room. “I imagine they have pretty active monitoring here…remote probes may get picked up. Should we risk them?” 
 
    “Didn’t pick us up in this room,” BAMF said. 
 
    Ramsey nodded. “We’re gonna need them to deliver nano to suppress any active monitoring they have in this facility. Let’s use it. Push come to shove, we can probably duke it out with these assholes and win.” 
 
    “ ’Kay,” Lashes said with a nod and released a capsule of microscopic probes under the door. Provided they could navigate the air currents in the halls, the probes should be able to map the immediate area and send signals back to the team.  
 
    “Coast is clear,” Lashes said, and she cracked the door open.  
 
    The hallway outside was dimly lit and non-descript. One direction led deeper into the hillside, while the other ran close to the surface. Ramsey directed Lashes to head further in. Chances were that whatever nefarious stuff was happening in this place, it was happening in the furthest reaches. 
 
    No one spoke as they crept down the hall. Lashes in the lead, then BAMF, followed by Sam and Ramsey. 
 
    Sam kept trying to open every door they passed, but Ramsey stopped him. 
 
    “Boy, we can’t check every room. We have to get deeper in and find a console or something that we can access. That’s how we’ll find out where our friend is, and your Missy, too, if she’s here.” 
 
    “She is here,” Sam whined loudly.  
 
    “Shut up, fool,” BAMF growled, “or I’ll feed you a knuckle sandwich and carry you through this place.” 
 
    Sam looked suitably cowed, but still asked, “Can’t you just hack their network?” 
 
    “This isn’t the vids, boy,” Ramsey replied. “Places like this have serious security. If we try a wireless hack and get picked up, we’re screwed. Better to do it through a physical terminal and operate it remotely. Then we can be on the far side of the complex if they detect the access.” 
 
    Ahead, Lashes had reached a staircase and was peering over the railing.  
 
    “All clear,” she whispered. “It’s like no one’s here.” 
 
    She placed her foot on the top step, when suddenly alarms blared.  
 
    “What the…” BAMF growled.  
 
    “It’s not us,” Ramsey said. “It’s a general quarantine alert on their emergency net. Something about sublevel nine.” 
 
    They all glanced at the number on the stairwell wall. They were on level five, theoretically fourteen levels above whatever was going on. 
 
    “They bring Ben in last night, and today they have an emergency?” Ramsey asked. “That’s where our guy is.” 
 
    Lashes resumed moving down the stairs, and they made it two more floors before the sounds of footsteps coming up reached them.  
 
    “Play it cool,” Ramsey said. “With luck, whoever it is will just want to get the hell out of there and not stop to chat.” 
 
    They made it two more levels before meeting up with the owner of the footsteps. It was a man who was wearing a white hazsuit. He gave them only the briefest of glances before pushing past them, yelling over his shoulder. 
 
    “You’re gonna die if you go down there!” 
 
    His back was spattered with blood, and a bit of what was probably skin was stuck in his belt. 
 
    “Wow, that’s not encouraging,” Lashes sighed. “What say we go back to that bar and get another drink while these guys sort out whatever is happening down there?” 
 
    “Keep moving,” Ramsey grunted his reply.  
 
    They passed several more fleeing individuals, all wearing hazsuits, all with some amount of blood or gore on them. When they reached sublevel nine, another man burst through the door, bloody like the others, but his suit was shredded on one side, and his eyes were wild.  
 
    He paused, as though he were assessing them, then lunged at Lashes who screamed and fell back. BAMF was there in an instant, flinging the man aside, before filling his body with flechette rounds.  
 
    “Well, that was unexpected,” Lashes said as Ramsey helped her up. 
 
    “Did you see his eyes?” Sam asked, his voice wavering. “They were fucking crazy.” 
 
    The man began to stir and BAMF frowned. “I put a whole clip into him.” 
 
    With a moan, the man sat up, half-coagulated blood oozing from his chest.  
 
    “Is he…?” Lashes asked. 
 
    “Fucking zombie,” BAMF said and kicked the man back down before stomping on his head. “I hate zombies.” 
 
    Sam looked at BAMF with wide eyes. “You’ve fought zombies before? They’re real?” 
 
    Ramsey shook his head. “Only in VR games. This is a new one on us.” 
 
    “There’s no way! It can’t be zombie. There’s no such thing!” Lashes said as she approached the man.  
 
    Ramsey followed and looked down at the corpse.  
 
    “Kinda hard to tell with its face smashed in like that,” he said. “But look at those gashes on its side. They’re deep and festering. Zombie or not, something is going on down here that fucks you up fast and hard.” 
 
    “Fuck, this was supposed to be a simple job. Pop in, get the guy, save the day, get the money…” Lashes voice trailed off. “Shit! Think we can get infected if they touch us?” 
 
    She began to frantically check herself for scratches `and BAMF placed a steadying hand on her shoulder.  
 
    “Don’t worry, if you start to turn, I’ll put one in your head.” 
 
    “That makes me feel soooo much better,” Lashes whined. 
 
    “We’d better be safe than sorry,” Ramsey said. “Switch to plasma. Take ’em down, then put one in the head.” 
 
    “We don’t have the ammo to take down a zombie horde with plasma,” Lashes replied.  
 
    “We’ll manage,” BAMF said, and pushed open the door into sublevel nine. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 SUBLEVEL NUMBER NINE 
 
    The lights went out and Lashes swore. “Seriously? This is like a bad vid now.” 
 
    “Hey Lashes,” BAMF said. 
 
    “Yeah?”  
 
    “You have infrared vision, fool.” 
 
    “I know…but IR makes things look more creepy, not less—plus, zombies are dead. They may not show up at all!” 
 
    “I don’t have IR vision!” Sam exclaimed and grabbed Ramsey’s arm. 
 
    “Get off me,” Ramsey growled. “And you two, shut up. Braying like a bunch of dumb donkeys is gonna bring whatever’s down here right on top of us.” 
 
    No one responded, and Ramsey nodded with satisfaction. They moved twenty meters down the corridor and came across a security station with an auth arch spanning the corridor. It was unoccupied, but there was a terminal and Lashes sat down to see if she could breach the facility’s systems. 
 
    “Well damn,” she said. “Someone left themselves logged in. Lucky us.” 
 
    “Fools,” BAMF muttered. 
 
    Lashes had begun searching the level’s schematics for the location of any holding cells or research labs, when Ramsey heard a sound echo down the hall on the far side of the security arc. It was a sort of wailing whine, and he readied his rifle, checking its plasma supply.  
 
    The weapon fired sabot rounds, which held pockets of plasma in magnetic fields. When they hit a target, the sabot shattered, and the star-stuff splashed out. At over ten thousand degrees, it did a good job of taking down just about any enemy.  
 
    Too bad they were so damn expensive or they’d have more.  
 
    He saw motion in the hall; it looked humanoid, but it didn’t give off much heat. Maybe Lashes was right about zombies being cold.  
 
    Suddenly, it glowed brightly on his augmented vision and charged, letting loose an unnatural shriek.  
 
    He fired two shots in quick succession. One hit the figure’s chest, and the other its neck. It crashed to the ground and its head fell off, rolling through the security arch, coming to a stop a meter from his feet.  
 
    The face looked vaguely human, but now its eyes were wide and staring, and bloody scratches had torn its cheeks apart. Foamy saliva oozed from the gashes and out of its mouth. 
 
    “Zombie,” BAMF said simply.  
 
    “OK,” Ramsey agreed, feeling a bit nauseous at the sight of the disembodied head. “For now, I’m comfortable calling them that. Lashes, what do you have?” 
 
    “What do I have? I have a strong desire to leave and tell Petra that we’re sorry, but her brother is a member of the walking dead,” Lashes replied. 
 
    “Funny,” Ramsey replied. 
 
    “Fiiiine. But if I turn into a zombie, I’m biting you first,” Lashes whined.  
 
    “And the layout down here?” 
 
    Lashes turned her gaze back to the terminal. “The level has a lot of holding cells, actually…and there’s a lab area, too.” 
 
    “What’s closer?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    “The lab—it’s about a hundred meters away, down a few halls,” Lashes replied, and passed the schematics to the team over the Link as she stepped out of the security office and carefully walked around the head and the body to which it had once been attached. 
 
    Ramsey looked to Sam, who seemed frozen withe fear, staring at the head. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    “I…I…think I knew him. That’s Henry. He transferred offworld a month ago.” 
 
    “Looks like he transferred to hell,” BAMF said. “We’ll be there, too, if we stay here too long.” 
 
    “Get moving,” Ramsey said to Sam. “Or you can stay here. Your choice.” 
 
    Sam took a faltering step after BAMF and nearly fell, but managed to steady himself. 
 
    “Try not to wake the dead,” BAMF said with a grin. 
 
    The team crept down the hall, following Lashes as she led them around one turn, then another, and another. Before long they were at the labs, all of which were fronted by large windows. What lay within was horrible beyond imagining.  
 
    The first lab they walked past seemed to contain nothing out of the ordinary, but then a figure in a dark corner stirred. Initially, its body appeared cool, almost room temperature, but just like their previous attacker, it flared brightly on their IR vision as it leapt up and lunged at the glass.  
 
    It was a man in a lab coat. His eyes were wide and bloodshot, and foam dribbled from his mouth as he pounded on the glass. He didn’t appear to have any injuries, but his hands began to leave bloody streaks as he smashed his knuckles against the window. 
 
    “It’s not a side-show,” Ramsey said. “Keep moving.” 
 
    The horrors became progressively worse. In some rooms, there were multiple zombies sitting quietly in corners—until they spotted the team and they charged the glass. In others, there were corpses that appeared to be utterly desiccated, as though their insides, and every bit of moisture, had been removed. 
 
    In the fifth lab, they saw two zombies sucking at a corpse’s neck, slowly drawing blood from the body. 
 
    “Vampire zombies?” Lashes asked with a tremble in her voice. “I thought zombies ate brains.” 
 
    “There’s no such thing as zombies—at least there wasn’t until now. Who knows what they really eat,” Ramsey said stoically. 
 
    “Big galaxy,” BAMF said. “If they’re here, I bet they’ve struck elsewhere, too.” 
 
    In the next room there was a naked woman strapped to a table with medical equipment arrayed around her. Her body was warm and her skin appeared unmarked, and Ramsey noticed a slow rise and fall to her chest. 
 
    “Live one in here,” he said.  
 
    “Live as in alive, or a lively zombie?” Lashes asked with a look of concern. 
 
    “Does she look lively, fool?” BAMF asked. 
 
    “Guess not.” 
 
    “Missy!” Sam cried out when he peered out from behind Ramsey’s back.  
 
    He rushed to the door and palmed it open. The portal slid aside, and Missy screamed and closed her eyes. 
 
    “Wow,” Lashes commented as she looked at the door’s control. “Nice security. “No wonder all their zombies got out.” 
 
    BAMF rushed in after Sam and grabbed him by the shirt. “Wait!” she hissed. 
 
    “Let go! It’s Missy!” Sam hollered and struggled. 
 
    “Shut up, kid! And stand back, she could be infected,” Ramsey said, and Sam’s struggles instantly ceased.  
 
    Missy, for her part, had opened her eyes and was staring incredulously at the group. 
 
    “Sam? Is that you?” she asked in wavering tones. 
 
    “It is, baby, I came here to rescue you.” 
 
    “Oh sweet stars… enough with the sap,” Lashes sighed. 
 
    “Are you OK?” Ramsey asked. “Did they do anything to you?” 
 
    “I…I don’t think so,” Missy replied. “They brought a lot of us out of holding cells last night. I heard something about prepping for a new round of experiments. After they strapped me to this table, they left and no one else has been in here. But then…then the screaming started.” 
 
    “It’s OK,” Sam said. “We’re going to get you out of here. I brought these people to help.” 
 
    “Did you hear them mention a guy named Ben at all?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    Missy shook her head, then her eyes widened. “They did mention a guy named Benjartamew. Is that who you mean? They mentioned something about him working in one of the labs.” 
 
    Ramsey nodded. “That’s our guy.” 
 
    “Can…can you unstrap me? I’ve been here for hours. I’m really stiff,” Missy said. “I really have to pee, too!” 
 
    Sam reached for one of the fasteners and BAMF slapped his hand away. “Wait!” 
 
    BAMF picked up a pair of medial tongs and walked out into the corridor where a few leftover body parts from some gorey feast lay about. She picked up a half-hand with the tongs and brought it into the room, where she held it near Missy’s face. 
 
    “Hungry? Want a bite?” she asked seriously. 
 
    “Fuck! No! Gross! Get that away from me!” 
 
    “She’s safe,” BAMF said with a grin and tossed the tongs and bloody hand aside. 
 
    Sam and Lashes freed Missy from the bed and lifted her up.  
 
    “Oh, Sam,” Missy said as she collapsed in his arms. “I thought I was gonna die here…gonna be one of those things.” 
 
    “Never gonna happen,” Sam replied.  
 
    “It will if we don’t get a move on,” Ramsey said. “Missy, grab those slippers over there. You can’t walk around out there barefoot.” 
 
    “What about clothes?” Sam asked. “She can’t just go around naked.” 
 
    Lashes sighed and rummaged through a drawer, producing a hospital gown, which she handed to Missy.  
 
    “Here, put this on,” Lashes said. 
 
    “Gah, I hate these things,” Missy complained. “My ass is going to hang out. A zombie might bite it.” 
 
    “Fine,” Lashes said and handed her second one. “Put one on backwards. Now you can escape the zombie apocalypse with your dignity intact.” 
 
    Ramsey was out in the hall and poked his head in. “You guys coming or what?” 
 
    “I’m ready, but can we find a bathroom on the way?” Missy asked. 
 
    “I’ll keep an eye peeled,” Ramsey grunted and stepped back into the corridor.  
 
    In the lab directly across the hall, a man stood at the glass waving urgently. His hair was bedraggled, hanging over his face, and he wore a lab coat over a red-stained shirt. It was not an auspicious sign. 
 
    Ramsey looked up and down the corridor and then crossed it and pressed the intercom button for the room. 
 
    “Are you a zombie?” he asked. 
 
    “A what?” came the reply. 
 
    “A zombie, you know, all the things that are running around down here killing everyone?” 
 
    “Ohhh…you mean the Safahs? 
 
    “Safaas?” Ramsey asked, 
 
    “No, not Safaas, Safahs. Semi-Autonomous Fominous Ambulatory Hominids.” 
 
    “Are those the things running around killing everyone and sucking their blood out?” Lashes asked as she approached. 
 
    “Uh, yeah.” 
 
    “So, zombies, then,” Ramsey said. 
 
    “Well, I can see why you’d think that, but they’re a bit more like vampires,” the man said. 
 
    “Yeah, but vampires are smart—I know some. These guys are not smart,” BAMF said. 
 
    “Zombpires?” Sam asked. 
 
    “I think they’re more like Vambies,” Lashes said. “They’re primary motivation is blood…or whatever. Not brains.” 
 
    “Maybe Vampbies,” BAMF said. “The B adds something to it.” 
 
    “Yeah, but they lumber around like zombies. I could go as far as Zompires.” 
 
    Ramsey smacked his palm against his head. “Can you shut up about naming them for a moment? You, guy, are you infected?” 
 
    “No,” the man shook his head. “I’ve been in here the whole time—locked in, unfortunately.” 
 
    Ramsey palmed the door open and the man took a step back brushing his hair from his face. 
 
    “Oh hey, it’s you!” Lashes exclaimed. 
 
    “It’s me?” the man asked. 
 
    “I do really have to pee,” Missy muttered as she clutched Sam’s arm and bounced on the balls of her feet. 
 
    Ramsey ignored her. “Yeah, you’re Ben, right? Your sister sent us to find you.” 
 
    The man looked confused. “What? Petra sent you? Is she here?” 
 
    Ramsey shook his head. “No, she’s on the ship up in orbit.”  
 
    “So, how are we going to get out of here?” Ben asked, glancing around as though he expected a Zompire to jump out from anywhere—something that wasn’t an entirely irrational fear. 
 
    “Uh…guys?” Lashes said. 
 
    “We have a shuttle,” Ramsey said. “Now that we have you, we shouldn’t have any trouble getting out. How many of them can there be, anyway?” 
 
    “Colonel,” Lashes entreated. “We have companeeeee.” 
 
    Ramsey looked at Lashes, and then at where she was pointing. Down the hall, barely discernable in the darkness, was a mass of shapes moving slowly toward them. 
 
    “Shit!” Ben exclaimed. “They’re gonna surge in a moment.” 
 
    “Let’s get a move on,” Ramsey said, and gestured for Lashes to lead the way out, while he and BAMF took up the rearguard.  
 
    The moment they began to move, a few of the Zompires lit up on the infrared band and charged.  
 
    Ramsey and BAMF fired plasma shots at the ceiling above the first few creatures, aiming for maximum splash damage. Then, as starstuff dripped onto the mob, they unloaded their clips. They took down four, then ten, then fifteen. 
 
    “How many people did they have down here, anyway?” Ramsey hollered over his shoulder as they retreated.  
 
    “Not sure,” Ben called back. “Maybe hundreds. I think they were abducting people from the island here for some time.” 
 
    “Shit,” BAMF grunted. “We don’t have the plasma ammo for hundreds.” 
 
    “I’m already half through mine,” Ramsey said. 
 
    “Aw, crap!” Lashes called out as weapons fire erupted at the front of the group. “There’s more of them!” 
 
    Ramsey and BAMF had whittled the horde down, but there were still another twenty figures behind them.  
 
    “Are they falling back?” he asked BAMF. 
 
    “Beats me. They didn’t teach Zombpire tactics at the academy.” 
 
    “Zom-PIRE,” Sam yelled as he swung a metal tray he had picked up at a creature that had broken past Lashes. 
 
    “Down here!” Ramsey said and motioned for the group to turn down a side passage, which read clear on IR, and paused to scan the schematics for a route out of the sublevel. 
 
    Lashes had switched her rifle to a concussive pulse setting, and BAMF was firing projectile rounds.  
 
    “Next time we go somewhere like this, I’m bringing grenades,” Lashes yelled as her weapon’s blast forced a group of zompires back. 
 
    “I think I have a route,” Ramsey said. “Follow me.” 
 
    The next twenty minutes were filled with the screaming wails of Zompires, shouts of fear and rage, and weapons fire from the team. As their weapons were running dry, the group reached the stairwell, where BAMF smashed in the faces of two more zompires lurking there. 
 
    They closed the door and pushed the bodies in front of it before racing up the stairs. When they reached the top, gasping for air, a zompire rushed out of the open door, screaming as it charged at Lashes. She fired a shot from her slug thrower and hit the creature in the face. 
 
    “Shit, that was my last round. Cells are dry, too.” 
 
    “I have one clip left,” Ramsey said.  
 
    “Same here,” BAMF added. 
 
    They peered down the hall, which led toward the room where they had first entered the complex. 
 
    “Are there bathrooms up here?” Missy asked. “I really can’t hold it much longer, I’m gonna piss down my leg in a minute.” 
 
    “Don’t do that!” BAMF whispered angrily. “The zombpires might smell it.” 
 
    Missy bit her lip and trembled slightly while Sam frowned. “How many times do we have to tell you, its zompires!”  
 
    “Shut up!” Ramsey said as he peered down the corridor. “Looks clear.” 
 
    “Looks can be deceiving,” Lashes said and stood back as BAMF pushed past her.  
 
    Sam followed with his steel tray, having found his courage in the halls below—probably in part due to the presence of his girlfriend. Ben followed behind them, still peering nervously down the hall. 
 
    “I never thought I was going to get out of there,” he whispered. 
 
    “What happened down there, anyway?” Ramsey asked. “This has to have something to do with that bacteria you were researching.” 
 
    Ben nodded as they crept down the hall. “Yeah, turns out they had sent my lab the samples to see if we could get them to enhance metabolisms without mechanical mods.” 
 
    “Seems unnecessary,” Ramsey said. “There are a thousand ways to do that. Do we need another?” 
 
    “This bacteria is not terrestrial in origin,” Ben replied. “Yet it can interact with our bodies. That’s pretty damn rare. Getts wanted to work out a way to commercialize it and make a new market.” 
 
    “Alien bacterial enhancements?” Lashes said in disgust. “No freaking way!” 
 
    “Some people would go for it,” Ben said. “There’s a market for just about everything.” 
 
    “That there is,” a voice said, and a man stepped out of a doorway ahead of them. “And you have my chief researcher and an important test subject. I’ll need them back.” 
 
    “Letch?” Sam asked. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s Letch,” Ramsey said. “Letch had longer hair.” 
 
    “Seriously?’ Lashes exclaimed. “First zompires, now clones?” 
 
    “I hate clones,” BAMF muttered. 
 
    “Clones?” Missy exclaimed in dismay, and the unmistakable sound of urine hitting the floor sounded in the corridor. 
 
    “Oh, god, that smells! What did you eat?” BAMF said with a gaging sound. 
 
    Ahead, more clones appeared, these ones carrying rifles and unpleasant expressions—not because they were poorly cloned, but because they were quite irate. 
 
    “If you’ll come with us, we need to get out of this facility and to our beta site,” not-Letch said with no urgency in his voice.  
 
    “Oh yeah? And what are you going to do with this place?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    “It’s set to blow in fifteen minutes. We’ve pulled what we need from the backups. Now that we have Benjartamew, we can really make some progress on our research. There is much to do,” not-Letch replied.  
 
    “Drop your weapons,” one of the other not-Letches said. 
 
    “Do we have to, Colonel?” BAMF asked. 
 
    Ramsey didn’t see any other option at present. “Yeah, do it.” 
 
    Instead of dropping her weapon, BAMF pulled out the rifle’s clip and power cell and walked toward one of the not-Letches. “Hold this, I’ll want it back later.” 
 
    The not-Letch laughed. “It is a nice piece of hardware. Maybe I’ll hold onto it.” 
 
    “For a bit,” BAMF corrected. 
 
    “Move,” the first not-Letch said. 
 
    They marched down the hall and took a left down another corridor, which ended in a large steel door that was open, showing the soft glow of the moon’s morning. The opening was guarded by another pair of clones, who closed and sealed it once the group was through. From there, a winding path led up the hillside toward the landing pad that still held the Gettsbird. 
 
    As they reached the ship, the head not-Letch turned to address the prisoners. “OK, you three tough guys, on your knees.” 
 
    Ramsey, Ben, and Sam all got down on their knees. 
 
    “What? No! Not you two,” the lead not-Letch gestured at Ben and Sam. “Get up. I meant the mercs.” 
 
    “Well, you weren’t very clear,” Ben said as he stood. “You said ‘three guys’. There are three guys here.” 
 
    “You know what he meant!” one of the other not-Letches yelled. 
 
    “Clearly not,” Lashes said calmly. “Missy, BAMF, and I were sure you meant the guys, too, not the girls. Right BAMF?” 
 
    “I pity these fools,” BAMF grunted in response. 
 
    “I didn’t really know what to do, either,” Missy acknowledged.  
 
    “This is ridiculous!” the head not-Letch threw his hands in the air. “People use ‘guys’ for men and women all the time.” 
 
    “Yeah, girls can do it, but it’s confusing when guys do,” Ramsey said. “It’s really not that hard to pick up on.” 
 
    “It’s ’cause they’re clones,” BAMF said. “If they were real people, they’d get it.” 
 
    “I know some other people who don’t get it,” Sam mused. “Think they’re clones, too?” 
 
    “Probably,” BAMF shook her head. “Fucking clones are everywhere.” 
 
    “OK, you, you, and you, on your knees,” the head not-Letch pointed at the three members of Delta-Team. 
 
    “I guess that works,” Lashes said. “Still a bit ambiguous, though.” 
 
    “I know,” Ramsey said brightly and removed his carrot as he gestured at his team. “We never got the chance to get properly introduced. I’m Ramsey, this is Lashes, and that’s BAMF. Now you can just call us by name.” 
 
    “Really?” one of the not-Letches asked. “Your name is BAMF? Did your mother name you that?” 
 
    “What do you think?” BAMF growled. 
 
    “I have to say,” Lashes commented as she tried to get comfortable on the hard surface of the landing pad, “I wish you guys would have just done this down the hill. The grass would have been softer, and then we wouldn’t have had to hike up the hill before you killed us.” 
 
    “Yeah,” BAMF grunted and peered at the not-Letches. “Why’d you fools do that, anyway?”   
 
    The clones all glanced at one another and shrugged. 
 
    “If this were a story,” Ramsey mused as he gnawed on his carrot, “I’d say it was a small plot hole, or maybe a weak plot device.” 
 
    As he spoke, a pair of tall boots followed by a corseted figure in tight leather appeared on the ship’s ramp. “You guys done out there yet? Isn’t this place going to blow?” 
 
    “Stick!” Lashes called out. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Oh, you know, I figured you could use a hand.” 
 
    The ship’s ground defense weapons lowered from within its hull and trained on the Letches.  
 
    “Hey, Letches, now why don’t you lower your weapons?” Ramsey said. 
 
    “I’ll take that back now,” BAMF said as she seized her rifle and slammed its butt into one of the not-Letches’ head. “Fucking clones.” 
 
    “Where’s the Van?” Lashes asked.  
 
    “Still up in orbit,” Stick replied while gesturing to the sky.  
 
    “Then how’d you get down here?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    “Easy,” Stick said. “I jumped.” 
 
    “Fool, you’re crazy,” BAMF grunted as she gestured for the not-Letches to drop their weapons and back away. 
 
    Ramsey motioned for Ben, Sam, and Missy to get on the Gettsbird.  
 
    Lashes followed and Ramsey grinned at the clones. “Well, it was nice knowing you, but we’ll be heading out now.” 
 
    “You can’t leave us here!” several of the Letches yelled at once.  
 
    Ramsey laughed and walked up the ramp. “Watch me.” 
 
    A few of the not-Letches attempted to follow him, but the ship’s defense turrets fired shots into the ground in front of them and they fell back. 
 
    Inside, the Gettsbird was as clean and sleek as it was on the exterior. He followed Stick to the bridge and watched as she readied the ship for takeoff. 
 
    “They had one guy in here getting it prepped,” she said. “I made him pass me the access tokens and then I cold-cocked him, as BAMF is so fond of saying.” 
 
    “No AI?” Ramsey asked.  
 
    “Nope, just a dumb non-sentient AI that I can boss around.” 
 
    “Good, then send a recall signal to our shuttle and get us out of here,” Ramsey directed. 
 
    “What about us?” Sam asked from the bridge entrance. 
 
    Ramsey turned to the young man with his girlfriend at his side, both looking exhausted. 
 
    “Do you want to go back to Port Kendall?” Ramsey asked. “I imagine that Getts may not be too fond of you right now.” 
 
    “Good point,” Sam said. “Any chance you’re stopping at a station in New Eden on your way outsystem?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Ramsey said. “Or you could come back to Yedsi with us.” 
 
    “How you gonna get back there?” BAMF asked from behind the pair.  
 
    “We’ll fly sub-light, don’t worry,” Ramsey said with a wink. 
 
    “Don’t be a fool, Colonel. It’ll take a hundred years to get back there.” 
 
    Ramsey smiled and as he placed a fresh carrot in his mouth. “Don’t worry, we’ll figure it out.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 REUNION 
 
    They left the Gettsbird in a high orbit around Gettsmoon after transferring via shuttle to the Van.  
 
    Below, the moon looked much as it had when they arrived. Their scan picked up the research facility’s destruction on the island’s northern coast when its self-destruct detonated, but none of the light was visible through the thick clouds. 
 
    Lashes insisted that they send a system-wide message about what Gettscorp had been up to on the moon, and ensured the warning got to the moon’s inhabitants.  
 
    When they all piled into the Van’s rec room, Petra was there, waiting with open arms for Ben. He crashed into them and they engaged in a long embrace, and deep kiss. 
 
    “Told you,” Stick said, giving the others a knowing look. “Not brother and sister.” 
 
    “Oh, we’re brother and sister,” Petra said with a smile. “We just share a special bond.” 
 
    “Uh…yeah,” Lashes scowled. “Your bond is supposed to be just DNA and parentage, not saliva, blech.” 
 
    Petra ignored her and looked back at Ben. “Did you get it?” 
 
    “Yup,” he said with a nod. 
 
    “Excellent.” Petra whipped out a plasma pistol and pointed it at the others. “Now, if you’ll all file down into the shuttle, we’ll be on our way. Oh, and don’t think your moronic ship’s AI can help you. I have her firmly in hand.” 
 
    <Oh, do you now?> Girl’s voice sounded on the local net as several turrets lowered from the ceiling and fired pulse blasts at Petra and Ben. 
 
    “Nice one, Girl,” Stick said with a smile. 
 
    <I can’t believe she thought she had subverted me…she probably bought Ben’s fake orgasms, too.> 
 
    “How did you know she was hacking you?” Lashes asked. 
 
    <I’ve been with Stick all along. Never trusted her,> Girl replied. <Something about the way she talked about her brother didn’t sit right with me—plus, she started trying to hack me all the way back in Yedsi when she first came aboard. The filthy letter was loaded with nano.> 
 
    “What?” Ramsey shouted around his fresh carrot. “Why didn’t you say something?”  
 
    <You all told me to shut up, so I kept that little event to myself. Maybe next time you won’t dismiss me so readily.> 
 
    “Did I do that? I don’t remember telling her to shut up,” Ramsey asked the crew. 
 
    “Beats me,” Stick replied. “You’re a bit mean to my Girl. You tell her to shut up a lot.” 
 
    “What? Me?” Ramsey took out his carrot and placed a hand across his chest. 
 
    “Maybe it’s another one of this story’s plot holes,” BAMF said with a wide grin. 
 
    “Fuck…does this mean we’re not getting paid?” Lashes asked.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TIDY LITTLE WRAP UP 
 
    Ramsey decided to do the right thing and turn Ben and Petra over to the New Eden authorities. It turned out that Ben was smuggling a pure strain of the bacteria out for his own uses, and the entire kidnapping had been a ruse.  
 
    Gettscorp and all their assets were frozen, and Gettsmoon was evacuated and quarantined. Everyone in the system who had eaten seafood in the last few years made immediate appointments to see their doctor.  
 
    After some rather extensive and intrusive tests, the New Eden H&S people had pronounced the crew of the Van clean and granted them permission to dock anywhere, which they did at Pegasus Station. Sam and Missy disembarked to start a new life together on one of New Eden’s other planets that had very few oceans—after they made the talk show circuit. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    “Hey BAMF?” Lashes asked. 
 
    “What?” the huge woman said as she sat down with a pot of soup and began scooping it into her mouth with the ladle.  
 
    “I just wanted to say I’m sorry. The colonel made me do it.” 
 
    “Sorry for whaaaa…” BAMF’s voice faded and she looked dizzy. Lashes tried to catch her, but the woman was too heavy and her face slammed into the pot splashing soup everywhere.  
 
    “Get…you…” a muffled mumble came from the soup pot. 
 
    <Colonel, BAMF is all set. We’re good to go,> Lashes called to the bridge before looking around the galley. Somehow, noodles were hanging off the fridge and the entire table was soaked. When BAMF went down, she really went down. 
 
    <You going to clean that up?> Girl asked. <The colonel will kill you if he sees his galley like this.> 
 
    “Yeah,” Lashes sighed. “At least when BAMF wakes this time we won’t have to carry her toast points far.” 
 
    On the bridge, Ramsey watched as Stick set the ship on an outsystem lane to their jump point. He gave his fresh new carrot a bite and smiled.  
 
    “I love it when a plan comes together.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
    —  —  — 
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 The Methane Lake of Excruciating Tedium 
 
    by Felix R. Savage 
 
    On Titan, hell is other people. 
 
    Climatologist Beddard Godwin is elated when he gets a chance to work on Titan, a moon of Saturn so cold that liquid methane forms lakes on the surface. But his sensitive and orderly soul recoils from his fellow scientists, who pass the endless nights with practical jokes and hair-raising exploits whilst turning their research outpost into a pigsty. Beddard takes to boating on the methane lakes to get away from them.  
 
    Alone on the frigid surface, he contentedly composes romantic poetry and contemplates the toxic clouds. But when a mysterious passenger appears in his boat, he discovers that there are much, much worse things than other human beings on Titan… 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 DAY 51 
 
    I keep reminding myself that this is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. I came to Titan to study the methane lakes.1 
 
    I am not a janitor. 
 
    I am not a robot. 
 
    I am not a housekeeper, such as our resident tyrant Samuel Pushever assuredly employs in the deluxe digs where he lives when employed, as I wish he had remained, at Princeton.  
 
    I am NOT here to tidy up after my esteemed colleagues. That is Kirsty’s job.2  
 
    I have concealed my annoyance from the others, Diary, and have even attempted to conceal my feelings from you, why I do not know—aspirations to the terse, factual style of Victorian explorers’ journals? How ridiculous I am sometimes—but as of today, I have had it.  
 
    These people may be world-leading scientists. They are not even minimally civilized.  
 
    Bereft of their human and robotic support systems, they leave their clothes on the floor, their boots on the heaters, meal wrappers on the table, crumbs in the keyboards of the computers we must share, and their shit, unbelievably, floating in the toilet.  
 
    I plungered the bloody thing out again this morning, wishing that every turd I sent on its way to the recycling unit were some vital body part belonging to Pushever.  
 
    Or Ramaswamy. 
 
    Or Zoya. 
 
    Or Hiroto. 
 
    Or Kepler.  
 
    Especially Kepler, I decided as foul water splashed up into my face (splashes travel a very long way in 0.14 gees) and the braying laugh of Kepler herself punctuated my travails.  
 
    Kepler has long red hair and freckles. Her parents named her after Johannes, who discovered the laws of planetary motion. She has lived up to the sobriquet by trekking solo across the Mare Tranquilitatis, rappelling into the crater of Olympus Mons, and discovering fossilized bacteria in some ghastly Europan ice dig. I suppose she thought Titan would be her greatest adventure yet. I am not above a bit of schadenfreude. 
 
    “I need to use the jakes,” she informed me. 
 
    “Give me five minutes to finish this,” I said. 
 
    “Why are you doing that, Ben?” 
 
    “Because,” I replied, “if I did not, we would be ankle deep in sewage within 24 hours.” 
 
    “It smells really bad,” she said, and strode intrepidly off to look out of the window, whilst crossing her legs.  
 
    There is only one window in this place. it dominates the room we call the kitchen. The hab consists of 4 bedrooms, the toilet, the pantry, a cave crammed with the machinery that keeps us alive, and this squalid common room, which functions as a kitchen, living-room, shared office, recreation room, and on at least one occasion has witnessed bloodshed.3 
 
    All there ever is to see outside the window is rain, or else no rain. 
 
    We arrived on Titan in the middle of the winter, which lasts for 12 years, and is therefore the only season we will ever see, as our residency lasts one year. 303 days from now, the ship is coming to pick us up.  
 
    Personally, I like the sight of fat methane droplets sliding at snail’s pace down the triple-strength transparent aluminum, and the patter of rain striking the roof. It is inspiring. 
 
    After sorting the toilet, I washed my hands (Ramaswamy: “You know that’s the exact same water, right?”) and cleaned the wrappers, spills, smears of Vegemite, constellations of hot chocolate granules, grease pencil doodles, etc. etc. off the kitchen table. I then made a tomato sandwich for lunch. Tomatoes are another thing I find inspiring, especially in their rehydrated form. Whilst eating it, I composed the following poem: 
 
      
 
    Red and juicy 
 
    Flavorsome and zesty, despite 38-year shelf life 
 
    Opium of my palate! 
 
    You say tomato 
 
    I say bread’s soulmate. 
 
      
 
    Dashed-off, but it contains a seed of profundity, I think. Maybe I should have gone for the MFA, instead of selling out to Big Science. 
 
    Nonsense. Psychroplanetic climatology is my passion, and this is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity… 
 
    I cannot exist within the four walls of this glorified shipping container for one more day, let alone 303 of them. I must get out. I am GOING out. I may be some time.   
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    1 Hypothesis: The methane lakes of Titan experience turbulence due to sub-surface convection. I made my name arguing this view and related points in a number of journals with necessarily low standards of proof. Such fame as accrues to a leading psychroplanetic climatologist has not liberated me from teaching undergraduates. One good thing about this place is that there are no undergraduates within 1,300 million kilometers.  
 
      
 
    2 Kirsty is our Station Manager. During the long and tedious journey out, Pushever seduced her. Now she spends hours editing and rewriting his drivel. It is just plausible that she has no time or energy for housekeeping duties, although these are clearly stipulated in her contract. She is truly, madly, inexplicably in love with Pushever, who resembles a goateed llama, and we all suffer for it.  
 
      
 
    3 Pushever vs. Zoya, over a container of odiferous mould which she claimed was going to be yogurt. The argument climaxed when she threw it at him, drawing blood from his nose. O frabjous day! But Pushever won on a technicality: you cannot make yogurt from long-life skim milk powder. 


 
   
  
 

 DAY 52 
 
      
 
    Ramaswamy attempted to come with me. With his chummiest smile he said I ought to have a safety partner. I saw through him immediately: he just wanted to bitch about the Pushever / Kirsty situation. He is a Scottish nationalist of Hindu extraction, which may explain why he does not know when he is beaten. He thinks Kirsty just needs to be cured of Pushever, as if the man were a case of the hiccups. (That is rather good, must use that in a poem.) Anyway Ramaswamy cloaked this all in cloying concerns for my safety. I informed him that I have been messing around in boats since the year humbledy-hum, and anyway, I have done this several times already. 
 
    The only difference between the Irish Sea, where I bobbled around in dinghies in my salad days, and Lake Eerie4, which starts 50 meters from our front door, is that the former is made of water, the latter of methane. 
 
    At a temperature of minus 200 degrees. 
 
    With 45% the buoyancy of water. 
 
    Translation: damn near anything that were to fall into it would sink, including Dr. Bennard Godwin, Ph.D, exosuit and all.  
 
    However, I never feel unsafe on the lake. On the contrary. As the boat edges away from the shore, I always feel a profound sense of relief at temporarily escaping my colleagues, and today was no exception.  
 
    The black, oily surface of the lake is shrouded in the same thick red haze that covers the entire moon. Visibility is a scant few meters. A gentle wind perpetually blows for reasons having to do with atmospheric circulation, although I mustn’t say too much about that, or Hiroto5 will accuse me of plagiarizing his work, not that he or anyone else will ever see this diary. I keep it on a voice recorder, which I have with me now, in the exosuit. I never let it out of my sight.  
 
    The boat is fifteen meters long, with a shallow draught, not too different from the diinghies of my youth, except for being three times larger so that it won’t sink in the methane. In my high-viz exosuit, I must look like a Lego man sailing a toy yacht. The carbon-fiber mainsail and jib bulge in the chthonic breeze. Two km from shore … time to come about. I shall now fix the tiller and drop Sammy Sampler6 into the cryogenic ooze. 
 
      
 
    Later  
 
      
 
    While watching Sammy’s tether unreel over the side, these lines came to me: 
 
      
 
    O small, tough machine 
 
    Diving into the cryogenic depths 
 
    How like unto my soul 
 
    When returning to Camp Squalor 
 
    Emptyhanded 
 
    Every bloody time. 
 
      
 
    I have now hauled Sammy back to the surface. As predicted by the Muse, he has not a single molecule of H2O in his sample canisters. Damn it! My convection hypothesis does not depend on the existence of water ice at the bottom of Lake Eerie, but—no, it does. It does. If interior heat were seeping through the crust into the lake floor, it would bring some water with it, and that water would remain trapped under the methane.  
 
    But there is convection. I have already measured statistically significant heat differentials at the surface and at 20 meters and 40 meters! 
 
    I just haven’t been taking samples in the right places. Will go out again tomorrow. 
 
      
 
    Even Later 
 
      
 
    When I returned, Ramaswamy said, “So you didn’t fall in?” 
 
    “Yes, I fell in,” I replied, to see if he would notice what an idiotic question that had been. 
 
    “Kepler was looking for you.” 
 
    “Why?” I said warily. 
 
    “Something wrong with the microwave?” Ramaswamy shrugged.  
 
    “There’s been something wrong with the microwave ever since Pushever nuked his wet socks.” 
 
    It was a mistake to mention Pushever. Ramaswamy’s face took on that furtive malicious expression that only a Scot of Hindu extraction can pull off without looking like an investment banker7. For the next half hour, while I mended the microwave, he leaned against the counter by my side, bad-mouthing our Fearless Leader in a poisonous hissing whisper. I nodded in what I hoped was an offputting manner, although it failed to off-put Ramaswamy. What good does it do to complain about Pushever? He is not going anywhere. And neither are we. For another 302 days. 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    4 It was thought necessary to publicize this expedition by inviting American schoolchildren to name the features of our neighborhood on Titan. Sadly, spelling does not seem to be their strong suit. For instance, our camp is located on the ‘Bear Plane.’  
 
      
 
    5 Meteorologist. Utterly humorless. Eats natto, a major factor contributing to the unholy smell that hangs in the kitchen. Zoya cannot forgive him for successfully fermenting natto from rehydrated soybeans while she continues to fail with her yogurt. 
 
      
 
    6 Sampling robot. Like the boat, he has a titanium skin. However, I named him after Pushever on account of his usefulness = nil.   
 
      
 
    7 Ramaswamy’s field of endeavor: geology. His actual endeavors: occasionally stepping outside, picking up a rock, taking it into the cold lab, and smashing it with a hammer while pretending it is Pushever’s head. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 DAY 55 
 
    I hate Pushever.  
 
    Hate, hate, HATE him. 
 
    I would like to shove him out the airlock in his “I Fucking Love Science” t-shirt and nut-huggers and watch him turn into a human popsicle. I would even lick the Pushever-popsicle, to demonstrate my utter contempt for him, if not for the risk of getting my tongue stuck to … no. No, no. That is too revolting an image to contemplate. Delete. Why doesn’t the delete command on this thing work anymore?  
 
    Bad enough that he doles out computer time like an Irish granny doling out sweeties (“one for you, one for you, NONE for you you bold wee schemer …” and the one thus named and shamed must laugh with the rest). 
 
    Bad enough that xenobiology is not. A. Field. Of. Science. It. Is. A. Punchline. 
 
    There is no xenobiology. 
 
    There is no biology anywhere in the solar system except on Earth. 
 
    And I suspect that Samuel Pushever, Ph.D. if you please, knows this as well as anyone else, and that is why he has funnelled his considerable energies into power games and bureaucratic tyranny. Sometimes I even feel sorry for the man … but NOT TODAY. 
 
    He pissed in my sample canister. 
 
    This is neither guesswork, nor delirium tremens. (I never touch Ramaswamy’s hooch. How dare Pushever accuse me of being drunk? I haven’t been drunk since the night Marlene filed for divorce, in 2093.) 
 
    Pushever collected his urine in a sample vial, took it outside, froze it, crushed the resulting pissicle, and placed some granules of this ammoniac ice into my canister, which I had left outside overnight.  
 
    When I got around to analyzing the sample in the lab, to confirm Sammy Sampler’s quick dirty & dispiriting analysis, I discovered water. My shout of “Eureka!” was heard throughout Camp Squalor. Grinning, everyone crowded into the lab. They stood watching as I next discovered absorption lines for ammonia. They saw the truth dawn on me. Then they fell about laughing.  
 
    At first I didn’t know which of them it was. That’s what hurts. I could not rule out a single one of them. 
 
    Clarity came later, when I ran a DNA test on the sample, and cross-referenced it with our medical database. 
 
    “Ha, ha, Pushever. You think you’re very funny, don’t you?” was all I said as I laid the results of the DNA test on the table before him, and dignifiedly withdrew, to the other side of the paper-thin wall that separates the kitchen from the cubicle I share with Ramaswamy.  
 
    I can hear Pushever in the kitchen now, claiming that I faked the DNA results. And accusing me of drinking on the job. He will have them all believing him by supper-time. 
 
    I’ll tell you one thing, Diary. I am finished with this lot. They can pick up their own mess, clean up their own spills, and plunger the toilet out themselves. 
 
    Now Pushever is saying I should not have left the canister outside overnight. It was “sloppy” and “undisciplined” not to have done the analysis immediately.  
 
    Technically, this is true. 
 
    But since when does anyone ever tidy up after themselves on Titan? I am merely conforming, by gradual degrees, to the general lack of standards. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 DAY 58 
 
    I have stuck to my guns.  
 
    I have not mended Zoya’s hair dryer.  
 
    Or taken the organic waste out to the rubbish dump.8 
 
    Or replaced the filters in the CO2 scrubber. 
 
    I have not inventoried or tidied the pantry, let alone the kitchen table, which now resembles Mt. Vesuvius, as each person in turn clears a small inlet for their plate or computer terminal by pushing the mess further into the center of the table, where it towers higher and higher in the low gravity, before collapsing in landslides c.f. Pompeii. The landslides in turn cascade onto the floor which is now ankle-deep in wrappers, packages, offprints, and unspeakable squelchy objects. 298 days from now they will unearth our bodies from this self-generated landfill. By that time our bodies will be frozen, as the increasing levels of dust and particles in the air are sure to clog the CO2 scrubber, killing us all in our sleep, whereupon the heating, which is controlled by motion sensors, will shut down.  
 
    I expect I will lose my nerve and spring-clean the whole damn hab before this nightmare vision comes to pass. But for the time being, I am rather enjoying NOT being a timid loser. 
 
    Pushever, sensing the encroaching chaos, has begun to wheedle at Kirsty, whose job it is, after all, to keep Camp Squalor habitable. It will be interesting to see how this develops. 
 
    In the meantime I have been writing a lot of poetry. Strong emotions always make me break out in iambic pentameter. See attached file, The Dawn of Squalor: The Tragedy of 22nd-Century Humanity’s Dependence on Domestic Robots. Smart Houses, & Underpaid Service Professionals, Viewed from Titan, Where There Are None of The Above. 
 
    Now it is time to do some science. Hey, nonny, no, off to get the boat out. 
 
      
 
    Later 
 
      
 
    Disaster!  
 
    Kepler foisted herself upon me as I was leaving Camp Squalor. 
 
    How am I supposed to get any science done with her around? 
 
    She is hunched in the other end of the boat looking like a despondent Lego man (red helmet; mine is green). I have disabled my exosuit’s transmitter so that she cannot hear me recording the following conversation which took place as she trailed after me to the lakeshore.  
 
    Kepler: “God I’m so depressed.” 
 
    Ben: “You could always go off and have an adventure.” (Hint, hint.) 
 
    Kepler: “There is nothing to climb up, into, or around on this [bleeping] moon. My sponsors are very unhappy.”9 
 
    Ben: “Mind that rock.” 
 
    (Kepler trips and falls headlong. Titan’s micro-gravity makes walking in an exosuit quite tricky.) 
 
    Kepler: “See how rusty I am?” (Picks self up. Totters to lakeshore. Wades in until liquid methane licks over boots.) “Maybe I should try diving.” 
 
    Ben: “No! Please! Come back! Right now!” 
 
    Kepler: “Why Ben, I never knew you cared.” 
 
    Ben (giving thanks for exosuit visor which hides blush): “You’ve got to be careful, that’s all.” 
 
    Kepler: “It’s just not in my nature to be careful.” 
 
    Ben: “You’d better be careful in the boat …” (Cue long spiel about dangers of falling into methane.) 
 
    Kepler: “Yeah uh huh.” 
 
    Both get into boat, which now rides unpleasantly low at the gunwales. Hoist sail, head for new sampling location. 
 
    Ben: “Here we are. Now I am going to drop Sa … er, my sampling drone into the lake.” 
 
    Kepler: “I’ve been getting the feeling you’re a bit pissed off at me, Ben.” 
 
    Ben: “Really?” (Do tell.)  
 
    Kepler: “Maybe I’m wrong, but you just seem kind of … detached. I’m talking about the last few days. Like, this morning. I sat down for breakfast and you didn’t even say hi.” 
 
    Ben (thinking back to breakfast; did not even see Kepler on account of towering height of Mt. Vesuvius in middle of table): “It’s not you, Kepler. It’s everything.” 
 
    Kepler (laughs bitterly): “That’s like the new version of ‘it’s not you, it’s me,’ huh?” 
 
    Ben: “What?” 
 
    Kepler: “Oh, forget it.” 
 
    I still cannot work out what she was getting at. Am I supposed to have slighted her in some way? Was she not among those who stood in the door of the lab, eagerly witnessing my humiliation at Pushever’s hands?  
 
    I do not understand women. Marlene and I married as undergraduates. I had no idea she was unhappy with our marriage until she left me for an associate professor of neurochemistry. 
 
    Anyway, this illustrates what I am up against, Diary. Kepler has not even noticed the ongoing transformation of Camp Squalor into an indoor landfill, any more than the rest of them have.  
 
    Well, Sammy’s line has stopped unreeling. I suppose I’d better pull him up … 
 
    Huh?  
 
    Oh! 
 
    Sweet Jesus!  
 
      
 
    Even Later 
 
      
 
    I hardly know where to begin explaining what happened this afternoon. 
 
    It has overturned the unexamined foundations of my life. 
 
    If this were a movie, the director would have to switch to a jerky handheld camera effect to portray the turmoil of my emotions. 
 
    There is an alien in the cold lab.10 
 
    All right, let me try again. 
 
    There is an alien in the cold lab, consuming the contents of the recycler’s feed bin.  
 
    So far it has eaten plastipaper cups and plates, food wrappers, a broken stylus, and someone’s nylon panties with strawberries printed on the crotch (Kirsty?). Jesus, it just ate a broken sampling vial!  
 
    Ramaswamy and I are taking turns peeking around the seismometer at it.  
 
    The others hover outside the cold lab, saying things like “Is it really real?” 
 
    Yes, my friends, it is real. I inadvertently hauled it out of Lake Eerie this afternoon. 
 
    Here is what happened.  
 
    As soon as I tried to haul up Sammy Sampler, I felt resistance on the line. I assumed Sammy must have got stuck down there, and hauled harder. The exosuit has powerful servos, so I did not realize what I was actually hauling up until it broke the surface of the methane and flopped and scrambled into the boat, nearly capsizing us. 
 
    It is about four feet long. It has a rubbery brownish-black hide the color and, I suspect, the texture of an inner tyre. The best way I can describe its physiognomy is as follows: Imagine a six-flippered seal with the whiskers of a catfish and the yawn of a hippo. Now imagine that this monster contrives, against all probability, to look cute. 
 
    Its foremost flippers have powerful claws. It is now using these to drag the feed bin out of the recycler and up-end it on the floor, the better to nosh on its contents. 
 
    Ramaswamy is saying, “Look at that, look look.” 
 
    Yes Rammy, I am looking. 
 
    “It’s separating the rubbish.” 
 
    I already did separate the rubbish. The stuff in there is several days old now, mind you. 
 
    “Well, you didn’t do a very good job, did you? There’s food stuck to those plates. It’s scraping it off and making a neat pile of it. It doesn’t want to eat that stuff.” 
 
    He is right.  
 
    “All it wants to eat is …” 
 
    “Plastic!” That was Pushever. He has come barging into the lab. “It evolved on a moon entirely lacking in water, but amply supplied with liquid hydrocarbons. Naturally, it eats plastic!”  
 
    He has overcome his fear. He is dancing around the thing, photographing it from all angles.  
 
    It eats plastic. 
 
    This is not good news. 
 
    All the instruments in the cold lab have some plastic components. 
 
    Why did I bring it back with us? I should have hurled it overboard. The boat was close to sinking. But Kepler wrapped her exosuit’s arms around the monster and refused to let go.  
 
    “I came to Titan for an adventure,” she told me defiantly. “Now an adventure has come to us! We’re keeping it!” 
 
    So, like a fool, I let her bring it back here. And who is happiest of all with this turn of events? Why, Pushever, of course, the famous xenobiologist.  
 
    What is it, Pushever? 
 
    “It’s an alien, of course!” he exclaims in delight.  
 
    We can’t just call it ‘the alien.’ It needs a name. 
 
    Ramaswamy has a thick Scottish accent. “Wot?” 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    8 Rubbish on Titan is a contentious topic. Before coming out here we were threatened with the direst penalties should we contaminate the pristine landscape with crumbs, feces, salad dressing, etc. Additionally, we have to recycle all non-organic waste into feedstock for the printer that makes plastipaper, spare parts, and so forth. So we are required to strictly separate organics and non-organics before taking both out to the cold lab and putting the former into the rubbish, the latter into the feed bin for the recycler. This is one of the root causes of the squalor: no one can be bothered with the separation bit. So they just sort of wander away, assuming someone else will do it. And I do, I do, because I notice it, and it drives me bananas. Correction. I did do it. Not any more! I am on strike! Unfortunately they have not noticed this, either. 
 
      
 
    9 Kepler is a professional explorer. Her job is to look glamorous whilst risking her life. She is actually doing this every time she eats off that kitchen table but the subtle drama of Bacteria vs the Human Organism is lost on her sponsors. 
 
      
 
    10 The cold lab is a sort of barn outside the hab where we keep the instruments that must be at ambient temperature, e.g. my rain gauge and mass spectrometer, Hiroto’s IR cameras, Ramaswamy’s laser reflectometer, Zoya’s seismometers, etc. It has walls and a roof. Titan's atmosphere is constantly dropping a thin waxy precipation on the surface of the moon from polymerization of methane in the atmosphere. The roof is necessary to keep the instuments clean of precipitation. It is also a good place to sit and compose poetry while wondering how long a year can possibly last. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 DAY 59 
 
    The alien is now semi-officially known as the Wot.  
 
    It is still in the cold lab. 
 
    I am worried that it may be eating my mass spectrometer. 
 
    Kirsty is worried that it may be cold out there.  
 
    I said to her, “It came out of a lake of liquid methane. It does not know the meaning of the word ‘cold.’” 
 
    Pushever then took over the discussion in his usual manner akin to Cortés taking over Mexico.  
 
    “This is a history-making, ground-breaking, just unbelievably important discovery.” That is how he talks. “We need to study the Wot, I mean the extraterrestrial entity, with appropriate academic rigor, and to facilitate our process planning, I have drawn up some guidelines. Just suggestions, of course.” 
 
    He passed out sheets of recycled plastipaper. We were all sitting at the kitchen table at the same time, a historic occurrence. Furthermore we could all see each other because the table is now as clean as a pin.  
 
    How did this happen? It was almost as unexpected as the Wot coming out of the lake. A while before our meeting, Pushever, in a spasm of wholly uncharacteristic humanity, took me aside and said, “Ben, I know how hard you have been working to ameliorate the side-effects of our absent-mindedness.” First time I knew he had even noticed. “Now, to thank you for your small but crucial role in this great discovery, allow me to take over. No ifs, ands, or buts! From now on, I shall be in charge of tidying up.” 
 
    He kicked us all out of the kitchen, making a great production of his noble undertaking, and when he allowed us back in, the place was sparkling. It still is, apart from the vicinity of the microwave where congealing splashes of tomato sauce and ramen testify to the usual horrors of lunchtime with this gang.  
 
    My emotions are complex. I am both grateful and resentful. Pushever has got the kitchen cleaner than I ever did.  
 
    That said, no one has noticed or commented on his efforts, any more than they ever did on mine. They are thinking of nothing except the Wot.  
 
    We read through Pushever’s guidelines. They boil down to “No one is to go near the Wot except qualified xenobiologists,” i.e. Pushever.  
 
    Hiroto, who as a meteorologist has no imaginable claim on the Wot, accused Pushever to his face of trying to monopolize the fame and fortune destined to accrue to us all. Hiroto has always seemed so mild-mannered. Rooming with Pushever has clearly taken its toll. 
 
    Of course he is right; Pushever will ride the Wot to worldwide stardom if it is the last thing he does.  
 
    The discussion devolved into bickering. Kirsty got up to look out the window. You can just barely see the cold lab through the haze. There is no sign whether the Wot is still there, let alone whether its wittle paws are chilly. 
 
    “The question is whether credit should be assigned in alphabetical order, or in order of seniority,” brayed Pushever. They were already talking about the press release we would splash across the solar system, announcing the discovery of life on Titan. 
 
    Kepler leaned towards me and said quietly, “This isn’t fair. We discovered the Wot.” 
 
    Whaddaya mean we, honey-britches? I thought in a bad American accent. If I had not been trying to prove my theory of subsurface convection, we would not have been dropping lines into Lake Eerie in the first place. But I just sighed and smiled and nodded. 
 
    I had already decided on a course of action of my own. 
 
    The meeting ended with no decision made on the press release, and no call to Earth having been placed.  
 
    Ramaswamy says he later went to check the radio for incoming transmissions (a likely story) and found it inoperable. Pushever has changed the password, so that no one can call Earth except for him, in his own sweet time. 
 
    Now Ramaswamy is now snoring. Here I go. 
 
      
 
    Later 
 
      
 
    Well, that went well.  
 
    I was going to let the Wot out of the cold lab and coax it back to the lake. I had brought a handful of protein bar wrappers for the purpose. 
 
    I pushed open the swing door of the cold lab and clumped in. The Wot was not there. However, all (!) the inorganic waste was gone out of the feed bin. The thing has a prodigious appetite. I saw the neat little pile of organic scrapings it had left behind, and another little pile of metal parts.   
 
    Concluding, much to my relief, that it had got out and fled by itself, I returned to the hab. I began to climb the stairs to the airlock—and slipped. 
 
    Sliding helplessly down the stairs, I collided with a soft, yet resistant living object. 
 
    The Wot. 
 
    It blinked at me, and continued to snarf up the inorganic waste littering the stairs. 
 
    So that is how Pushever got the kitchen so clean so fast! 
 
    He simply shovelled everything out of the airlock without bothering to separate it. 
 
    The Wot is doing the job for him.  
 
    It had made its usual neat little pile of tomato skins, uneaten french fries, macaroni, etc. That is what I slipped on. The stuff had frozen, of course, into a colorful ice slick. 
 
    I sat up at the bottom of the stairs as the airlock opened. Kirsty (pink helmet) came out. She jumped a mile at the sight of me. “I thought everyone was in bed!” 
 
    “Obviously not. What’s that you’ve got?” 
 
    Her exosuit gloves held balls of crumpled plastipaper. “Just a wee snack for the Wot.” 
 
    “Go ahead. Feed it, like Pushever has done, so it will stick around,” I said. 
 
    My sarcasm was lost on her. “Come here, you cute wee thing.” The Wot eagerly sat up and begged. Cooing, Kirsty tossed it balls of plastipaper. One missed its maw; I picked it up to see what it was. Diary, she was feeding it Pushever’s guidelines. 
 
    After some minutes of this Ramaswamy (orange helmet) tumbled out of the airlock brandishing a geological sampling tool like a sword. “Is it attacking you?!?” Kirsty defended the Wot like a Highland maiden of yore defending her favorite shaggy cow. They are both hot-blooded Scots. Throughout history, the Scottish have excelled as adventurers and inventors. It is a shame we couldn’t have had two of those type of Scots instead of two neurotic maniacs.  
 
    Myself being Anglo-Irish, I went back to the cold lab to check had the instruments been eaten yet. 
 
    I was gloomily examining the tooth marks on my mass spectrometer when I heard Pushever come out. I got back to the scene of the argument to see Kirsty pointing dramatically at him. “Now there’ll be no more complaints about me not doing my job, will there Sam? The Wot is a better housekeeper than any of us!” 
 
    “It’s certainly a better housekeeper than me, especially since I am not a fockin’ housekeeper! I have a master’s degree in xenobiology, and I’d have my thesis for my doctorate written by now if it wasn’t for you asking me to spellcheck your shit!” 
 
    It all came out after that, while the Wot peacefully cleaned up the steps. 
 
    Kirsty is NOT a professional station manager, as we were all led to believe. 
 
    She is a graduate student of Pushever’s. During some vernal mentoring session back in California the birds sang and the bees buzzed, and we shall draw a veil over the unsavory scene that followed and was reprised every day for half a year, twice a day sometimes if Kirsty is not exaggerating.  
 
    They lied about her qualifications to get her onto the Titan mission. There was something in it for each of them: a leg up on the competition for her, and an unpaid secretary for him, not to mention the frequent (but increasingly less frequent) romps that shook the walls of Kirsty’s tiny single room. 
 
    But who got screwed?  
 
    I could point to myself but the truth is unfortunately worse. We are all screwed. I do not really know how to maintain the CO2 scrubbers and things of that sort. I was assuming Kirsty would step in and take over if I was doing it wrong.  
 
    In fact she knows less about it than I do. 
 
    And the Wot has eaten one of the IR cameras. 
 
    I offered the following scientific observation: “The radio antenna is made of plastic.” 
 
    “Polygel to be precise,” said Pushever, trying desperately to reassert his amour propre after being publically dumped by his amour most improper under the conduct guidelines of any self-respecting university. “I hypothesize that the Wot thrives on a diet of complex hydrocarbons.” 
 
    “Methane is the simplest hydrocarbon there is,” sez I. “CH4.” 
 
    Pushever (pityingly): “It may have come out of a methane lake but that does not mean it feeds on methane, Ben.” 
 
    Me: “Oh no, I fully agree. It is more likely that it feeds on long-chain aliphatics, formed when lightning in the atmosphere polymerizes methane into photochemical smog. At these temperatures, aliphatics would be solids. The methane rain would wash them down into the lakes, where they sink to the bottom.” 
 
    Tangle with a psychroplanetic climatologist at your peril, O faker of life-support technician CVs and exponent of pseudo-science! 
 
    Well. 
 
    Not so pseudo anymore, I suppose.  
 
    Everyone was watching us now as if it was a boxing match.  
 
    I landed one more jab: “The Wot presumably dives for its food like Anas platyrhynchos.”11 
 
    Pushever then cheated. Instead of engaging with my arguments, he looked around and said, “Where is Kepler?” 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    11 The common duck. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 DAY 60 
 
    I was too exhausted to finish yesterday’s diary entry last night. The long and the short of it is that Kepler has vanished. We talked about it for a long time and then drew straws to decide who should go to look for her. Ramaswamy lost. He cheered up considerably when Kirsty said she would go with him. They left, and the rest of us went to bed. 
 
    I woke up with the black-out blinds still drawn and an agonizing ache in my lower back. I had been sleeping on my voice recorder. Now I am eating breakfast at lunch-time, alone in the oppressively tidy kitchen. On the wall monitor, I can see Pushever, Hiroto, and Zoya in the cold lab. They have put the Wot in an improvised playpen. When Ramaswamy and Kirsty come back, I will go out in my turn to look for Kepler. 
 
    What if they don’t come back? 
 
    I have to get the new password off Pushever and call Earth. They need to know what is going on. 
 
    Where did Kepler go? Why? 
 
    Did she go, or was she taken? 
 
    My thoughts are going around in circles. The red murk seems to be pressing in at the window. The walls creak. The walls, the bloody walls … what are they made of?  
 
    Plastic? 
 
    Stop that right now, Godwin. Everything is perfectly all right. You’re scaring yourself to death in broad daylight. 
 
    Broad daylight … ha! Ochre gloom, and so it will continue for the next 6 years. On Titan, the monsters roam beneath the noonday sun. 
 
    Stop it. 
 
    This is a very decent sandwich. 
 
    I found all the makings of lunch—well, it is breakfast for me—laid out on the counter in the manner of a buffet at a low-end B&B. Bread, tomatoes, cheese, pickle, ham12, and a small mountain of crisps that had been dumped out of the bag onto a plate.  
 
    I wonder who laid the stuff out? It was kind of them, anyway. So it can’t have been Pushever.  
 
    **Voice of Zoya** “Lo, the beast has arisen from the depths.” 
 
    Zo, that’s just not as funny as it was last week. 
 
    **Voice of Zoya** “I’m glad you’ve finished off the tomatoes. Sam must have overestimated our appetites. Based on his own, I guess.” 
 
    PUSHEVER put out the lunch stuff? 
 
    **Voice of Zoya** “Yeah, wasn’t it sweet of him?” (Sound of Zoya crunching crisps.) “Actually, I think he just wanted the wrappers to give the Wot.” 
 
    What is he doing with it out there? 
 
    **Voice of Zoya** “We are giving it intelligence tests.” 
 
    Ah, so you’re reading it some of Pushever’s published articles to see if it laughs out loud? 
 
    **Voice of Zoya** “We’re doing short-term memory tests. You know, flash numbers on a screen and see if it can put them in order. Also, game theory. It’s beaten Hiroto three times out of three so far. Ciao!” 
 
    She has bounced away, back to the lab. 
 
    It is as if she hasn’t even noticed that Kepler is missing.  
 
    In fact, I suspect she has not noticed, in the ordinary sense of noticing that implies thinking about cryogenic temperatures and exosuit tolerances and suffocating in your own CO2 and falling into lakes of liquid methane. Hiroto has not noticed, either. They are highly specialized beings optimized for survival in the competitive environment of academia, where concern for your fellow man is a flaw. Their brief resistance to the Pushever regime has wilted; they are once again attaching their lips to his gluteus maximus as securely as they can.   
 
    This sandwich doesn’t taste so good anymore. 
 
    I think I’ll leave the rest. 
 
    Should I tidy up? 
 
    No. Leave it. 
 
    (Sound of thumping on outside of wall) 
 
    Oh God! What’s that? 
 
      
 
    Later 
 
      
 
    Things are going from bad to worse. 
 
    Kepler is back. 
 
    The thumping on the wall was some of the new Wots, leaping up to try to see in the windows, and hitting them with their clawed flippers.  
 
    Yes, some of them. 
 
    “I wanted to see if I could find out where our Wot came from,” she said, as cool as a cucumber.13 “So I took the boat and went around the lake.” 
 
    “You’ve no idea how to sail it,” I said. 
 
    “I watched you do it. Ben, Ben, being an adventurer is all about picking up new skills quickly.” Smirk, chomp, glug. “Anyway, I never went out of sight of the shore. I just sailed along until I came to this kind of river delta feeding into the lake, where I guess the liquid methane flows down from the highlands, and it was jammed with Wots. Thousands of them!” 
 
    There are thousands—well, at least dozens—of them around Camp Squalor now.  
 
    They are sitting there staring woefully up at the windows, waiting for a Pushever or a Kirsty to throw them something to eat. 
 
    Speaking of Kirsty, she and Ramaswamy came back an hour after Kepler’s return. Both were understandably peeved that their heroic search mission turned out to have been a waste of time. Ramaswamy flew into a rage about the new Wots. “What the fock were you thinking to bring them back with you?” 
 
    “I did not ‘bring them back with me,’” Kepler yelled. “They just came! How was I supposed to make them go away?” 
 
    That is a very good question. But I may have the answer. While everyone was yelling at Kepler I developed a hypothesis. Now I am going out to test it.  
 
      
 
    Later Still 
 
      
 
    Hypothesis: Wots dislike bright light. 
 
    Reason: They have never seen it before. 
 
    Experiment: Go out and shine a bright light on them. 
 
    Result: Wots thronged around self, boinging up and down like wallabies in attempt to reach torch, which is made of polyethy-something or other like every [bleeping] thing in this camp. They got it off me in 10 seconds flat and began fighting over it, hitting each other with their flippers and drawing rivers of methane blood. 
 
    Conclusion: Wots are not as peaceable as they look. 
 
    “Let’s hear it for the scientific method!” said Ramaswamy, sarcastically, from the airlock steps where he was sitting in between frozen lumps of organic waste from supper. “What will you try next? Play Ravel’s Bolero at them, on the hypothesis that they’ve never heard crappy music? Let me remind you that they’ve never encountered potato crisp bags or seismometers either, and they get along very fockin’ well with those.” 
 
    “Seismometers? Oh, no.” 
 
    “Aye, they’ve eaten Zoya’s. They spat out the metal bits.” 
 
    “We have to call Earth,” I said, “before they eat the radio antenna.” 
 
    We both looked up at the roof of the hab, where the 5-meter dish points towards Earth.  
 
    “That’s made of metal,” Ramaswamy said eventually. 
 
    “The connectors and cable coatings and stuff aren’t. Have we got replacements for those if they eat them?” 
 
    “I don’t think they can jump that high.” 
 
    There was a silence. Ramaswamy brooded. I moodily made the exosuit tap-dance around the boulders. I wasn’t trying to kick the Wots, but I wouldn’t have minded if I had. However they dodged. 
 
    Presently Ramaswamy, who shrinks utterly from violence as much as I do myself, said, “Maybe Pushever will change his mind when he sees thousands of them outside.” 
 
    After another pause—a tacit acknowledgement that this is not likely—I said, “I like Ravel’s Bolero.” 
 
    “That is because you’ve got no more aesthetic sensibility than a frog has got balls.” 
 
    Ramaswamy doesn’t know I write poetry. No one does. I would die if it came out. I pretend, therefore, to be a mere horny-handed psychroplanetic climatologist, although as I have said before, I suffer pangs of doubt about my career path. Being a poet would certainly have been safer. 
 
    We went inside arguing about whether frogs have balls. In our own way, we were attempting not to notice the throng of Wots ringing the camp. 
 
      
 
    How Late It Is, How Late 
 
      
 
    Unable to sleep, I got up and took my computer to the kitchen. I started clicking around in the station manager’s database. It is a labyrinth of numbers and unexplained acronyms.  
 
    Kepler padded into the kitchen. “My body clock is all screwed up,” she said by way of explanation, while retrieving a carton of chocolate milk from the fridge. “What are you doing?” 
 
    I looked up at her with haunted eyes. That was the idea anyway. I probably just looked dyspeptic. “I’m trying to find out if the walls are made of plastic.” 
 
    “I was thinking about that, too,” she admitted. She sat down at the table. “But we’re on stilts. Right? The Wots can’t bite through the stilts. They are made of titanium. So is the airlock, which is the only bit you can reach by going up the stairs.” 
 
    “You have a point,” I said, not feeling much better. Feelng worse, in fact. It may have had something to do with the chocolate milk moustache on her upper lip. It made her look … less adventurous.  
 
    “Listen,” she said. “They haven’t done anything to harm us, yet. Right?” 
 
    “Right.” She was wearing a low-cut sleep tee. 
 
    “In fact, all they’ve done is eat our garbage and bounce up and down hopefully.” 
 
    “What about Zoya’s seismometer?” 
 
    “She never used it anyway.” 
 
    “Right.” Kepler has freckles on her chest, too. 
 
    “So maybe you and Ramaswamy should cool it with the ‘we’re all going to die’ stuff, and just kind of … get on with things?” 
 
    “Things?” Marlene never wore sleep tees. She had ruffly matching camisole and knickers sets. I thought all women wore the same sort of stuff at night, until I came here.  
 
    Kepler drained her chocolate milk, stood up, and dropped the carton on the floor. “Like science,” she said. “Isn’t that what you’re supposed to be doing?” 
 
    Diary, on reflection, she’s right. I am letting myself get distracted from this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to obtain a raise, a modest degree of fame, and comped guest speaker gigs. Starting tomorrow, I will leave all Wot-related speculation to Pushever, and get back to work. 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    12 Just add water. It is amazing what they can do with freeze-dried food these days. And all vegetarian, too! Even the ham. 
 
      
 
    13 Poetic license. In fact, she was red-faced, sweaty, and somewhat pungent from a whole day in the exosuit. She chomped a hi-protein chocolate bar and swigged a green smoothie while relatin 


 
   
  
 

 DAY 78 
 
    **Voice of Ramaswamy** “Ben, isn’t this that antique recorder thing of yours?” 
 
    Jesus. It is. Where’d you find it? 
 
    **Voice of Ramaswamy** “It was in with the dirty laundry.” 
 
    Thanks, Rammy. Wonder if it still works? 
 
      
 
    Later 
 
      
 
    Well, well, it does still work. And I see the last time I updated my journal was more than two weeks ago. 
 
    Well, what has happened in the meantime? 
 
    Not much, to be honest.  
 
    I’ve been working hard and productively. So has everyone else. Things have really calmed down around here. I won’t say it is because of the Wots, but in a way it is: Pushever has stopped harassing us and as a result everyone is happier. Who knew the solution was just to find him some work to do?  
 
    He’s been doing something with the Wots outside that involves piling up a lot of stones. It’s another of his intelligence tests, I think. Anyway as long as they leave a gap for me to go through to get to the boat, it’s no concern of mine.  
 
    I went out in the boat today. I took my new sampling drone—I’ve been busy the last two weeks building it—and obtained some samples. 
 
    This isn’t much of a diary entry. It is almost Victorian in its terseness. 
 
    Something else must have happened today.  
 
    Oh, Kirsty and Ramaswamy made vegetarian lasagna for supper. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 DAY 80 
 
    Out in the boat again. More samples. Vegetarian sushi (Hiroto). 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 DAY 82 
 
    From now on I will update this journal daily. What is the point of keeping a diary on Titan otherwise? 
 
    Vegetarian goulash (Kepler). 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 DAY 83 
 
    What is the point of keeping a diary on Titan when every day is exactly the same? 
 
    Vegetarian gumbo (Zoya). 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 DAY 84 
 
    Vegetarian chicken kung pao 
 
    Oxymoronic yet tasty 
 
    What dread chemical wizardry made thee? 
 
      
 
    No. 
 
      
 
    Dread chemical wizardry, sustaining our dreary lives 
 
      
 
    No. 
 
      
 
    Vegetarian chicken kung pao, with thy unnatural reddish tint to the sauce 
 
    The same color as Kepler’s hair 
 
      
 
    No. 
 
      
 
    It is no use. That chicken kung pao gave me the first poetic inspiration I have had in weeks, but it has vanished like a flash of lightning in Titan’s atmosphere. 
 
    Oh, I noticed today that the steps down from the airlock are remarkably clean, despite Pushever’s practice of shovelling all the rubbish outside for the Wots to sort out. Hitherto they have been eating the plastics and leaving the other stuff on the stairs, but now they have taken the other stuff away, too. I wonder what they’ve done with it? 
 
    The stone wall around the hab is now too high to see over from the ground. Kepler has started calling it the Big Rock Candy Mountain. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 DAY 89 
 
      
 
    Samples obtained yesterday contain water ice. Proof of interior seepage into lake floor. Convection hypothesis is proved.  
 
    Why am I not elated?  
 
    Why does this feel like just another day on Titan?  
 
    Oh, well. Suppose I’d better get to work writing up my results.  
 
    It is Pushever’s turn to make supper tonight. Prediction: vegetarian tacos.  
 
    I almost miss the old days of everyone for him- or herself, sandwiches for breakfast or breakfast cereal at midnight, crumbs all over the floor and drifts of packaging in the corners … 
 
    What am I saying? We now live a CIVILIZED existence. We all sit down together for meals, at a clean and tidy kitchen table, and discuss our day.14 No one yells, bitches, or makes sarcastic remarks. It is not the Wots’ fault that this is—all right, I admit it—as tedious as hell. 
 
    276 days until we can go home. 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    14 i.e. listen to Pushever droning on about his ground-breaking, history-making achievements with the Wots. But it is all the same really. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 DAY 90 
 
    I was right: vegetarian tacos. Let’s have a big hand for Ben the Psychic!  
 
    The truth is that I have suffered through several meals “made” by Pushever already. All he can “make” is tacos. It merely requires him to dump the fillings out on plates and put them on the table. Last night he even managed to scorch the taco shells in the microwave. 
 
    Dinner conversation was marginally less tedious than usual. Pushever lectured us about the Wots’ supposed intelligence. He thinks they are at least as smart as chimpanzees. As evidence he adduced the wall they have built outside, which is now as tall as Camp Squalor, and blocks out much of the light from the kitchen windows.  
 
    I said, “Ants build more complex structures than that.” 
 
    He got huffy and said that ants have a collective consciousness. 
 
    “How do you know Wots don’t have a collective consciousness, too?” 
 
    “It is perfectly evident from their performance on game theory tests,” he said, and hared off on a mind-numbing tangent about making the Wots play games with zeroes and ones on a screen and rewarding the winners with crisp packets.  
 
    Kepler interrupted to say that she had found a lot of deep-frozen crisps (of course she says “chips”) wedged into the Big Rock Candy Mountain recently.  
 
    Hiroto stuck up for Pushever and said that the only right place for sour cream and onion flavor is the great outdoors. But I suspect Pushever has been throwing away good food just so that he can give the wrappers to the Wots. My mother, rest in peace, would have a heart attack.  
 
    After supper, Pushever as usual chased everyone out so he could clear up. I waited until I heard his heavy footsteps go down the hall towards the room he shares with Hiroto. Then I went and peeked at the external monitor.  
 
    The steps down from the airlock were an absolute avalanche of lettuce and vegetarian taco meat. The Wots were all over the stuff, picking it up in their flippers and carrying it away to the Big Rock Candy Mountain.  
 
    We never left that much on our plates.  
 
    It is clear that Pushever used the excuse of “making” supper to take far more food than necessary from the pantry, so that he could feed the packaging to the Wots.  
 
    I think I will go have a look in the pantry. 
 
      
 
    Later 
 
      
 
    Sneaking along the hall, I heard the sound of quiet sobbing. 
 
    It was coming from Kepler and Zoya’s room.  
 
    I stood outside the door, listening. 
 
    I approached my hand a few inches towards the sensor.  
 
    Then I withdrew it. 
 
    For should I then presume?  
 
      
 
    And how should I begin? 
 
      
 
    I should have been a pair of ragged claws 
 
    Scuttling across the floors of silent seas. 
 
      
 
    I know what good poetry is, you see, even if I can’t write it. 
 
    I was about to continue down the hall when the door suddenly opened. There stood Zoya. “I thought I heard your squeaky socks,” she said. “Come in and see if you can talk to her.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “She won’t talk to me.” 
 
    With trepidation, I entered the room. It smelled feminine, like nail polish15. The sobs proceeded from a humped, blanket-shrouded form on Kepler’s bed. I stood over the bed, not knowing what to do. Zoya stood behind me with her hands on her hips. 
 
    “Kepler?” I said. 
 
    The blanket took wing. Kepler’s face shot out. It was all blotchy. “Are you happy now?” she half-snarled, half-sobbed. 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    I said, “Kepler, I am not sure what it even means to be happy. I thought I was happy when I was married, but in retrospect, it was an illusion. Anyway, I am a poet. Poets are never happy. It would be counter-productive.” 
 
    Why did I say that? Why? I can only suppose I was thrown off-balance by the dark, scented room, and the late hour, and the tear-stained woman in front of me.  
 
    Thank God, neither of them seemed to notice my slip. Perhaps I am losing my mind, and when I thought I was saying ‘poet,’ I actually said ‘psychroplanetic climatologist.’ 
 
    “Happiness is not necessarily consonant with productivity,” I mumbled. 
 
    “Oh you,” Kepler said. “You’re never satisfied, are you? The place is as clean as the inside of someone’s colon after an enema, which is what you always wanted, but you’re still moping around like Eeyore! Ugh!” 
 
    Her ugly yet apt simile distracted me to the point that I lost the thread.  
 
    Zoya picked it up. “I know what happiness is,” she said. “It’s sitting on my own front porch in Ann Arbor, in spring, with my cat on my lap, eating yogurt and grading essays on a strict curve. That’s what I wish I was doing now.” Her voice trembled. 
 
    The terrifying thought that both of them might start crying gave me courage. I squatted down by Kepler’s bed. “Kepler,” I said. “Would you like to go on an adventure?” 
 
      
 
    Later Still 
 
      
 
    So we did.  
 
    All three of us went on an expedition to the pantry, which is a large store-room with an automated inventory system. Bypassing the computer, we investigated the contents for ourselves. It was rather thrilling, tiptoeing about and whispering by the light of the computer screen, which kept irritably blinking at us, “SELECT MEAL TYPE AND MENU.” However, what we found was sobering. 
 
    Two related hypotheses offer themselves: 
 
    
    	     Pushever is a megalomaniac with no survival instinct.  
 
   
 
    Evidence: He has seriously depleted our food stores. He seems to have started with the stuff no one likes, such as Spinach Chex and skinless boneless meatless chicken tenders—those boxes were empty—and then moved onto other things, such as ham, tomatoes, lettuce, etc. Almost every box has been lightly plundered from the bottom, where no one would notice. Except an enterprising psychroplanetic climatologist, and it took me almost too long. 
 
    Conclusion: Disputed. I say maniac. Kepler says terminal narcissist. Zoya says singlemindedly dedicated to the furtherance of his xenobiological researches. 
 
    
    	    We do not have enough food left to survive for another 274 days.  
 
   
 
    Evidence (ignoring the automated inventory system; which Pushever seems to have hacked): My own eyes. 
 
    Conclusion: We will have to call Earth and request an early pick-up. 
 
    This means revisiting the radio dilemma.  
 
    What am I going to do? 
 
    Someone will have to confront Pushever. It may be necessary to compel him to give us the password. But how? Shall we have to hold him down and torture him? I couldn’t. Apart from native squeamishness I wouldn’t know how. 
 
    I can’t stand this. It is no good thinking about it.  
 
    **Voice of Ramaswamy** “All right, what are you jabbering about over there?” 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    15 Zoya’s, not Kepler’s. Kepler has adventurer’s hands.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 DAY 91 
 
    I ought to explain how I have got away with dictating my diary for so long, in a hab where there is no such thing as privacy. My secret is that Ramaswamy snores like a chainsaw. Whenever he is sacked out, I can lie in bed, mumbling away, in the confidence that my dictation will be unheard by anyone, least of all by him. 
 
    However, last night, distressed by our discoveries in the pantry, I did not even notice that he wasn’t snoring. 
 
    He demanded an explanation. I tried to get away with “scientific notes” but he pointed out that “I can’t stand thinking about it,” while a perfectly normal response to the contemplation of one’s own work, is not worth waking up for in the middle of the night, indeed the opposite. Ramaswamy says he has recently been tempted to simply stay in bed all the time. “With Kirsty, I only wish,” he added with a leer. Then he asked me which of the “girls” I had been doing the naughty with.  
 
    Shocked that he could think me capable of imposing my dubious charms on anyone, I blurted out the entire story of Pushever’s depredations on the pantry, improvising in passing the lie that my diary is a record of his misdeeds that I have kept with an eye to future disciplinary proceedings. Well, actually, it wasn’t a lie. It is. 
 
    “Criminal proceedings, more like,” Ramaswamy said. “That’s if any of us survives to bring charges.” 
 
    He was all for marching down the hall and confronting Pushever straightaway. I managed to persuade him to wait until breakfast, when we would be able to catch Pushever red-handed. The shame of exposure, I argued, might persuade him to give up the password. 
 
    Diary, breakfast never came.  
 
    I was awakened, after what felt like five minutes of sleep, by what sounded like a troop of Cossacks dancing on the roof. 
 
    Either one of Titan’s rare hurricanes had caught us unawares, or … 
 
    I dashed to the airlock, and found Kepler in the suiting room, already transformed into a Lego man. Her face, seen through the visor, was still puffy. “I’m going to freaking fix them,” she said, picking up a shovel in one mighty yellow glove. 
 
    We emerged from the airlock to a surreal scene of impending catastrophe. 
 
    Overnight, the Big Rock Candy Mountain had finally achieved the elevation necessary for the Wots to spring from its summit onto the roof.  
 
    There were a dozen of them up there, kangarooing up and down in an attempt to reach all that yummy plastic in the radio transmitter.  
 
    I howled. Kepler threw her shovel. Neither action had the slightest effect. 
 
    Whereupon that fearless woman began to scale the BRCM. Slipping, sliding, falling back, never giving up, she achieved a height of some five feet off the ground, and yelled, “Are you gonna give me a hand or not?!!” 
 
    I dashed over to her. She placed her boot in my gloves. I boosted, she sprang, and in Titan’s low gravity she sailed onto the roof.  
 
    Then ensued the most beautiful thing I have seen yet on Titan. She kicked and hurled Wot after Wot into the ochre murk. They hurtled away on low ballistic trajectories like lacrosse balls with flippers, and were seen no more. 
 
    Unfortunately, their 1000 or so friends dozing around the cold lab didn’t go anywhere.  
 
    “I played rugby in college,” Kepler explained, leaping to the ground. She made a run at the Wots around the cold lab. They skittered nimbly away. “Damn! You can’t get near them, can you? I was only able to catch the ones on the roof because they were so determined to get at the transmitter. We’ll have to tear down the BRCM right now, anyway.” 
 
    This turned out to be easier said than done. All the frozen food stuck in the chinks has glued the rocks together like mortar. We kicked it, shoved it, leaned on it with all the (minuscule) weight of the exosuits. Ramaswamy and Kirsty came out and tried to help. It did not budge. 
 
    Kepler said despairingly, “In that case we’d better put a guard on the roof.” 
 
    I said, “And I will sort Pushever.” 
 
    I found him in the cold lab. He had not even noticed the morning’s hair-raising drama, in that sense of noticing I mentioned before, meaning noticing that it could have any repercussions for him. He was back at his research, administering tests to a brace of Wots kept cooperative with handfuls of plastipaper. My hair stood on end inside my exosuit to see those crumpled sheets. He has resorted to tearing pages out of his own collection of published works, which he brought with him as a sort of portable brag wall.  
 
    “More game theory?” I said, after watching the Wots play a sort of glorified tic-tac-toe for some minutes. 
 
    “Yes,” Pushever said. “Their aptitude is off the charts.” 
 
    “I am not surprised to hear that,” I said. “They’ve game-theoried you.” 
 
    His Lego-man head lifted crossly. 
 
    “They correctly inferred that you would continue to feed them as long as they stuck around. But this is a zero-sum game, Pushever. There is only so much plastic on Titan. And now they all want to play. Have you seen how many of them are out there?” 
 
    “A few,” he said grouchily. 
 
    “A few?” I grasped the arm of his suit and dragged him out of the cold lab. I forced him to look at our colleagues wading through the sea of blobby six-legged monsters. “There are thousands of them. And there is not enough plastic for them and for us.” 
 
    A commotion broke out at the foot of the BRCM. Ramaswamy was trying to boost Kirsty to the top of the mountain. The Wots rushed the backs of Ramaswamy’s legs. He stumbled and fell. Kirsty fell on top of him. We all heard her scream. 
 
    “Now see what you have done,” I said to Pushever. “Your folly has injured the young woman who trustingly followed you to Titan, you selfish, lecherous old careerist.” 
 
    He was no longer beside me. He was floundering towards Kirsty. He called out to me over the radio, “N-O-B-E-L-P-R-I-Z-E.”  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The new password, idiot! Call Earth and request a medevac!” 
 
    God knows where he had heard that word. He was dreaming, of course. There are no medevacs from Titan.  
 
    Nobel Prize! I should have guessed that. I feel like an idiot. But I do not care. I have called Earth—well, actually the mining outpost in orbit around Saturn—and told them that we require early evacuation due to unforeseen complications.  
 
    They asked me what sort of complications. 
 
    “Tedium,” I said. “Excruciating tedium.” And then I burst out laughing like a madman. 
 
    I think that is what convinced them to say they would send the ship. 
 
      
 
    Later 
 
      
 
    Kirsty’s back is not broken, as she initially thought it was. Her heart, however, she says, is. “You lied to me,” she shouted at Pushever, sitting on the kitchen table while Zoya bandaged her lightly sprained left wrist. “You said this would be fun. Titan is the most boring place on Earth.” 
 
    Hiroto, a pedant, coughed.  
 
    “Oh all right. It is the most boring place in the solar system. In the galaxy. In the universe!”  
 
    You see, Diary, she has not yet noticed that we are in grave danger. There is a non-zero chance that the Wots will literally eat us out of house and home before the ship arrives. They have deduced, with their amazing IQs, that Camp Squalor contains a cornucopia of plastic. They have started to throw rocks at the walls.  
 
    Kirsty, however, remains preoccupied with her romantic woes. “I wish I’d never given you that model of E.T. sewn from hand-woven yak hair fabric and stuffed with lavender!” she shouted, referring to the love-token that initiated their doomed affair. 
 
    “I still have it,” Pushever said.  
 
    Poor Pushever.  
 
    I never thought I’d hear myself say those words. 
 
    Anyway, Ramaswamy was later heard enthusiastically asking Kirsty about her hobby of sewing stuffed toys, so I do not think she will be lonely for long. 
 
    **Voice of Ramaswamy** “Damn skippy.” 
 
    Ramaswamy, could you refrain from injecting comments if you don’t mind. Allow me to at least preserve the illusion of solitary communion with my voice recorder. 
 
    **Voice of Ramaswamy** “And as for ‘poor Pushever,’ what about poor us? Those bastards will be through the walls before you can say Wot.” 
 
    I hope he is not right.  
 
    Oh God. That one was loud. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 DAY 108 
 
    Finally, finally, finally! The ship is here. It frightened off the Wots before it even set down, as the thunder of its descent resounded through the murky skies. By the time it plonked itself outside Camp Squalor, no sign remained of their presence but the BRCM.  
 
    The boys from the mining outpost kicked wonderingly at the refuse-crusted rampart. 
 
    “It is art,” Pushever told them, boastful to the end.  
 
    “I’ve seen guys get fired for less,” said the pilot. “But I guess that don’t apply to tenured professors.” 
 
    Pushever smiled mysteriously. 
 
    The truth is that I prevailed on him to keep quiet about the Wots. They are uninteresting, food-obsessed menaces. The best place for them is obscurity. Long may they remain on the shores of their methane lakes, subsisting on their deadly dull diet of hydrocarbons. One day they may be re-discovered, but no one will be able to blame us. 
 
    The last couple of weeks have been a nightmare, though. We had to keep two sentries on the roof around the clock. Two more of us, meanwhile, would run round and round the hab, keeping the Wots away from the walls. I now know what it is to live on the edge of extinction.  
 
    Pushever refused to join in our self-preservation efforts. While we were busy trying to stay alive, he fed all his notes to the Wots, and deleted all his photographs and data. 
 
    **Voice of Ramaswamy** “How did you make him do that, Ben?” 
 
    I quoted poetry at him until he begged for mercy. 
 
    **Voice of Ramaswamy** “Come on.” 
 
    Oh, all right. I threatened to expose his hoax with the urine in my sample canister. It would ruin his reputation if that got out, wouldn’t it? He still denies it, but I have the photographic record and DNA evidence. 
 
    **Voice of Ramaswamy** “Ha ha ha, hee hee, hoo hoo hoo” etc.  
 
    Go on and get packed, Rammy. I just have a few things to do here. 
 
      
 
    Later 
 
      
 
    Aboard the ship. We’re lifting off in a minute … three, two, one, up we go! What an absolute joy to think I will never have to come back here. I never wish to lay eyes again on these murky, drizzling skies, the barren rockscape, or the black depths of Lake Eerie. All the same I’m glad I’ve got a window seat. Any minute … 
 
    There she goes! 
 
    **Voice of Kepler** “Holy fuck! Camp Cozyhome just blew up!” 
 
    (No, it is not really called Camp Squalor. American grade-schoolers do not know words like that. Camp Squalor was just my private name for it, for obvious reasons.) 
 
    It has never looked more beautiful than it does now, fountaining up in fiery fragments that flicker out and turn black before raining back to the ground around the cold lab and the BRCM. 
 
    **Voice of Kepler** “Fess up, Ben. How did you do it?” 
 
    What do you mean I did it? 
 
    **Voice of Kepler** “You were the last one out. Go on. You were about to tell your diary, anyway.” 
 
    My … 
 
    **Voice of Kepler** “Oh, Rammy told everyone about that.” 
 
    The bloody backstabber. Oh well. All right, Kepler, but you mustn’t tell anyone. You see, there were a few Wots hiding in the cold lab. Before I left, I let them into Camp Squ … Cozyhome. I … hee hee hee … They died with full bellies, anyway. 
 
    **Voice of Kepler** “But why did the hab blow up?” 
 
    Hee hee … ah. Sorry. Liquid methane is the solvent for their life processes, like water is for humans. As soon they entered the hab, which is obviously far warmer than their natural habitat, they began to sweat methane. Their sweat would have evaporated until the air was 5% methane vapor. Then it detonated. Isn’t that a beautiful sight? 
 
    Actually, we cannot see it anymore. The ship is tearing out through the upper reaches of the atmosphere. But now I can return to my undergraduates without regrets, secure in the knowledge that given the cost of building outer system outposts, no one will be coming back here for a long, long time. 
 
    **Voice of Kepler** “Great. You covered our tracks. Now can you stop muttering into that thing and fucking listen to me for once?!?!” 
 
      
 
    Much, Much Later 
 
      
 
    Well, it feels as if it is much, much later. In reality, we are not even halfway to the mining outpost yet.  
 
    Everyone else is asleep. 
 
    Ramaswamy and Kirsty are snuggled up together, the armrest between their seats folded away. 
 
    Zoya is sleeping off the indigestion caused by eating too many yogurts. 
 
    Hiroto and Pushever snore side by side, looking remarkably similar, despite the one being Japanese and the other a goateed llama. One is young and one elderly, that’s the only difference. Well, when a Pushever has shot his bolt, another one arises to take his place. So it is and so it will ever be in academia, But that is naught to me as I shan’t be going back to my university anyway. 
 
    I cannot publish my paper about convection in the methane lakes of Titan. The chain of evidence leads inevitably to the Wots. So, goodbye a potential 5% raise, a better desk, and possibly a few speaking invitations. 
 
    I do not care. 
 
    Kepler is sleeping with her head on my lap. 
 
    How did this happen? 
 
    It is still a happy jumble in my mind but I will try to recreate the conversation as best I can. 
 
    She accused me of never listening to her, and when I asked what she had to say, she stated that I was a complete hypocrite. 
 
    Stunned, I said, “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “You pretend to be this total neat freak, always complaining about other people being messy. How hypocritical can you get?? You just blew up Camp Cozyhome! That’s messier than anything I’ve ever done in my life!” 
 
    “Maybe … maybe …” It was difficult for me to see myself as she saw me. “Maybe you’re right. Partly.” 
 
    “I am completely right. So just quit blaming me, OK? I’ve had enough of it!” 
 
    I was so horrified by her misapprehension that I clutched her hands without thinking. “Kepler, I do not blame you for anything. Well, maybe I did a long time ago. But I was wrong.” I hesitated, steeling myself to make another difficult admission. “The truth is I like your messiness.” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “Yes. It made life exciting. When Pushever started tidying up, everything got tedious and flat.” 
 
    “It did. I thought it was just me.” 
 
    “Me, too. So please continue to spread chaos wherever you go. I will be cheering you on from … from retirement.” I did not want to burden her with my conclusion that I would have to quit the university before they fired me for wasting my time on Titan.  
 
    “You’re retiring?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then let’s go into partnership! Ben, it’ll be fantastic! You’re just what the sponsors are looking for!” She sketched a vision with her hands. “Slightly balding, a little overweight, daffy little moustache—you’re the perfect everyday guy. See, the viewers want to identify with the adventurer. I’m a bit too attractive to get top ratings, to be honest.” 
 
    “I can certainly understand that,” I said, gazing at her freckles. “But Kepler, I … I am not cut out for adventures.” 
 
    “Are you joking? We just had one!” 
 
    The truth of it dawned on me with the suddenness of a Wot jumping out of a lake. She was right, again. We have had the most unusual adventure. 
 
    So it is decided. Well, Kepler decided it. We will be going into business together and making oodles of money as adventurers. To celebrate our new partnership, she kissed me on the lips. 
 
    Several times. 
 
    I don’t actually care about the money. I just hope she keeps on doing that. 
 
    Now she is sleeping across my lap. The warm weight of her head, and the trickle of drool escaping from the corner of her mouth, have inspired me to compose my first poem in months. 
 
      
 
    Titan! 
 
    Bleak hellscape jewelled with hydrocarbon puddles 
 
    Land of drizzling rain 
 
    And excruciating tedium! 
 
    ‘Tis true, I made an explosive discovery here 
 
    But no one will ever know Wot. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
    —  —  — 
 
    Want to read more by Felix R. Savage? 
 
     Felix R. Savage's comedic science fiction quartet, The Reluctant Adventures of Fletcher Connolly on the Interstellar Railroad, is available now.  
 
      
 
    See the series on Amazon: http://smarturl.it/silc78  
 
      
 
    Or start reading for FREE!  
 
    http://smarturl.it/e1ipts  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Last Bounty 
 
    by Barry J. Hutchison 
 
    How far would you go to save your arch-nemesis? 
 
    Once the baddest bounty hunter in the galaxy, all Konto Oon wants these days is a quiet family life with the woman he loves, and the respect of Deenia, the seven-year-old step-daughter who hates his guts. But when Deenia and her friends are taken hostage on a school trip, Konto must employ all his old skills to mount a death-defying rescue mission. 
 
    With a terrorist-filled space station between him and the hostages, and an infuriatingly upbeat boy from Deenia’s class for company, Konto's talents will be stretched to their limit as he goes after the most important bounty of his life - his daughter. 
 
    Can Konto defeat the terrorists, save the children, and earn the peaceful future he craves? Or is his violent past about to catch up with him, once and for all? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER ONE 
 
    It was three hours before the kids were taken, and Konto Garr was not having the best of mornings. 
 
    “Remind me why you can’t do this again?” he asked, checking his reflection in the mirror for the umpteenth time. It had been years since he’d been off-planet, and he wanted to look … well, not his best, but good enough. 
 
    That annoyed him. He’d never seen himself as that guy—the guy who cared what people thought of him. But then, this was the first time he would be representing the family, as his wife had gone to great lengths to point out, and so he was feeling the pressure to put in the effort. 
 
    “Because I have to work,” said Maris, playfully shouldering him aside so she could claim her share of mirror space. She had to stand on tiptoes to see herself clearly. Konto, on the other hand, had to duck. 
 
    “So did I!” Konto protested. 
 
    “Yes, but I’ve got patients to see,” Maris pointed out, as tactfully as possible. “You’ve got …” 
 
    “Garbage to haul,” said Konto. He exhaled. “Fine. OK. You win.” 
 
    He glanced towards the kitchen door. The blue glow of the buzz-shield radiated into the hallway. The Snorkflies had been bad this season. One of the guys at work had lost the better part of his left arm to a cluster. Fortunately, he never really did anything, anyway, so the workload for the rest of them remained more or less the same. 
 
    “But, I mean, she doesn’t even like me.” 
 
    Maris glanced at him in the mirror, then decided the statement deserved a full stop-and-turn. “Are you crazy?” Maris said. “She adores you.” 
 
    “She told me I have breath like a Shizzfarmer’s breakfast,” Konto said. 
 
    Maris smiled. “She was being playful.” 
 
    “And that she hopes I die in a fire.” 
 
    Maris’s smile vanished. “She said that? Seriously? Deenia!” 
 
    “No, don’t,” whispered Konto. “You’ll make it worse.” 
 
    Maris shook her head. “She isn’t getting away with that. Deenia!” 
 
    The flickering blue of the buzz-shield snapped off. A girl, aged seven, wearing nothing but a scowl and a My Little Parnac onesie shuffled out of the kitchen. “What?” 
 
    “Did you tell your father you hoped he died in a fire?” 
 
    “No,” said Deenia. She tossed a glare in Konto’s direction. “I told him. He’s not my father.” 
 
    Maris’s eyes widened briefly, then narrowed dangerously. “Apologize, young lady. Right now.” 
 
    “Seriously, Maris, it’s fine,” said Konto. “People have said worse.” 
 
    “Not the point,” Maris snapped, sounding almost as angry with Konto as she was with her daughter. “You work hard—” 
 
    “He hauls garbage.” 
 
    “You work hard to help provide for this family.” Maris glared at her daughter. “He has taken the day off today so he can go with you on your school trip.” 
 
    “He’s coming?!” Deenia yelped. “What? Why?” She didn’t wait for an answer. Instead, she bunched her hands into fists, stamped her foot, and marched back to the kitchen. “Why don’t you just ruin my life, while you’re at it?” 
 
    The blue glow of the buzz-shield returned. Konto smiled weakly at his wife. “No, you’re right,” he said. “I think I might be growing on her.” 
 
    *   *   * 
 
    It was two hours before the kids were taken, and things had not improved. 
 
    “You don’t mind if Larry sits next to you, right Konto?” 
 
    Nobosh Tar, property magnate, father of Larry, and all-round rich jerk, smiled insincerely from the seat directly facing Konto, as the shuttlecraft rocked and shuddered its way through the atmosphere. 
 
    “It’s just, he’s a puker, and … well, I don’t do well with puke. It’s the smell. And, you know, the sight and the sound, obviously, but mostly it’s the smell. Can’t stand it. Figured you’d be better equipped to deal.” His insincere smile became even more so. “How is the garbage business, by the way?” 
 
    “Steady,” said Konto, raising his voice a little to be heard over the excited chatter of the twenty-five children all strapped into the threadbare seats of the shuttle. Deenia had taken the furthest seat away from him as possible. Any further, and she’d have been flying the ship. 
 
    Miss Tresno, the class teacher, sat at the back of the shuttle’s passenger bay, where she could keep an eye on everyone at once. Having eight eyes made the job that bit easier, in much the same way her four arms likely helped when it came to rounding the rowdier ones up. She was the first off-worlder to teach at the school and, by all accounts, the kids loved her. At least, they did once they’d stopped screaming. 
 
    The other parent helper—a woman Konto had seen at the school gates a few times, but never spoken to—sat at the front, reading a magazine with a level of concentration more suited to bomb disposal. It was the perfect force-field with which to block out all social interaction, and Konto was annoyed at himself for not thinking of it. 
 
    Nobosh nodded. “Well, there’ll always be garbage, I guess. Although, I’ll be honest, I always thought we had mechs for that sort of thing.” 
 
    Konto felt himself blush, just slightly, but pushed it away through sheer force of will. There was no way he’d left someone like Nobosh Tar embarrass him. “Mechs don’t do organics. We deal with those. Mechs do the recycling.” 
 
    Nobosh’s smile became a full-blown grin. “Well, great. Good for you. Then you should cope with Larry just fine.” 
 
    Konto looked down at the seat beside him, to find a wide-eyed boy gazing up at him. He had copper-colored hair, rosy red cheeks and—wow—was he fat. That probably wasn’t the ‘correct’ terminology, Konto knew, but the kid could definitely stand to lose a few pounds. Maybe a few dozen. 
 
    “Hey,” said Konto. He nodded curtly. 
 
    “Hey,” said Larry, then he opened his mouth and a cascade of colorful vomit splattered across Konto’s boots. 
 
    “Seriously, Larry, already?” sighed Nobosh. He reached into the locker above him and pulled out a half-used roll of paper towels. “Here, Konto,” he said, tossing the roll across the gap. “You might want to clean that up.” 
 
    *   *   * 
 
    It was one hour before the kids were taken, and Konto’s patience was wearing thin. 
 
    “In pairs. Two by two. Stay in line.” 
 
    Miss Tresno led the line, with the parent helpers spread out along it—Nobosh, magazine woman, then Konto at the back. Larry shuffled along just ahead of him, the only kid walking solo on account of the stench of vomit that hung around him like a toxic cloud. Eight times. He’d blown chunks eight times in forty minutes, each time—somehow—more spectacular than the last. 
 
    By the sixth or seventh time, Konto had expected the kid to start heaving up organs, but nope, the barf just kept coming. He did look dangerously close to popping out an eye during his last bout of violent retching, but his stomach seemed to be a bottomless pit of puke-fodder. The gift that kept on giving. 
 
    Deenia was near the front, somewhere between Miss Tresno and Nobosh. She was walking with … Juto? Juta? One of her friends, anyway. 
 
    He’d glanced at her during one of Larry’s vomit episodes and spotted a fleeting look of something like sympathy on her face, but it twisted into a sneer when she realized he’d spotted her, and she hadn’t looked at him again since. 
 
    Still, it was something. 
 
    The landing deck was strange, but familiar. He couldn’t remember ever visiting this particular station before, but he’d been on hundreds like it. It was an old converted mining station from back in the day. People like Nobosh—or people like the ones Nobosh desperately aspired to be—had bought them all for a handful of credits and turned them into shopping and entertainment centers. He’d never been a fan, but his job—his old job—had made them a necessary evil. 
 
    Still, that was a lifetime ago. Before Maris. Everything had changed then, and his old life was a relic of the past. 
 
    And yet, the barely noticeable humming of the deck below his feet brought him dangerously close to smiling. 
 
    And old woman stepped into his path, a bag slung across her shoulder. She was small, with wrinkled yellow skin like parchment paper. Unlikely to be dangerous, but that was the problem with old women—you could never tell. There was something troubling about this one, though, that he couldn’t quite place. 
 
    “You know what would be handy?” the woman asked, her eyes shimmering. 
 
    Konto shifted his weight onto his heels. His fists got ready, all by themselves. “For you to get out of my way?” he asked. 
 
    “An animal vac-pack,” said the woman. She waited, just a moment, to make sure he’d heard her, then nodded curtly and was on her way. Konto turned and watched her go. 
 
    “What was that about?” he muttered, then he hurried to close the gap behind Larry. 
 
    *   *   * 
 
    It was nine minutes before the kids were taken, and Konto was bored. 
 
    They had visited four toy shops in the past twenty minutes—four more than he’d ideally have liked—wasted several more minutes throwing credits in a fountain, and spent what felt like quite a long time waiting outside restrooms for Larry to stop throwing up. 
 
    Fortunately, they had now reached the actual purpose of the trip—the station’s one and only museum. It was the only museum in the entire sector in fact, this part of the galaxy not exactly renowned for its culture. 
 
    The exhibition Konto was keen to see—although he’d never mentioned that fact to Maris, or anyone else - was right at the start of the tour. He’d been disappointed by that. He would have enjoyed the anticipation of the build-up to it and, if he were honest, he felt it deserved to go at the end, like the headline act. 
 
    The tour guide—a reedy, disinterested woman with a long gray face and sunshine yellow hair—gestured to the glass display case behind her. Most of the kids, including Deenia, had wandered off to play with the interactive exhibits, leaving just a handful of children listening to the woman drone on. Konto and Nobosh stood at the back of the group, one of them listening in rapt attention, the other contemplating whether he’d do the guide or not and, if so, in which positions. 
 
    Maybe after a few drinks, Nobosh decided, or if the lights were low enough. 
 
    “This is the original battle armor worn by the bounty hunter-slash-vigilante known throughout the galaxy as the Magister.” 
 
    Nobosh snorted. “The Magister? Ooh, scary. You know, if you’re, like, nine years old.” 
 
    A flash of irritation flicked across Konto’s face, but he ignored his co-helper and concentrated on the presentation. Although ‘presentation’ was a generous description. The guide delivered the information as if she were reading it from a script no-one had bothered to show her until now. There was a soulless sort of roboticness to it, and a couple of the remaining kids wandered off rather than continue listening to it. 
 
    “No, it isn’t,” said Larry. 
 
    The woman blinked. “Huh?” 
 
    “It’s not the original armor,” Larry said. “The belt’s different, and the boots aren’t right. This is … I’d say … Mark Three. He improved the chest plating after his first fight with the Starbeast of Rognor. You can see where it’s been reinforced.” 
 
    Konto squinted and peered through the glass. “Huh,” he said. “He’s right.” 
 
    Larry looked back at Konto and smiled goofily. Nobosh rolled his eyes. “Yeah, he loves all that dorky stuff,” he said. Larry’s smile remained fixed in place, but his eyes betrayed him. He quickly faced front. Almost immediately, he spotted a poster on the wall. It showed the Magister in full armor. Below it, in a bold, dramatic typeface were the words: “Justice Strikes Like a Meteorite!” 
 
    “That’s his motto!” Larry announced. “I have that poster. That was his motto.” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t,” said Konto. “He never said that. That’s a myth.” He glanced around and shrugged. “I mean, that’s what I heard.” 
 
    “The Magister was responsible for the capture or death of over eight thousand known felons,” the guide continued, the tone of her voice somehow managing to make that total sound disappointing. “He is believed to have died in … er… the past. His final resting place has never been found.” 
 
    “Whoa!” Larry yelped. He pushed past the guide and pressed himself against the next display case. “Is that real?!” 
 
    “Please save all questions until the end,” said the guide, sighing audibly. “But yes, that is a genuine Magister arm blaster, retrieved after his battle with the Tholians.” 
 
    “Thalians,” said Konto and Larry, at exactly the same time. 
 
    “At least, I think it was the Thalians,” said Konto. “I might be wrong.” 
 
    Larry bounced up and down, jiggling with excitement. “Can I hold it? Can I hold it? Pleeeease!” 
 
    “Please save all questions until the end,” said the guide. “But no, you can’t.” 
 
    Larry jiggled some more, then stopped abruptly. He about-turned abruptly and his classmates, now painfully aware of what the expression on his face meant, quickly cleared a path. 
 
    “I think I’m gonna be sick,” he said, looking up at Konto. 
 
    Konto shot Nobosh a sideways glance, but Nobosh raised his hands and shook his head. “Really not my scene, Lonth. You mind? I think we passed a restroom right outside.” 
 
    Larry raced past them. Konto opened his mouth to protest, then decided against it. “Fine. I’ll go make sure he’s OK.” 
 
    Konto plodded out of the museum in time to see Larry disappear through the door of the restroom. Before he could follow, Deenia stepped into his path. “Is Larry OK?” she demanded. 
 
    “Fine,” said Konto. “Just travel sick.” 
 
    “But we’re not moving.” 
 
    “We are,” said Konto. “The station rotates at—” 
 
    “How come you’re taking care of him?” asked Deenia, cutting him short. 
 
    “Been asking myself the same question,” said Konto. He shrugged. “Someone has to.” 
 
    Deenia considered this for a moment. She glanced over to the door of the museum. Miss Tresno was ushering some children out from inside. Nobosh was behind her, laughing and chatting with magazine woman. Konto groaned. So the Magister stuff was the headline exhibit. And, it seemed, the only one. 
 
    “His dad’s a jerk,” said Deenia. Konto looked at her in surprise. Her features hardened as soon as he did. “I mean, and so are you,” she added, then she spun on the spot and joined her friend over by the fountain. 
 
    Konto shook his head and marched towards the restrooms, swallowing back his anger. It wasn’t Deenia’s fault. She’d been four years old when he’d entered her life. Before then, she’d had her mom all to herself, and Konto hadn’t exactly been a natural when it came to bonding with the girl. He’d never really dealt with kids before, and back then, he’d been preoccupied with the worry that his old job might catch up with him. He probably could have handled it better. 
 
    The restroom door slid aside as he approached, and the sound of retching echoed noisily from one of the cubicles.  
 
    Hwaaaaargh. 
 
    Rrroooouumf. 
 
    Bleeeeeurrghmmargh. 
 
    “Hey, Larry? You OK?” Konto asked. It was, given the gut-wrenching chorus of horror, probably a silly question. He stepped into the restrooms and the door slid closed behind him. 
 
    “Not really, Mr Garr,” Larry admitted. 
 
    Yeeeeaaarmmugh. 
 
    Hooffaashkaka. 
 
    Nnngggungkpumf. 
 
    “Well, you know, get it all out, I guess,” said Konto. 
 
    “Way ahead of you, Mr Garr.” 
 
    Hoosshkagurk. 
 
    Mrrraaauurrgubunk. 
 
    Pew! Pew! 
 
    Konto tensed. That last one had come from outside. 
 
    The cubicle hummed noisily as the toilet disintegrated the contents. The echo of the restrooms amplified the sound, drowning out any other noise from beyond the door. 
 
    Larry stumbled out of the cubicle, all red-faced and bleary-eyed. “Sorry about that, Mr Garr,” Larry began, but Konto held a hand up to cut him off, then gestured with a finger to his lips for Larry to be quiet. 
 
    Screaming. 
 
    Children screaming. 
 
    “—body does what we say, and no-one gets hurt.” 
 
    Konto reached for the button that would open the door, then thought better of it. Instead, he pressed both palms against the door itself and, with a grunt of effort, eased it open half an inch and peered out through the gap. 
 
    The kids were surrounded. A dozen or more armed figures formed a knot around them, the same number again forming a second perimeter around the first.  
 
    The assailants weren’t from any one race. They were a mish-mash of different species, different outfits, different guns. Pirates, Konto thought. Maybe Xandrie, or one of the local gangs. 
 
    Deenia sat huddled among her classmates, not screaming, but not far off. Miss Tresno had draped herself across as many of the children as she could, shielding them with her four arms. Even magazine woman was doing her bit, pulling two of the smaller kids towards her and cuddling them in close. 
 
    Nobosh stood alone at the fringes, his hands up. “Please, d-don’t hurt us,” he said, choking back a sob. “You want money? I have money.” 
 
    “Shut the fonk up,” hissed one of the … no, not gunmen. This one was weaponless, although his metal arms looked capable of doing as much damage as any blaster. Something about the way he held himself said ‘leader’. “We don’t want money. We’re not going to hurt anyone.” 
 
    Nobosh seemed to deflate in relief. “Oh, thank Kroysh,” he wheezed. 
 
    The metal-armed man grinned. “But we are going to take you all with us.” 
 
    The kids screamed as the assailants caught them by the arms, necks, throats and hair and began ushering them towards the elevator. 
 
    “Mr Garr? What’s happening?” Larry whispered. 
 
    Konto ignored him. He counted the hostage-takers. Twenty-six - thirteen male, nine female, four unknown. Twenty-five of them had blaster weapons, but less than a handful packed visible melee weapons, which ruled out pirates. A gang, then, and some of the rifles suggested big bucks, which made the Xandrie the most likely suspects. 
 
    Konto cursed inside his head, where the censorship functionality of his translator chip couldn’t sanitize it. He hated the Xandrie. Of course, everyone hated the Xandrie—even other members of the Xandrie—so that wasn’t exactly saying much. Konto, though, hated them more than most. 
 
    The crowds had scattered now. Konto watched the children being shoved into the elevator, and hoped the station’s security took their time. Worst case scenario was if a squad of those clowns turned up now and tried to intervene. It’d be a bloodbath. 
 
    Inside the elevator, Deenia stumbled, then turned around. For a moment, Konto thought that her eyes met his through the gap in the restroom door. To his surprise, he found himself longing to call to her, speak to her, to tell her everything was going to be OK, to tell her she’d be safe. 
 
    To tell her he would come for her. 
 
    But then the last of the children were shoved inside along with Miss Tresno and the two parent helpers. The Xandrie piled in, and the elevator door slid closed with a clunk. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWO 
 
    Konto threw aside the door and raced out into the plaza. Before the attack, it had been annoyingly busy, filled with throngs of people of all shapes and sizes. Most of the kids had gaped and whispered excitedly at each new species they spotted, but now the plaza was silent, aside from the occasional distant sob and the clatter of approaching footsteps. 
 
    “You there! Halt! On the ground!” 
 
    Konto turned to find three station security men running at him, shock-rods at the ready. They looked more capable than the type you usually found on stations like these, in that they were neither dangerously obese, nor deep into their twilight years. 
 
    “Captain, uh, Zarc,” said Konto, reading the name badge of the most senior guard. He had slate gray eyes, a downturned mouth, and a nose which had started life flat, then been pummelled considerably flatter. “We’ve got a problem. The Xandrie have abducted the school group I was—” 
 
    “On your knees!” barked Zarc, brandishing his shock-rod in a way that said, ‘I know how to use this’ without showing off about it. “Now!” 
 
    Konto frowned. “What? No. Listen, I—” 
 
    “I said, on your knees!” Zarc roared. He lunged with the prod. Without appearing to move, Konto dodged. He caught the guard by the wrist, twisted just enough, and the weapon clattered to the floor. 
 
    “And I said you’re not listening,” Konto spat back. 
 
    There was a snikt from floor level. Konto looked down as a stubby-yet-sharp blade slid from the front of the guard’s boot. “Wait, those aren’t…” Konto began, then it clicked. Not the right sort of boots, not the right sort of guards. Xandrie. 
 
    He blocked the kick with his foot, then slammed down, shattering the man’s ankle. One of the other two jabbed with his shock-rod. Konto weaved, spun, and slammed a knife hand strike into the guy’s throat that snapped his head forwards and dropped him to the floor. 
 
    Konto kicked the third fake-guard in the kneecap, dropping him before he could attack. The guard went down in a babbling mess of squeals and snot, then a right cross turned him quiet and limp. 
 
    The second man was rolling on the floor, wheezing and choking on his own rapidly-swelling throat. That left only Zarc, or whatever his real name was. Konto made his presence felt by pressing his boot down on the man’s shattered ankle. To Konto’s immense disappointment, the Xandrie didn’t scream. 
 
    “What do you want with the children?” Konto asked. 
 
    “Who are you?” Zarc hissed. Konto pressed harder, and a yelp burst from the Xandrie’s mouth. 
 
    “I ask the questions. What do you want with the children?” 
 
    “Whoa, Mr Garr! That was awesome!” 
 
    Konto glanced back over his shoulder. Larry stood behind him, his mouth wide, his eyes flicking between the fallen men, before settling back on Konto. “Seriously, Mr Garr, that was, like, the third greatest thing I’ve ever seen in my life!” Larry yelped. He pointed at one of the fake guard. “What’s that thing?” 
 
    Konto turned in time to see the man whose knee was currently pointing his lower leg the wrong way flip the switch on a grenade. “We are the Xandrie!” the man screeched, then he dropped the explosive on the floor and screwed his eyes shut. 
 
    “Larry, move!” Konto boomed, turning and hurling himself at the boy. He swept him up and ran for the only cover within reach. 
 
    The water of the fountain was icy cold as they plunged into it. Light reflected off the shiny credits at the bottom of the water, so they looked like they were all winking in turn.  
 
    Konto clamped a hand over Larry’s mouth and held his breath. Three seconds since activation. Four. Five. 
 
    Larry’s eyes bulged and he struggled against the grip, but Konto held him tightly. Seven seconds. Eight. 
 
    Fonk, how long was the timer on this thing? 
 
    Larry’s struggling became weaker, and Konto bobbed them back to the surface. Larry gasped in a lungful of air, while Konto peered over the fountain’s edge and saw the three Xandrie helping each other to their feet. The grenade was still on the floor, and Konto quietly cursed himself. A fake-out. Or maybe a dud and the Xandrie had just got— 
 
    The explosion tore through the gangsters like fire and fast-moving shrapnel through three fleshy sacks of bone and organs. Konto pulled Larry below the water. It rapidly turned red around them as guts and limbs and forty-percent of a head rained down. 
 
    The shockwave followed a split-second later. The fountain’s low walls broke with a series of crunches that managed to be ear-splitting, even underwater. Although, Konto noticed, they weren’t underwater anymore, as it was all rushing out through the cracks and spilling onto the plaza. The few smoldering remains of the Xandrie that hadn’t been catapulted through the air at incredible speeds hissed faintly at the water extinguished them. 
 
    Konto jumped to his feet, pulling Larry along with him. “Larry! You OK?” he barked. 
 
    Larry wheezed. “Be better once you put me down.” 
 
    Realizing he was holding the boy a clear three feet off the floor, Konto lowered him, then let him drop the last few inches. 
 
    “Never sneak up on me like that again, Larry!” Konto warned, thrusting a finger in the boy’s face. 
 
    “Why?” Larry asked. 
 
    Konto hesitated. “What? What do you mean, ‘why’? Look.” Water poured from his sleeves as he gestured at the carnage around them. The floor was designed to withstand carelessly discharged mining explosives, so it was lightly scorched and nothing more. The museum’s windows had all shattered, though, and the front of the restrooms was painted in chunky streaks of red. “You see what happens, Larry? You see what happens when you sneak up on me?” 
 
    Konto realized that Larry wasn’t listening. His hair was standing on end and his clothes had inflated as warm air blasted upwards from within the neck.  
 
    A moment later, the gust stopped. Larry ran his fingers through his fluffy hair and smiled. “Sorry, couldn’t hear you,” he said. “What did you say?” 
 
    “How are you dry?” Konto asked, looking him up and down. 
 
    “Self-drying clothes,” said Larry. “Don’t yours do that?” 
 
    Konto shifted slightly. He squelched. “Guess,” he said. 
 
    Larry puffed out his cheeks. “Yes?” he said, the inflection rising at the end. 
 
    Konto sighed. “Guess again, Larry.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Larry. “You should really get some dry clothes, Mr Garr. You could catch cold. Or your toes might go wrinkly, or—” 
 
    “I’m fine, Larry,” said Konto, turning. He squelched again. It was noisy. Stealth would be out of the question. 
 
    “Wrinkly toes, Mr Garr. Wrinkly toes.” 
 
    Konto sighed. “This isn’t a retail deck. There’s nowhere to get replacements.” 
 
    He had barely made it two paces closer to the elevator when Larry spoke again. “Hey, Mr Garr.” 
 
    Konto muttered below his breath, then turned. “What?” 
 
    Larry tucked his hands behind his back and rocked on his heels. “I know where you can get some clothes.” 
 
    *   *   * 
 
    Konto stood before the display case, his reflection in the glass aligned almost perfectly with the costume inside. 
 
    No, not ‘costume’. That’s what the press had insisted on calling it. The armor. 
 
    Triple-galvanized neutronium alloy plating over a treated Gronth-hide jumpsuit. Tough, yet flexible. Sturdy enough to resist blaster pistol file, but light enough not to affect speed or agility. 
 
    The Mark Five was the pinnacle, of course, but even that was really just a tweaked version of the Mark Three with a few more pockets and a bit more juice in the shock gauntlets. 
 
    “This? I don’t know, Larry,” Konto said. 
 
    Larry snorted. “Ha! No way, you’re way too fat for that.” 
 
    Konto looked at the armor’s waist, then patted his own. Much as he hated to admit it, the kid had a point. Larry gestured to a sales counter in the corner, where a tall, heavily-built guide was cowering in fear. “I thought maybe that guy.” 
 
    A brief, one-sided negotiation later, Konto pulled on the guide’s shirt. It was a little on the large side, but he rolled up the sleeves and tucked it into his borrowed pants, and decided it would do the job. 
 
    “What are we going to do now? Go after them?” Larry asked. 
 
    “We? We’re not doing anything, Larry. It’s too dangerous.” 
 
    Larry nodded grimly. “You’re right, Mr Garr. We need to find security. Real security, I mean. 
 
    “No,” said Konto. “I’m going to get them back. Me. Not us. Not you. Me.” 
 
    Larry frowned. “You? How can you get them back, Mr Garr? I mean, no offence, but don’t you take out the garbage?” 
 
    Konto wriggled his feet back into his wet boots. He’d tried wearing the guard’s shoes, but they were ridiculously huge and his feet kept sliding around inside them. 
 
    “That’s right, Larry. I take out the garbage. And that’s what I’m going to do.” 
 
    “The arm blaster!” Larry yelped. He pressed his hands against the display case, as if he could reach right through the glass. “We should take the arm blaster!” 
 
    Konto started to shake his head, but then stopped. If things went wrong—and they would - the blaster could come in handy. Besides, it wasn’t like he was stealing it, exactly. 
 
    “Good idea, Larry,” he said, retrieving a fragment of the buckled doorframe from the floor. “Stand back.”  
 
    Konto hefted the metal in his hands a few times as Larry hurriedly jumped back, then he swung it with all his might. 
 
    CLUNG. 
 
    The metal vibrated in his hand, shaking his entire skeleton. The glass remained intact, the blow not leaving so much as a scratch. 
 
    Konto gritted his teeth and waited for the vibrations to stop. Larry, meanwhile, turned to the guide, who was now sitting on the floor in Konto’s dripping-wet clothes. 
 
    “Hey, can we get the arm blaster please?” he asked. 
 
    The guide raised his eyes to Larry. He looked across to Konto. He shrugged. “Sure,” he said. “Why not?” 
 
    Larry watched in a hushed, reverend silence as the guide opened the case and withdrew the arm blaster. He held it out to Konto, who hesitated for a moment, then took it. Konto turned the weapon over and over in his hands, taking it in. 
 
    “You put it on your arm,” said Larry. “Here, I’ll show you.” 
 
    “I know how to use it,” said Konto. 
 
    Larry raised his eyebrows. “Really? Well, I’ve got a whole datastack of schematics for the Magister’s equipment, so I think I know best.” 
 
    He reached for the arm blaster, but Konto raised his out of his reach. “Oh, you think?” Konto said, slipping the dented metal cuff over his arm. He flexed his fingers and the cuff hummed, just briefly and only faintly, then a series of pinhead-sized green lights illuminated along his inner wrist. It took all his willpower not to blast something, just for the fun of it. 
 
    But the Xandrie had Deenia, and ‘fun’ wasn’t on the agenda. 
 
    “OK. I mean, I’d have done it better,” said Larry, shrugging. “But yeah, that’s how you switch it on. If you need to know anything else, just ask me.” 
 
    “You’re staying here with this guy,” said Konto. 
 
    “What?” said Larry. 
 
    “What?” said the guide, whose day was already bad enough, thanks very much, without babysitting duty being added on top. 
 
    “You’ll be safe here,” Konto told him. 
 
    The guide seemed to brighten at that. “Will I be safe, too?” he asked. 
 
    Konto nodded. “They got what they came for. They wanted the kids. I don’t know why, but I’m going to find out.” He shrugged. “Or I might not ask. Never really cared about the ‘why’. But my point is, nothing’s going to happen to you here, Larry. You’ll be safe.” 
 
    A blaster bolt erupted through the guide’s chest, spattering Larry with his blood. Larry blinked rapidly for a few seconds, then threw up. Konto caught him, mid-puke, and spun him to the floor just as another bolt of energy streaked overhead and ricocheted off the case containing the armor. Konto was quietly pleased that the glass didn’t break even with a direct blaster strike, but then the air above him was filled with scorching beams of energy, and the museum echoed with the high-pitched pewp-pewpews of a rapid-fire blaster rifle. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THREE 
 
    “I don’t think we’re safe here, Mr Garr!” cried Larry, ducking and covering his head with his hands as the blaster fire streaked by. 
 
    Konto caught the boy by the arm and swung him behind the armor case. “Stay down!” he hissed, then he waited for a break in the gunfire and jumped to his feet. A bulky Xandrie with oversized pecs and an undersized waistcoat stood just beyond the shattered museum frontage, hitting the cooling flush on his rifle. 
 
    Seizing his chance, Konto raised his hand, took aim with the arm-blaster, and unleashed Hell. 
 
    At least, that was his intention. There was no satisfying thunk of the blaster round ejecting from the chamber, no frantic scream of the energy bolt tearing through the air, or explosive ker-splat of innards becoming outtards. 
 
    Instead, a small red LED light illuminated somewhere near the front, and an in-built speaker emitted a tinny-sounding poo-poo. 
 
    “What the fonk?” Konto muttered, gazing at the device in horror. 
 
    “I think it’s fake, Mr Garr,” Larry whispered. 
 
    “Oh, really, Larry?” Konto spat. “You don’t—” 
 
    The Xandrie’s rifle stuttered into life again. Konto spun on his heel and took cover behind the reinforced glass as round after round ricocheted off it. 
 
    “Shizz,” he spat, searching frantically for an exit. There was only one door in and out of the place, though, and it was currently blocked by several hundred pounds of heavily armed bad guy. 
 
    “I suggest you boths come out, ya?” called the Xandrie, easing back on the trigger. “Or I blow you boths to bits, I think.” 
 
    “What do you want?” Konto shouted out to him. 
 
    “I want you boths to come out. I think I am already saying this.” 
 
    Konto muttered under his breath. “Why?” 
 
    There was another spray of blaster fire. Larry let out a whimper. Konto couldn’t exactly blame the kid. 
 
    After a few seconds, the shooting stopped again. 
 
    “Fine. If you must know, we just want the boy. That is all. Send him out, and maybe I won’t be shooting you, ya? How does that sound? Maybe you just send him out, and he and I walk away, and then you can go home, and not be dead. Ya? Is good idea, ya?” 
 
    Konto looked down at the useless blaster on his arm. He looked at the boy, cowering at his feet. “Stand up, Larry,” he said. 
 
    Larry, to his credit, didn’t argue. He stood up. “You’ve got a plan. Right, Mr Garr?” he whispered. 
 
    Konto nodded, but didn’t meet the boy’s eye. “I do,” he said, then he placed a hand on Larry’s back and pushed him out of cover and into the sights of the Xandrie. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Excellent! I knew we could be coming to an agreement,” said the Xandrie, the words coming out almost as a giggle. “Come to me, boy,” he said, beckoning Larry closer. “Come. Ya? Come.” 
 
    Larry’s wide eyes gazed up at Konto. “Mr Garr?” 
 
    “Go, Larry,” Konto said, sliding the hunk of metal junk of his arm. “You’re not going to hurt him, are you?” 
 
    “We don’t want to. All we want is the ransom,” said the gangster. “But if anyone tries to mess with us, we will fonk this kid up, and all his little buddies, too. Because we are the Xandrie, and no-one messes with—” 
 
    The arm-blaster cracked him between the eyes. His nose somehow succeeded in both exploding and imploding at the same time, and as he began to topple backwards, his hands grasped for something to hold him up. 
 
    All he found was the trigger of his rifle. Konto threw himself at Larry, knocking the boy aside just as a staccato burst of blaster fire drowned out the gangster’s groans. There was a sizzle of flesh, a brief hiss from Konto as one of the bolts scorched his ribcage, and then the Xandrie hit the ground with a thud. 
 
    Silence followed. Larry cowered, hunched-over, Konto draped protectively across him. Several seconds passed while they both figured out if they were still alive and, if so, how many pieces they were in. 
 
    “Thanks, Mr Garr,” Larry whispered, once they’d both come to the same conclusions—‘yes’ and ‘one’. 
 
    “No problem, kid,” said Konto. 
 
    “I mean, it would’ve been nice if you hadn’t sent me out to him in the first place …” 
 
    “I needed intel. This is a ransom gig. That’s good news.” Konto stood up and took a half-second to check his wound. The heat from the blast hard torn him open, then sealed him shut. It probably hurt, but not enough for him to pay attention to it. 
 
    “Everyone’s been kidnapped, Mr Garr,” said Larry, quite slowly, as if breaking bad news to an in-denial idiot. “That doesn’t seem like very good news.” 
 
    “It is,” Konto said. “Ransom means they’ll keep them alive. This could have been terrorism-related, they might have been on a slave-gathering expedition, they might have been on a food hunt for a Drickon Pus Queen …” 
 
    Larry looked like he might be about to throw up again. Konto quickly changed the subject. “Point is, a ransom gig is a pretty positive result, all things considered. It means they’re alive, and it means we get them back.” 
 
    Larry’s eyes lit up with delight, and Konto quickly realized his mistake. “I. I can get them back.” 
 
     “We! You said ‘we’, Mr Garr!” 
 
    “I mean I.” 
 
    “Uh-uh, you can’t take it back!” Larry said. 
 
    Konto grunted and headed for the exit. The Xandrie was flat on his back, arms and legs splayed wide, groaning in his sleep. “Well, I can take it back, actually, and I am,” Konto said. “Slip of the tongue. I’m going to leave you somewhere safe.” 
 
    “You mean safe like this place was safe?” Larry asked, very deliberately looking in the direction of the dead guide. 
 
    Konto stooped and retrieved the Xandrie’s blaster rifle. The charge icon was flashing red. Barely enough left for a single shot. Still, that was all he needed. 
 
    “Larry, shut up and look over there,” Konto said, gesturing to the broken fountain. 
 
    Larry did as he was told. “What am I supposed to be seeing, Mr Garr?” he asked. 
 
    Behind him, a single shot rang out. The Xandrie stopped groaning. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” said Konto, appearing behind him and steering him away. “Now come on. Let’s go shopping.” 
 
    *   *   * 
 
    The thing with a station this size was that it operated much like a large city. Despite the carnage and chaos on the culture deck, just a few decks below, life continued as normal.  
 
    Konto stood at the counter of the store, an array of weapons and gadgets spread out before him. On the other side of the counter, an officious-looking semi-transparent orange blob peered over the top of his half-moon glasses and sucked disapprovingly on his rubbery bottom lip. 
 
    “Come on, I’ve got the money, you can see the credit balance, just take it and give me the guns.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I can’t do that, sir,” said the blob. A cheerfully-designed name badge lodged into one of the folds of his neck identified him as ‘Gump’. He was, allegedly, ‘happy to help’, although this was not currently in any way apparent from his attitude or behaviour. “The scan reports all large-scale purchases must be authorized by …” 
 
    “My wife, I know, you said, but she forgot to change it, is all,” Konto said. “I don’t go off-planet much, she does most of the shopping … what can I say? I really need these guns.” 
 
    “Mr Garr?” 
 
    “Not now, Larry.” 
 
    One of Gump’s eyes flitted down to the weapons, while the other remained fixed on Konto. “All of them, sir? It’s rather a lot.” 
 
    “Yes, all of them!” Konto snapped, then he squeezed the bridge of his nose and exhaled slowly. “OK, so with my purchase limit, what exactly can I get?” 
 
    Gump’s other eye joined the first in studying the weapons.  
 
    Several seconds passed. 
 
    Gump clicked his tongue against the roof of his mouth a few times, then reached under the counter and produced a small folding knife. “You could have this, sir.” 
 
    Konto stared down at the little red handle, the blade tucked neatly inside. “What?! That’s it?” he asked. “Seriously?” 
 
    “Mr Garr?” 
 
    “Not now, Larry.” 
 
    “Well, no, not just that. There is one other option,” said Gump, tapping a pudgy finger against his chin as he thought. 
 
    Konto’s eyebrows raised. “Oh?” 
 
    Gump nodded, then set a second folding knife on the counter, next to the first. This one had a blue handle. 
 
    “You can have either,” the shopkeeper said. He raised an index finger. “But not both.” 
 
    Konto gritted his teeth. His fists clenched, but relaxed when Gump very deliberately reached for the ‘panic’ button. 
 
    “Fine,” Konto growled, snatching up the red knife. “I’ll take this one.” 
 
    “Mr Garr?” 
 
    Konto’s temper got the better of him. “What is it, Larry?” 
 
    “I could pay for them.” 
 
    Konto blinked. “What?” 
 
    “I don’t have a credit limit. I can pay for them.” 
 
    Konto’s eyes narrowed, darting from side to side while he decided if he could let a seven-year-old pay for his arsenal. It didn’t take him long to make his mind up. 
 
    “OK, then let’s do that.” 
 
    Gump sucked in his bottom lip. 
 
    “Oh, what now?” Konto demanded. “Does he need permission from his wife, too?” 
 
    “I’m afraid the young sir is not old enough to purchase weaponry.” 
 
    “But he isn’t purchasing weaponry,” Konto pointed out. “I’m purchasing weaponry, he’s just paying for it.” 
 
    “I’m afraid that’s not how the law sees it, sir,” said Gump. “My hands are tied.” 
 
    “Come on—” 
 
    “My hands are tied. Were they not, I would be delighted to be of assistance, but they are, and I can’t. My hands are tied.” 
 
    Konto glared at the shopkeeper for several long moments, then he picked up a phone-sized gadget from the counter. “Fine. Is he old enough to buy this?” 
 
    Gump nodded. “Would you like me to wrap it for you, sir?” 
 
    Konto briefly contemplated wrapping his fingers around the shopkeeper’s bloated neck. “You know what? I’ll pass. Pay the man, Larry,” he said, flicking the switch that turned the device on. He turned to leave, paused, then turned back and gestured to Larry. “Oh, and, uh, I don’t suppose I could leave him here with you for—” 
 
    “No, sir,” said Gump. “You categorically cannot.” 
 
    *   *   * 
 
    Konto strode out of the store into the throngs of shoppers, tapping at the screen of his new device with such force little round rainbows bloomed under the glass. He mumbled and cursed as he walked, and barely heard Larry as he dodged through the crowds, hurrying to catch up. 
 
    “I guess this means you’ll have to take me with you, right Mr Garr? Huh, Mr Garr? Right?” 
 
    “What? No, Larry,” said Konto. “You can’t come, and that’s all there is to it.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “It’s too dangerous, Larry. And I work alone.” 
 
    “I thought you worked with the other garbage guys?” 
 
    Konto shook his head, just briefly. “What? No, I mean, yeah. I do. But I prefer to work alone.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t even know I was there, Mr Garr,” Larry whispered. “I can be very quiet. Listen, I won’t say anything for the next five minutes. OK? OK, Mr Garr? OK?” 
 
    “OK, Larry! Kroysh!” Konto snapped. “You still can’t come, but I absolutely will not complain if you just stay quiet for a while.” 
 
    Larry fell into step behind him and managed to keep his mouth shut for almost three seconds. “I guess your wife doesn’t let you have much money, huh? Why is that? Doesn’t she trust you?” 
 
    Konto scowled, his eyes still fixed on the screen. “What? Of course she trusts me!” 
 
    “Are you sure? Then why doesn’t she let you spend her money?” 
 
    “No, it’s not … I just don’t often … And what do you mean, ‘her money’? I have money. I have lots of money.” 
 
    “From collecting garbage?” 
 
    “No, from … I mean, yes. What? It doesn’t matter,” said Konto. The device bleeped once in his hand and he let out a little grunt of relief. “She’s alive.” 
 
    “Your wife? I should hope so, Mr Garr, otherwise you’re having a really tough day.” 
 
    “Deenia,” said Konto. “She’s alive. And I know where she is.” 
 
    Larry stood on his tiptoes to see the screen. There was an outline of the station, with a blinking red dot somewhere near the middle. “Pretty much where I thought,” Konto said. “Midway between landing decks, deep near the center of the station so no-one can attack from space, but with an easy route to escape pods in case things go wrong.” 
 
    “Is that Deenia?” Larry asked, gesturing to the blinking icon. 
 
    Konto nodded. “She has a tracking device.” 
 
    “Cool. She never mentioned it,” said Larry. 
 
    “Because she doesn’t know it’s there,” Konto said. He shrugged. “Old habits die hard, I guess.” 
 
    Larry frowned. “Huh?” 
 
    “Hmm? Nothing. Point is, we know where she is, so we … so I can go and get her.” 
 
    “Wait. You put a tracking device on her without her knowing?” Larry gasped. He winced. “Ooh, she’s not going to like that.” 
 
    Konto shrugged. “Meh, she already hates me, and it might save her life, so …” 
 
    “Who hates you?” 
 
    “Deenia.” 
 
    “Huh?” Larry snorted. “Since when?” 
 
    Konto stopped walking so abruptly Larry smacked straight into the back of him. The shoppers around them tutted their annoyance at having to change direction a fraction in order to walk around them.  
 
    “Wait a minute,” Konto muttered, then he wheeled around and peered down at the boy. “They already have twenty-four kids. Plenty of scope for ransom. Why’d they need twenty-five?” 
 
    Larry’s wide eyes blinked in confusion. “Huh?” 
 
    “They came for you, specifically for you. The returned to the scene of the abduction so they could …” The truth clicked. “So they could get the rich kid. You’re the one they were after in the first place.” 
 
    “I was?” said Larry, grinning proudly. His face fell again, almost immediately. “Wait. I was?” 
 
    “I think so. Or maybe your old man blabbed about how much he’s worth and they decided they wanted you, too. I don’t know.” Konto sighed. “Either way, they’ll be back for you.” He sighed again. He felt the situation warranted at least two, with the possibility of more to come. “Which means you’d better stick with me.” 
 
    Larry jumped up and punched a fist in the air. “Woo-hoo!” 
 
    “Halt!” crackled a robotic voice. 
 
    Larry attempted to freeze in mid-air, but the station’s artificial gravity put a stop to that idea. With his legs locked and rigid, he landed heavily, and Konto had to catch him to stop him toppling over. 
 
    Konto winced as something sharp pricked the back of his neck. He spun quickly and saw a shiny silver sphere drifting away from him through the crowds. “Ow. What the fonk was that?” 
 
    Larry didn’t move for a second, then he shifted his eyes left and right, blinked a few times, and looked in the direction Konto was glaring. The ball floated off at around Konto’s chest height, weaving through the throngs. 
 
    “Oh, I thought it was another bad guy,” Larry said. “That? That’s just a bioscanner.” 
 
    Konto touched the back of his neck. A tiny droplet of blood smeared across his fingers. “They’re new,” he muttered, then the significance of what Larry had said filtered through. “Wait. Bioscanner?” 
 
    Larry nodded. “Yeah. The guy in the shop probably called them, what with you acting so suspicious and shouting at him and all that stuff. It just takes a DNA sample to check you’re who you say you are.” 
 
    Konto’s face paled. 
 
    “You’ll be fine, Mr Garr,” said Larry. He placed the back of his hand at the side of his mouth and whispered theatrically. “Unless you’ve got any deep, dark secrets you’re trying to hide.” 
 
    Konto stared at Larry in silence for a full two-thirds of a second, then he was off, charging through the crowds, using the full weight of his bulky frame to knock them aside. “Out of the way! Move! Coming through!” he bellowed, shouldering through a pack of chattering high-haired Thoorians and sending them sprawling across the floor. 
 
    He vaulted a Snurk, slid between the legs of a Golleeat, and gave two elderly Vaporoids a wide berth. The bioscanner glided around a corner up ahead, and Konto picked up the pace. It was smaller than his head and moved effortlessly through the crowds. The shoppers, in their rush to get out of Konto’s path, seemed to be making life even more difficult for him. They criss-crossed in front of him, tripping over each other in their hurry to not be there. 
 
    Konto skidded around the corner into a wide shopping precinct that stretched ahead of him as far as the eye could see. He stopped, his head snapping left and right as he searched for the silver ball. The crowds were thicker here, an ever-moving tangle of heads and arms and tentacles and tails and Kroysh knew what else. 
 
    There! He spotted it at just above head height forty or so feet away, moving away from him. It had slowed to a crawl now, encumbered by the tightly-packed throngs around it. Konto set off after it, pushing through forcefully, but not enough to send everyone scattered in panic again. 
 
    He closed on it quickly, until there was just one obstacle in his path—a large, wolf-like Greyx who plodded along slowly, examining its clawed fingernails. 
 
    “Coming through,” Konto said, shouldering past the Greyx. 
 
    “Hey, watch it,” she protested in a petulant voice that reminded Konto a lot of Deenia. 
 
    With a lunge, Konto grabbed for the ball. It was only then that he realized his mistake. He was not holding a bioscanner. Instead, he was clutching the metal skull of a hulking, seven-feet-tall robot. 
 
    No, not robot. It turned, revealing patches of its face had survived intact, including its eyes. They narrowed angrily as the metal jaw twisted into a sneer. “Can I help you, man?” 
 
    “Hey, who’s this guy?” asked a smaller humanoid in a brown leather jacket. A squidgy green blob sat on his shoulder, pulsing gently, its two eyes looking Konto up and down. 
 
    “Uh, sorry,” said Konto. He moved to turn away, then stopped as the blob formed the shape of an arrow pointing left. Konto looked that direction, and there was the bioscanner, swooshing through the crowd, heading towards a door marked Security. 
 
    Konto glanced back at the shapeshifting green thing. “Thanks,” he said, then he was running again, shouldering, elbowing and pushing his way after the thing, closing the gap, but not closing it fast enough. The sphere had reached a completely pedestrian-free area around the security entrance. It deviated slightly, making for the security panel built into the wall which would allow it to open the door. 
 
    Still running, Konto took the knife from his pocket and unfolded it. One chance. He had just one chance. 
 
    Catching the knife by the blade, he leapt into the air and hurled the weapon with all his might. It whistled as it flipped end over end above the heads of the oblivious shoppers. There was a satisfying thunk and an even more pleasing series of angry sparks as the blade buried itself deep in the control panel, shorting its circuitry. 
 
    The ball drifted to a stop and examined the damaged panel, rotating ever so slightly on its axis as it looked the damage over. By the time it figured out what had happened and turned, Konto was on it. He pulled it to his chest, forced his fingers into the first available join in the bioscanner’s outer casing, and pulled with all his might. 
 
    His muscles strained. The thin edges of the metal plating cut into his fingers. He gritted his teeth, hissed through them, and reminded himself how much rested on him pulling this thing apart. 
 
    With a screech, the metal casing bent back. Konto thrust a hand inside, bunched it into a fist, then ripped out a tangle of wiring. The sphere became heavier as its anti-grav capabilities shut down. Konto let it clang to the floor, then stomped down on it a few times, for good measure. 
 
    Once the bioscanner was in a sufficiently large number of pieces, he fished around in the debris until he found what he was looking for. A tiny glass container sat nestled in a mess of circuitry, an even tinier droplet of red suspended in an anti-grav field inside. 
 
    Konto held the vial up to the light, nodded, then crushed it between his thumb and forefinger. He sucked the blood smear from his fingertips, making sure there was no trace of it left behind. 
 
    “That was close,” he muttered. 
 
    And it was at that point that he noticed three things. 
 
    The first was the wailing of an alarm. 
 
    The second was the squad of Zertex shock-troopers shoving their way through the crowds in a really rather determined manner. 
 
    “Uh-oh, Larry. We better move,” he said. 
 
    And that was when he noticed the third thing. 
 
    “Oh, shizz,” Konto whispered. “Larry!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    The shock-troops were approaching from the left, so Konto went right, lowering his head as he slipped back into the now panicked crowds. Zertex was the government for vast swathes of the galaxy, including this sector, and their soldiers weren’t known to worry too much about little issues like collateral damage.  
 
    Shock-troopers were low level grunts, but a particular brand of low level grunts who didn’t simply not care about the concept of civilian casualties, but actively encouraged it. Their thinking—although that was a generous description of the process—was that everyone had the potential to be a threat to security at some point, and while in an ideal galaxy the crime would come before the punishment, the actual order those two things happened in was, ultimately, merely a technicality. 
 
    Konto had dealt with guys like these before, but rarely unarmed. Had they been anything but shock-troops, he could have explained the situation to them, maybe even got them to help. Unless he went in fighting, though, this lot would put him down before he’d opened his mouth. 
 
    Going right took him back to where he’d left Larry. He was moving with the crowd this time, as everyone hurried away from the approaching shock-troops. Konto crossed the flow until a group of hat-wearing women were between him and the Zertex squad, then risked a glance back. To his relief, they hadn’t spotted him. 
 
    In fact, they didn’t seem to be heading his way at all. Instead, they were pushing off to Konto’s left. He glanced along their projected route and saw the cyborg, Greyx and humanoid-with-blob hurrying away. 
 
    For a moment, Konto would have sworn the little blob sprouted an arm and waved at him, but then they were gone, lost in the crowd. 
 
    Konto pressed on, back around the corner, back in the direction of the gun shop. The crowds had been thinner here earlier, but now that the shock-troopers had spooked them, everyone was flooding here from the main plaza, and the place was filling rapidly. 
 
    “Larry!” Konto called. He ducked, searching for the boy through the sea of bodies and appendages. “Larry, where are you?” 
 
    He heard the shout right at the edge of his hearing, mostly smothered by the hubbub of the shoppers around him. “Mr Garr, help!” 
 
    Spinning, Konto searched for the source of the sound, but his view was blocked by heads and hair and hats in all direction. “Shizz,” he hissed, then he roared at the top of his voice: “Grenade! Everyone down!” 
 
    Screams split the air all around him, but the shoppers, who were all versed in what do in the event of a terrorist attack, and who were already on edge thanks to the shock-troopers—threw themselves to the floor, covering their delicate parts with their less delicate parts, and praying to whichever god or gods they believed in for protection. 
 
    Only a few people didn’t drop. Konto spotted Larry at once, kicking and struggling in the grip of a red-skinned, lizard-like Xandrie. Another of the gangsters stood with them, frantically jabbing at the ‘call’ button of an elevator. This one was smaller, with blue skin, a blaster pistol and what looked to be a whip coiled up on his belt. 
 
    Clearly deciding the elevator wasn’t going to turn up any time soon, the two Xandrie headed for a door leading to the stairs. Konto hopped onto the armored back of a cowering shopper, then gave chase, using the larger members of the crowd as stepping-stones. 
 
    He arrived at the door several seconds behind the gangsters and stumbled through. A hail of blaster fire tore down at him from a gap in the stairwell above. Konto threw himself towards the steps and raced up, two at a time, sticking close to the walls to avoid the blasts. 
 
    “I’m coming, Larry!” 
 
    A grenade clinked down the steps and came to a stop on the landing right ahead of him. Diving for it, Konto snatched up the explosive and hurled it down the stairwell. It erupted a second later, filling the air with smoke and fire and noise and heat. 
 
    Coughing, and half-blinded, Konto staggered up the steps. He couldn’t hear his footsteps. He couldn’t hear anything, in fact, aside from the high-pitched eeeeeee the explosion had left ringing in his ears. 
 
    He rounded the corner and began up the next flight. He was almost at the top when something snapped tight around his throat and yanked him forwards off his feet. He hit the metal steps hard, then the whip that had wrapped around his neck tightened further, dragging him up onto the landing above. 
 
    Konto tried to grab for the rope, but a boot crunched against the side of his head, spinning him onto his back. The smaller Xandrie stood over him, sneering as he raised his foot up, then brought it sharply down. 
 
    With a wheeze of effort, Konto caught the boot and twisted. The Xandrie’s sneer became a wide-eyed look of horror as his knee and ankle both popped, one after the other. Babbling, the gangster reached for his blaster, but Konto caught hold of the whip and jerked it, pulling the off-balance Xandrie towards him.  
 
    With practiced timing, Konto angled his head so the man’s nose would meet the top of it on the way down. Blood sprayed. Sobs echoed. With the whip now loose, Konto flicked it free, twisted it around the Xandrie’s neck, and pulled. 
 
    The man’s eyes bulged, just inches from Konto’s own. His mouth flapped open and closed, desperately gagging for air as his own whip cut deep into his windpipe. His color changed from a pale blue to a troubling purple as his eyes went from bulging to bloodshot to glassy and still. 
 
    With a shove, Konto pushed the body off him, grabbed the blaster and hurried up the stairs. His splayed fingers traced along the wall, helping keep him balanced. Between the explosion, the strangling and the kick, his head was scrambled, but there was no time to stop and recover. 
 
    He made it three more flights of stairs before the lizard-thing hit him like a charging bull, smashing him face-first into the wall. 
 
    Instinctively, Konto fired an elbow behind him. It found its target. Once. Twice. The lizard-thing grunted, then drove a spiked fist into Konto’s lower back, knocking the wind from him. Konto’s head was pulled backwards, then—bang—the wall came up to meet him again. He raised his right arm so his hand was beside his right ear, trying to aim behind him with the blaster pistol, but the lizard-thing caught his wrist and pulled, and Konto hissed as his arm was wrenched out of its socket. 
 
    As he was pulled backwards off his feet, he caught just the briefest glimpse of a scaly red fist coming down, right before it smashed into the center of his chest. Blood burst as a bubble on his lips and he hit the floor, darkness rushing in from the edges of his vision. 
 
    Over the ringing in his ears he heard Larry cry out. He forced his eyes open and tried to lift his right arm. There was a grinding sensation in his shoulder which brought enough pain with it to push back the grogginess, but the arm itself was useless. That was disappointing. 
 
    Konto took stock. He was partly blind, mostly deaf, barely able to breathe, and only fifty percent of his arms were functional. That was the bad news. 
 
    He was also angry. Very angry, in fact. Angrier than he had been in a long, long time. That was also bad news. 
 
    But not for him. 
 
    The lizard-thing was halfway up the next flight of stairs when he heard the voice spitting at him from below. It was deep and gravelly, like the sound of two rocks grinding together. 
 
    “Is that the best you got?” 
 
    The Xandrie’s yellow eyes widened in surprise, but it didn’t last long. Dropping Larry, it hurled itself at the now-standing Konto, claws extending, tail whipping as it leaped towards him. 
 
    Konto side-stepped and the lizard-thing landed heavily beside him. As it spun, he thrust the three middle fingers of his left hand into its eye with enough force to make it shriek so loudly even Konto could hear it above the ringing sound. 
 
    It slashed furiously with its claws. Konto ducked, then struck again at the other eye, even harder this time. The Xandrie stumbled backwards, flailing wildly, blinded. Konto thought about reaching for the blaster, but decided against it. This thing had hurt him, and he couldn’t let that stand. 
 
    “I know a hundred different ways to kill you,” he growled, flexing the fingers of his left hand. Something that wasn’t quite a smile, but wasn’t too far off played across his lips. “Pick a number.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    A few minutes later, Konto grimaced as his shoulder clicked back into place and pain spread like fire across his chest. He was sitting on a step several decks above where the lizard-thing’s body now lay. Larry stood on the landing below, gazing up at him. 
 
    Larry had spent a solid two minutes vomiting after Konto’s fight with the lizard. Although Konto had warned him to turn away and not look, some of the noises appeared to have been … troubling for the lad, although Larry insisted it was all the jiggling and shaking of being carried that had brought on his latest puke fest. 
 
    Now, his eyes watery and his face red, Larry just stared at Konto, like he was seeing him for the first time. 
 
    Konto raised his right arm and bunched the hand into a fist a few times. It hurt, but then so did much of the rest of him, so that wasn’t too big a problem. The ringing in his ears had faded to background noise, and there was only a faint explosion-shaped imprint behind his eyes when he blinked. Now that his arm was back where it should be and his lungs had resumed most of their normal duties, he was good to go. 
 
    “Justice strikes like a meteorite.” 
 
    Larry’s voice was soft and shaken, but it echoed up and down the stairs, all the same. 
 
    Konto looked down at him. “What?” 
 
    “You’re not a garbage man, are you, Mr Garr?”  
 
    The question hung in the air for several seconds. 
 
    “You know I am, Larry,” said Konto. “You’ve seen me take away your trash.” 
 
    “No, I mean … Maybe you are now,” said Larry. “But you weren’t always, were you?” 
 
    Konto considered the question. “Kid, I can honestly say that I have always been in the business of taking out garbage, one way or another.” 
 
    “It’s just … that thing you said. About a hundred ways to hurt you, and picking a number. I have that on a poster on my wall.” 
 
    “Huh. Really?” said Konto, grimacing slightly as he used his right arm to pull himself upright. “Funny coincidence. Now come on.” 
 
    He turned towards the top of the stairs. 
 
    “You’re him, aren’t you, Mr Garr?” 
 
    Konto stopped. 
 
    “You’re the Magister.” 
 
    For a long time, Konto said nothing. 
 
    “The Magister’s dead, Larry.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “He’s dead, Larry,” Konto said, and the tone of his voice made it very clear the conversation was over. He marched on ahead up the stairs. “Now, are you coming, or not?” 
 
    After dealing with the two Xandrie, and the subsequent Larry-based vomit episode that had immediately followed, Konto had taken the time to raid the bodies for anything useful. As well as the blaster rifle, he now had a grenade, the whip, and a comm-device. The whip was coiled around his left shoulder, but everything else was either clipped onto or tucked into his belt and within easy reach. The grenade jingled merrily as he hurried on up the steps. 
 
    Two flights later, Larry was flagging. “Mr Garr, I need to stop,” he panted. 
 
    Konto tutted in annoyance, then gestured to the tracking device. “They’re only maybe thirty decks above us,” he said. “We’re almost there.” 
 
    “Thirty?” Larry wheezed. His legs gave out and he flopped onto the steps. “I’ll be dead by three.” 
 
    Konto sighed. Five years ago, he could have carried the kid. 
 
    He looked again at Larry’s bulky frame and pudgy limbs. 
 
    OK, maybe ten years ago. In his current condition—and he didn’t just mean the recently inflicted damage—he’d be lucky to make it halfway without exhaustion kicking in.  
 
    Konto backtracked down until he reached Larry. The boy was looking longingly at the doors that led out onto the deck. A notice on the wall announced it as: “432—Fine Dining & Nightlife”. It needn’t have bothered. It wasn’t like anyone ever took the stairs except in an emergency. Or, apparently, a kidnapping. 
 
    Larry’s face was so red it practically glowed. It was mostly from the effort of climbing, Konto thought, but there was embarrassment mixed in there, too. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mr Garr. I’m too fat.” 
 
    Konto blinked, taken aback. “Huh?” 
 
    Larry hung his head. “I’m too fat. Everyone says so. I’m a fatty-fatty-fat-fat. I’m sorry I couldn’t keep going. Are you mad?” 
 
    Konto shifted uncomfortably. The kid looked on the brink of tears. Killer alien lizards he could handle. Crying children? Not so much. 
 
    “Hey. Uh, no. I’m not mad,” said Konto. “It’s fine. Seriously. And who calls you fat?” 
 
    Larry shrugged. “Everyone. My dad. The kids at school.” He shrugged again, then raised his head. “Not Deenia, though. She tells the other kids to stop, but, well, they don’t always listen.” 
 
    “Oh. OK,” said Konto, which was pretty much the best he could come up with. He felt a pang of … something. Guilt or regret, maybe. He hadn’t said anything to Larry about being fat, but he’d definitely thought it. Deenia, on the other hand … 
 
    He awkwardly rested a hand on Larry’s shoulder. “So, um, you should just ignore those people. And don’t worry about the stairs. Everyone has their own, you know, things they find difficult, but also things they’re good at.” 
 
    Larry’s face brightened, just a little. “What do you think I’m good at, Mr Garr?” 
 
    In hindsight, Konto should probably have been prepared for that. His mouth flapped open and closed a few times, as he looked Larry up and down. “Well!” Konto ejected, more loudly than he had intended. “I mean … where to start? For one thing you have, uh …” 
 
    Konto’s sense of relief when the doors flew open and lots of people with guns rushed in was immense. People pointing guns at him was far more familiar territory. He pushed Larry behind him and quickly calculated the odds. They weren’t bad, but weren’t great, either. 
 
    Twelve uniformed station security officers had him in their sights. He could feasibly take them all down without a shot being fired, but there was a reasonably high chance of a few blasters being fired wildly, which meant a reasonably high chance of Larry being hit. Short of shoving the boy down the stairs, there wasn’t much Konto could do to protect him, and it was a long fall to the landing below. 
 
    “Freeze!” wheezed the lead security officer. She had sallow skin, crow’s feet, and an expression that said, ‘I’ve just run for the first time in a decade, and didn’t enjoy it.’ 
 
    It took her a second or two to catch her breath before she could speak again. “You’re under arrest!” 
 
    *   *   * 
 
    Konto sat in an interview room, his hands cuffed to a metal table, the beady eye of a single camera staring down at him. He’d been formulating a plan that would’ve taken down the security team without putting Larry at risk when the kid had wandered over to them and started babbling about everything that had happened to them since his classmates had been taken. 
 
    At first, Konto had considered running and leaving Larry in the care of the station guards, but then he’d remembered the first security team they’d met, who had turned out to be Xandrie in disguise.  
 
    This lot had looked much more like Konto would expect station security to look—overweight and underwhelming, and several years past retirement age—but he couldn’t take the chance. 
 
    They’d been bundled into a wagon and taken to the nearest station. Another twenty or so officers milled around there, most of them pre-occupied with the eating of various sweet pastries. Yep, these were the real thing, alright. 
 
    Konto was studying the cuffs when the door opened. A short but rotund older man, with a mustache that appeared to be winning a turf war with the rest of his face, stepped inside and quietly closed the door behind him.  
 
    He carried a cardboard box, which he sat on his side of the table, safely out of Konto’s reach. Before he sat, he walked over to the camera, took hold of the wire dangling beneath it, then pulled, cutting off the feed. 
 
    Konto snorted. If this guy was going to try to be ‘bad cop’ he’d be in for a shock. 
 
    “Comfortable?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “Captain Howlanzer,” the man said. He reached across the table to shake hands, remembered the cuffs, then, in a futile attempt to save face, turned the gesture into a thumbs-up. He held it for quite a long time as he tried to figure out what to do next, then decided to pretend the whole thing hadn’t happened and to just sit down, instead. 
 
    The chair creaked as he lowered himself into it. Reaching into the box, he produced a slab-like Datapad. It was an older model. It had been an older model last time Konto had been on a station, in fact. 
 
    “So,” said Howlanzer. He tapped the screen and waited for something to happen. The Datapad whirred faintly as it struggled to wake up. “You’ve been a busy man, Mr …?” 
 
    “Garr.” 
 
    Howlanzer smiled and nodded, just once. “Right. Multiple counts of homicide, wanton destruction of station premises and property, endangering a minor.” He jabbed a thumb in the direction of the now-lifeless camera. “We see all.” 
 
    “Then you know why I’m doing it.” 
 
    The captain regarded him for a while, sucking on his mustache. “The children. Yes. But we can’t just take the law into our own hands, Mr Garr. Where would we be then?” He slid the Datapad towards Konto and tapped a video icon. “There’s something I want you to see.” 
 
    The Datapad’s ancient innards clicked and churned. A spinning icon appeared over the video image and stayed there for several seconds. 
 
    “Give it a minute,” Howlanzer said. 
 
    The icon spun. The pad strained. And then, a recording from a security camera filled the screen. Konto leaned closer and peered down. Larry’s dad, Nobosh, was trying to negotiate with the metal-armed Xandrie. At least, that was how it looked. When the audio kicked in a second or so later, it told a different story. 
 
    “You idiot,” Nobosh whispered. “You didn’t get Larry! I told you to wait for my signal.” 
 
    “What did you call me?” the Xandrie asked. There was a flat, even tone to his voice, and Nobosh’s attitude immediately changed. 
 
    “No, I mean … Sorry, Ranock,” Nobosh said. “I didn’t … I just meant, you should have waited for my signal, like we planned.” 
 
    Ranock shrugged his alloy shoulders. “What does it matter? We have enough children.” 
 
    For a moment, Nobosh looked like he was going to start slinging around insults again, but he forced himself to stay calm. “Yes, but I don’t have an insurance policy on these kids, do I?” he hissed. “My insurance will only pay out for Larry. We need Larry.” 
 
    On screen, Ranock made a beckoning gesture. The gunman who had shot up the museum stepped into view, then Howlanzer tapped the pad and the image froze. 
 
    Konto hadn’t noticed his fists clenching during the video, or the way they had made his wrists swell so the cuffs cut into them.  
 
    “That son of a bedge,” he muttered. 
 
    “You can say that again,” agreed Howlanzer, sliding the pad back across the table towards him. He interlocked his fingers in front of him and leaned forwards. “I’ve just been talking to Larry. I haven’t shown him this, obviously. Probably couldn’t, even if I’d wanted to. That boy can talk.” 
 
    Howlanzer watched Konto closely. “He tells me you’re the Magister.” 
 
    Konto rolled his eyes. “That again. Yeah, he told me the same.” 
 
    “And what did you say?” asked Howlanzer. 
 
    “I said not to be so fonking ridiculous,” Konto replied. “Now, captain, what about those kids? My step-daughter is with them.” 
 
    “That’s beyond our remit, Mr Garr,” said Howlanzer, grimly. “I’m afraid there are shock-troops incoming to deal with it.” 
 
    Konto’s stomach tightened. “No.” 
 
    “There was a squad on board, but they’ve left in pursuit of some other target. That means—and I want you to listen to me very carefully here, Mr Garr—that means we have twelve minutes until the first squad arrives, and approximately twenty minutes until they begin the rescue mission.” He lowered his voice. “Have you ever seen a shock-troop rescue mission before, Mr Garr?” 
 
    Konto nodded. He had. It was not something he’d ever forget. 
 
    “Then you understand.” He sucked on his mustache for a moment, then folded his arms across his round chest. “It’s unfortunate, you know? That you’re not the Magister. See, I met him once. You know, with the armor on and everything. It was on a station much like this one, but a little further out by the Remnants.” 
 
    “Look, we don’t have time for—” 
 
    Howlanzer raised a hand, gesturing for silence. “The station was under attack. There was a fire on one of the decks. Smoke everywhere. People screaming. I remember trying to get through it, you know? The flames. But the heat. The heat, Mr Garr. It was … I couldn’t …” 
 
    He looked down, just briefly, steadying his voice. “I could hear them, through the fire and the smoke. My children. I could hear them, but I couldn’t reach them.” Howlanzer’s face lit up with the memory. “And then, there they were. There he was. Bounding through the flames, my children—just babies then—in his arms.” 
 
    The captain rubbed a hand across his face, trying unsuccessfully to disguise the fact he was wiping tears from his eyes. He cleared his throat. “I never did get a chance to thank him.” 
 
    Howlanzer’s chair squeaked across the floor as he stood up. “The Bioscanner you destroyed, it processes samples faster than I can tie my boots. Transmits its finding wirelessly, too. The whole chase thing you did was fun to watch, but ultimately pointless.” 
 
    Konto clenched his jaw and silently cursed modern technology. 
 
    “I don’t know who you are, but you aren’t Konto Garr,” Howlanzer said. “Unfortunately, there’s going to be a system malfunction in the next few minutes and that information, as well as all security camera footage of you, and Larry’s recorded statement, are going to be irretrievably corrupted.” 
 
    He patted the cardboard box meaningfully. “If you had been the Magister, those cuffs wouldn’t pose a problem.” He glanced at his watch. “Eighteen minutes until that room is stormed.” 
 
    Konto nodded his understanding. “Is Larry safe here?” 
 
    Howlanzer shook his head, just a fraction. Konto nodded again. “Thank you, captain.” 
 
    “No, Mr Garr,” said Howlanzer, snapping off the most polished salute he’d managed in years. “Thank you.” He smiled. “Justice strikes like a meteorite.” 
 
    “He never said that. It’s a myth,” Konto protested. “Seriously. It sounds so dumb. Why would he ever say something like that?” 
 
    Howlanzer shrugged. “I guess we’ll never know.” 
 
    Crisply lowering the salute, the captain about-turned and left the room, taking care to not quite close the door behind him. It took Konto a little under three seconds to lose the cuffs, then less than one to get up from his seat and flip open the flaps of the box. There, neatly wrapped in evidence bags, were the blaster, whip, tracker, comm-device and grenade he’d been carrying when the security team had arrested him. The folding knife was there, too, the blade scorched and black. 
 
    Tearing open the bags, Konto attached everything to his belt, then hurried to the door. He listened for a moment, before easing it open. The corridor beyond was empty of cops, but a solitary figure sat on a chair across from the interview room door. 
 
    “Hey kid,” said Konto, stepping into the corridor. Larry looked up. For a moment, he looked shocked, then a smile spread across his face. “You ready?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIX 
 
    The elevator hummed gently as it glided upwards. Konto checked the charge in the blaster pistol for the third time in as many minutes, then tucked it into the back of his belt. 
 
    “I still don’t get it, Mr Garr,” said Larry. “Why did they let us go?” 
 
    “Because we hadn’t done anything wrong, Larry.” 
 
    “What about all those people you killed?” 
 
    “They were bad people, and they attacked us first. That’s allowed. Encouraged, even.” He thought about this for a moment. “No, allowed. Anyway, the captain … owed me one.” 
 
    Larry shrugged. “OK. So what’s the plan? We just jump out and start shooting?” 
 
    “No, that’s a terrible plan. We’re not taking the elevator all the way. We’ll get off on the floor below and—” 
 
    The elevator jerked to a stop with such force, Larry and Konto were both slammed against the ceiling. They hit the floor again just as the comm-device let out a squawk. 
 
    “I trust you are bringing the boy to hand him over.” 
 
    Konto recognized the voice. It was the metal-armed guy from the video. Ranock, he thought. 
 
    “Please wait where you are. I have sent some men to retrieve him,” the voice continued. “If you could possibly refrain from killing these ones, I’d appreciate that.” 
 
    Konto looked around, cursing himself. A tiny camera, no bigger than his thumbnail, was mounted in the corner of the elevator car, angled so it gazed down on them. Whipping out the blaster, he used the butt to smash the camera from its mounting, then crushed it underfoot. 
 
    Ranock tutted several times over the comm-device, like a parent telling-off a child. “Such needless destruction. We already know where you are. That achieved nothing.” 
 
    Konto raised the device to his mouth. “I guess you already know there are shock-troops on the way. You have maybe fifteen minutes until they storm the place. If I were you, I’d spend that time praying.” 
 
    Ranock let out a dry chuckle. “Oh, really? And tell me, friend, what should I pray for?” 
 
    “That they get to you first,” said Konto, then he snapped off the communicator, shoved it into his pocket, then slammed a fist against the elevator’s ceiling. A square hatch flew open on its hinges. 
 
    Larry peered up into the dark void beyond. “Whoa. How did you do that?” 
 
    “Maintenance hatch,” Konto explained. 
 
    Larry frowned. “Huh? Elevators don’t have maintenance hatches.” 
 
    “Well, clearly they do,” said Konto, gesturing upwards. 
 
    Larry puffed out his cheeks. “Mr Garr, I have been in hundreds of elevators, and not once have I ever seen one with a hatch in the ceiling.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve been in thousands, and they’ve all had hatches in the ceiling,” Konto said. He jumped up and caught the edge of the opening. “How else are you supposed to climb out and shimmy up the cable?” 
 
    Larry’s frown deepened. “Uh, cable?” 
 
    Hanging from one arm, Konto beckoned Larry closer with the other. Catching the boy’s shirt, he tried very hard not to show how much effort it took to lift him up through the hatch. 
 
    “Yeah, the cable. As in the thing that moves the elevator up and down.” 
 
    As Konto shoved Larry through the hatch, the boy suddenly became lighter. Much lighter. This was unfortunate, as Konto was still pushing with the same amount of force needed to lift Larry’s previous weight. 
 
    Larry flapped frantically as he sailed upwards, his shirt slipping through Konto’s fingers. “There’s no cable, Mr Garr!” Larry yelped. “It works on anti-grav.” 
 
    He bounced off one of the elevator shaft’s walls, and began to flip lazily as he soared up through the darkness. “Help!” he cried, his voice echoing around the narrow passageway. 
 
    “Oh, shizz,” Konto muttered. He caught the other edge of the hatch and heaved with both hands, launching himself upwards through the gap. The anti-gravity effect pulled him through, and he soared upwards. “Try to grab onto something, kid.” 
 
    “Trying, Mr Garr,” said Larry, grabbing uselessly at thin air as he spiralled slowly upwards. “But I don’t feel so good.” 
 
    “Larry, don’t you dare!” Konto barked. “I mean it, don’t even think about—” 
 
    Brrrwoooaaaaak! 
 
    The puke emerged from Larry’s mouth as a series of chunky brown and yellow bubbles. The force of their ejection, and Larry’s angle at the time, propelled the blobs downwards. 
 
    “Ugh, fonk.” Konto grimaced, then shut his mouth as he soared through the oncoming assault of barf bubbles. A few of them bounced wobbily off his face and upper body, their gloopy, gelatinous contents quivering from the impact. The others sailed past him, and he was able to catch Larry’s arm and steady him before the boy could throw up again. 
 
    “Th-thanks, Mr Garr,” Larry croaked. 
 
    “Don’t mention it, kid. Now hold on while I—” 
 
    There was a high-pitched whine that seemed to come from the air itself. The anti-gravity effect ramped up sharply, almost wrenching Larry from Konto’s grip before they both shot upwards at eye-watering speed. 
 
    With his free hand, Konto grabbed for the walls of the shaft, but every viable handhold was just beyond his reach.  
 
    “Do something, Mr Garr!” 
 
    “I’m trying!” Konto barked. “Just hold on and don’t throw up!” 
 
    Scrabbling at his belt, Konto unhooked the whip. He snapped it towards a door mechanism as they raced past, but the anti-grav threw his aim high. 
 
    Another story whistled by. Konto cracked the whip towards the next door. It wrapped briefly around a lever, then uncoiled. 
 
    “Shizz!” 
 
    They had to be past the floor they had been aiming for now. The roof of the shaft was maybe twenty stories above, and closing fast. Konto snapped the whip out again. This time. Please. 
 
    He jerked to a stop. Larry’s hand slipped from his, but then the boy caught Konto’s legs, almost pulling off his pants. The anti-grav was still trying to drag them upwards. Konto’s muscles strained with effort as he tried to pull them closer to the door. 
 
    There was movement from below. Konto groaned as dozens of vomit-filled bubbles rocketed towards him, then bounced off his face and arms. Through the bubble storm, he saw another movement, too. Two Xandrie were in the elevator, peering up through the hatch. One of them said something into a comm-device and, a moment later, the elevator began to climb towards them. 
 
    Veins bulged in Konto’s neck as he tried to pull against the force of the anti-grav generator above them. It was no use. He was too weak. Too old. His shoulders burned and his hands ached, and no matter how hard he pulled, they were going nowhere. 
 
    “The bad guys are coming, Mr Garr!” 
 
    “I know, Larry.” 
 
    “What do we do?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Larry!” 
 
    There was a moment of silence. “I know what the Magister would do,” Larry said. 
 
    Konto groaned. “No, you really don’t.” 
 
    “I do, Mr Garr. He’d do this.” 
 
    Konto felt something jerk from his belt. He turned his head just enough to see Larry yank the grenade free, flick the switch, then toss is down towards the approaching elevator. 
 
    The grenade soared almost a full two inches downwards, before the anti-grav caught it and pulled it upwards. “Oh,” said Larry. “On second thoughts, maybe he wouldn’t have done that.” 
 
    Konto tightened his grip on the whip. “Larry, hold—” he managed, before the grenade hit the top of the shaft and detonated. 
 
    Several things happened at roughly the same time. The explosion, with the anti-grav working against it, was a low drama affair. Or at least, it was until the anti-grav equipment itself was damaged, at which point the flames erupted like an angry demon. 
 
    Almost simultaneously, gravity welcomed Konto and Larry back into its bosom and they swung down, then slammed against the wall below. Larry’s grip slipped again, but Konto managed to lift his legs and contort himself enough to catch the boy with one hand, while the other kept its grip on the whip. 
 
    Below them, even as they started their downwards swing, the elevator plunged downwards. The screams of the Xandrie inside started loud, faded quickly, and then were cut off by the crash of a metal box hitting a metal floor at tremendous speed. 
 
    With a lot of heaving, scrabbling, the odd bit of cursing and a worrying moment when it looked like Larry might throw up again, Konto got them both onto the narrow ledge on the shaft-side of the doors. 
 
    Digging his fingers into the gap between them, Konto heaved the doors apart. He and Larry both fell through together into a dimly-lit room. A handful of people were watching a two-headed figure standing on a small stage. The heads were taking it in turns to sing into a single microphone, their eyes flitting left to right as they read the words from a screen. 
 
    Ugh. A song bar. Konto almost considered throwing himself back into the elevator shaft and taking his chances. 
 
    Instead, he grabbed Larry by the arm and pulled him along, searching for the exit. On stage, both heads had a bash at a warbling harmony, failed miserably, then bowed to the muted applause that followed their performance. 
 
    “Lovely stuff!” echoed a man’s voice from the speakers. “Now, who will our next act be? How about you, sir?” 
 
    A spotlight illuminated around Konto. Without breaking step, he drew the blaster pistol and shot out the bulb. 
 
    Song bars. Kroysh, he hated song bars. 
 
    They found the exit quickly and hurried out onto the plaza. It was low-market bars and restaurants as far as the eye could see, their frontages plastered with animated neon and the odd flickering hologram. 
 
    Konto spotted three elevators within easy reach, but they couldn’t risk that again. The Xandrie obviously had some level of control over the transport system, and Konto wasn’t about to give them the chance to take advantage of it again. 
 
    “You,” he barked, pointing to a shifty-looking man with a face like a startled sky-weasel. “What floor is this?” 
 
    “Um, um, what?” the man stammered. 
 
    “Floor number. Hurry.” 
 
    “F-four … four-six-eight.” 
 
    Larry’s eyes widened. “Four-four-six-eight? I didn’t even know it went that high! Well, there is no way I’m climbing all those stairs.” 
 
    “Four-six-eight,” Konto said, barging past the man and pulling Larry with him. “We’re six above them. Come on.” 
 
    They hit the stairs. Larry didn’t complain this time, largely because they were going down, instead of up. He did open his mouth to say something as they began their descent, but Konto gestured for silence. They tiptoed down a few flights, Konto holding his blaster lowered, but ready. 
 
    The door leading out to four-six-three had been welded shut. The floor below—where the children were being held—was the same. 
 
    “Fonk. They’ve barricaded themselves in,” Konto muttered. 
 
    “Can we break it down?” Larry asked. 
 
    “Maybe, if we still had the grenade,” Konto said, slightly more accusingly than he meant to. He caught Larry’s expression and almost apologized, but there was no time. He took out the tracking gadget and realized he’d been too scared to look at it until now, when there was no other choice. 
 
    The sense of relief when he saw the life-sign data from Deenia’s tracker took him a little by surprise. Of course he was happy, he’d been expecting that. What he hadn’t expected were the tears pooling at the corners of his eyes. He blinked them away, zoomed in on the floors around them, then set off up the stairs again. 
 
    “Uh, where are you going, Mr Garr?” Larry whispered. “Shouldn’t we be trying to get through?” 
 
    “Can’t, it’s sealed shut. The blaster won’t make a dent in it,” said Konto. “But I have another idea.” He quickened his pace, and Larry hurried after him. “I just hope we’ve still got time.” 
 
    Floor four-six-four was mostly designated parkland, with lots of grass, a small lake, and a rainbow of different colored flowers that thrived in the UV glow of the artificial sun. The sights and the sounds and the smell of it stopped both Konto and Larry in their tracks. 
 
    The world they’d come from was just on the right side of being a barren, inhospitable dustbowl. The air was dry, the soil was rocky, and the flora was mostly limited to a variety of thorny or poisonous plants, trees and bushes. 
 
    Here, the air was heavy with moisture. Fat, furry insects flitted lazily from flower to flower. A soft breeze, pumped in through hidden vents, rustled the bright yellow and green leaves of the towering trees. 
 
    Picnickers on blankets dotted the grass. In the distance, a child threw a ball for her pet theeg. There was a faint paff as the animal teleported ahead of the ball, and the girl fell about laughing when the ball bounced off the back of its head, causing it to spin on the spot and start chasing its tails. 
 
    It was, by quite some margin, the most beautiful place Larry had ever seen. It didn’t even make Konto’s top fifty—sure, it was nice, and a world away from what home was like, but he’d seen far more of the galaxy than most people—so he recovered from the surprise more quickly than Larry, and quickly marched on across the grass.  
 
    As he walked, he studied his scanner. It led him in a zig-zag pattern past picnickers, around the lake, and over to a dense copse of trees standing along the deck’s curved outer wall. Winding through the trees, Konto found what he was looking for. 
 
    Having quickly acclimatized to the natural, organic feel of this deck, the metal door and illuminated sign above it seemed almost offensively out of place. 
 
    “Emergency exit,” read Larry, panting slightly with the effort of keeping up. “Is this another staircase, Mr Garr?” 
 
    “Not quite, Larry,” said Konto. The door worked on a simple mechanical lever. Konto pulled it, releasing the lock mechanism, then pushed through into a room that was completely unlike the deck they’d just left. 
 
    It was a cavernous, yet spotlessly clean room, with banks of equipment and shiny chrome lockers lining the walls. Low, calming music lilted from hidden speakers, and soft lighting painted the whole area in a comforting fuzzy glow. It had the feel of a warehouse, but one that probably had an exceptional record for health and safety, and record-breaking levels of employee satisfaction.  
 
    Illuminated strips along the floor pointed the way to the room’s far wall, where scores of escape pods sat nestled in their launch tubes. Larry gazed at them for a few moments, trying to figure out what they were. When it clicked, his eyes went wide. 
 
    “Wait, we’re not running away, are we, Mr Garr?” 
 
    Konto shook his head and made for the closest locker. “Of course we aren’t.” 
 
    Unfolding his knife, he jammed it into the gap where the door met the locker body, and gave it a well-rehearsed wiggle. The door gave a soft clunk and sprung open a few inches. Pulling it open the rest of the way, Konto reached inside and pulled out a lightweight EVAC spacesuit, complete with built-in breathing apparatus. 
 
    “Here, hold this,” he said, shoving the suit into Larry’s arms, then moving onto one of the smaller lockers. 
 
    Larry looked down at the bundle of fabric and glass in his arms. “Uh, Mr Garr? Is this a spacesuit?” 
 
    Konto nodded and jammed the knife into the child-sized locker. The door opened, but there was no suit inside, just a stack of spare oxygen cartridges. 
 
    “Uh, Mr Garr?” Larry continued. “Why do we have a spacesuit?” 
 
    Konto’s blade unlocked the next door. “Shizz,” he muttered. No suit. He looked around for a sign that would tell him where the child-sized EVAC suits were, but saw none. Maybe that health and safety record wasn’t so hot, after all. 
 
    “Because we’re going outside,” said Konto. He tried the next locker. No suit. Likewise, the next. 
 
    Larry looked from the EVAC suit to Konto, to the suit, to Konto, to the escape pods, to Konto, then back to the suit again. 
 
    He wanted to ask more questions, but all those head movements had made him feel quite ill, so he concentrated on not throwing up, instead. 
 
    “Aha!” said Konto, prising open the next locker. His excitement was short-lived, though. What he’d thought was a child-sized suit turned out to be some kind of bag with an oxygen-feed built in. Probably for transporting pets. 
 
    Konto moved onto the next locker, then stopped. Something niggled at the back of his mind. He sidestepped to the previous locker and unfolded the bag a little. There, emblazoned on the side in red text, were the words: ‘Animal Vac-Pack’. 
 
    He thought back to the old woman who’d stopped him earlier. She’d told him one of these things would ‘be useful’—but how had she known? 
 
    She had to be a nun. It was the only explanation. She’d foreseen this whole thing. That would also explain the feeling of unease he’d had when she’d approached him. Nuns were some of the most highly-trained killers in the galaxy, and far more dangerous than they looked. 
 
    Still, they were generally trustworthy—assuming you weren’t on their hit-list—and most of them had a soft spot for kids. Konto made a mental note to thank the woman, if he ever saw her again, then took out the bag and tossed it onto the floor. 
 
    “What’s that for, Mr Garr?” Larry asked. 
 
    Konto took the EVAC suit from the boy’s arms. “That, Larry,” he said. “Is for you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    The Vac-Pack with Larry inside had been heavy, and, in hindsight, Konto had wished he’d waited until they were closer to the door before ordering the boy to climb inside. Instead, he’d ended up having to drag the fonking bag several hundred feet across the floor, the effort of it making his visor steam up. 
 
    Now they were out of the airlock, though, the bag weighed nothing at all. Konto had the strap hooked onto his belt, pulling it behind him as he picked his way down the outside of the station. Larry was hunched up inside it, floating around with his knees pulled up to his stomach and a look on his face that told anyone who saw it how much he disapproved of this. 
 
    There was no sound but the echo of Konto’s own breathing inside the mask, nothing to see but the stars above. Kroysh, he’d missed this. For years, he’d told himself he didn’t need it, that he could settle down, stay planet-side, take a job, but … Kroysh. He’d missed this. 
 
    He was gazing out at the abyss of space when he saw two Zertex transport ships come out of warp. They appeared one after another, decelerating rapidly, then banking towards the landing decks on impulse thrusters. 
 
    The shock-troopers had arrived. 
 
    “Shizz,” Konto spat. He bounded on down the side of the station until he reached the floor he was looking for. He stopped, then was nudged forwards a step when Larry’s bag bumped into his back.  
 
    He hoped the kid was OK. There was a little porthole window in the Vac-Pack, but it was on the side, and there was no time to turn the bag around to check. He was still moving around inside there, so Konto took that as a sign that the seal had held, at least. 
 
    The handle that opened the airlock hatch was large and bright red, designed to be easy to see and operate by someone in an EVAC suit. Konto took hold of it and wasted a moment collecting himself. How the next twenty seconds played out would depend on how deep into the station’s security systems the Xandrie had got. Hacking the elevators would be relatively easy. Getting access to the escape pod systems—and, by extension, their security cameras—would be much more difficult. 
 
    If the Xandrie had seen Konto head outside, they’d know they were coming. As soon as Konto and Larry stepped through the inner airlock, the gangsters would be waiting, and there’d be very little that Konto could do about it. 
 
    Still, they couldn’t hang around out here forever. 
 
    Konto pulled the lever. The outer airlock door opened, and Konto swam inside, pulling Larry along with him. 
 
    Once they were both in, Konto closed the door and pulled himself along the wall to the inner door. He couldn’t spot anyone through the porthole window, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there. Only one way to find that out. 
 
    When Konto activated the door controls, oxygen flooded the chamber. Gravity returned quickly but gradually, pulling him and the Vac-Pack gently towards the floor. Konto threw off the EVAC suit quickly, and drew his blaster just as a light above the door turned from red to green and the lock released. 
 
    Nudging the door open, Konto risked a peek. The evacuation room stood silent and empty. He listened, but the only sounds were his own heartbeat and the rustling of Larry moving around in the bag. 
 
    “OK, hold on, I’m coming,” Konto said, tucking the blaster back into his belt. He peeled aside the Vac-Pack’s seal and unzipped the bag. A little waterfall of vomit trickled through the gap, then Larry exploded upwards and leaped out of the carrier like a scalded yursk.  
 
    His shoes had been painted in puke but, miraculously, the rest of him seemed to have escaped mostly untouched. He must’ve batted the barf bubbles away just before gravity had returned, then jumped free before the stuff had a chance to slosh back down to his end. 
 
    Larry gulped in a series of big breaths, his eyes wide and staring, his hair slicked to his red face with sweat. “Mr Garr, promise me we’ll never do that again!” he said. 
 
    “I promise to try,” said Konto. He led the way out of the airlock, headed for the door leading out onto the main deck. According to the schematics on the tracker, this was a storage level with a large main warehouse space, and some open plan offices near the center. That was where Deenia was, which almost certainly meant that was where the other kids were, too. 
 
    And Nobosh, of course. Konto was very much looking forward to catching up with him. 
 
    He looked back at Larry and felt a twinge of … something. Guilt, he thought, but that wasn’t fair. He had nothing to feel guilty about. It wasn’t Konto’s fault that Larry’s dad was a no-good shizznod who’d tried to have his own son kidnapped so he could claim the insurance. The boy deserved to know. He deserved to see what his old man really was. 
 
    And yet … 
 
    Konto grunted, annoyed at himself for wasting time. He stopped, all the same, then spun to face Larry. “Look, kid, this is going to get dangerous,” he said. 
 
    “Get dangerous?” said Larry. “You mean it hasn’t been dangerous so far?” 
 
    Despite everything, Konto couldn’t stop his mouth twitching into a smile. “Good point, well made,” he admitted. “But I’m going to need you to stay here now. They can’t see you in here. They won’t know where to find you.” 
 
    Larry opened his mouth to protest, but then reconsidered. He nodded. “OK, Mr Garr. Whatever you say.” 
 
    “Good boy,” said Konto. “Find a corner, stay out of sight. If anyone comes in here, don’t try to fight them, don’t try to do anything clever. Just put your hands up and don’t make any sudden movements. You got that?” 
 
    Larry nodded again. “I got it, Mr Garr,” he said. “You’re going to come back for me, though, right? Once you’ve saved everyone?” 
 
    “I’ll get the kids safe, then I’ll be back,” Konto said. 
 
    “And my dad,” said Larry. “You’ll save him, too, right?” 
 
    Konto hesitated. “Uh, yeah. Yeah, of course I will. Now stay here, OK?” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    Konto hurried for the door. He was reaching for the handle when Larry called to him. “Mr Garr?” 
 
    “What is it, Larry?” Konto asked. 
 
    “Can you say it? Just once?” 
 
    “What? No!” said Konto. “He never said that.” 
 
    “Please, Mr Garr.” 
 
    Konto scowled and shook his head, but then sighed. He began to blurt the line out, then stopped. If he was going to do it, he may as well do it properly. 
 
    He turned. He cocked his blaster and raised it, pointing dramatically to Larry with his left hand. He cleared his throat. 
 
    “Justice strikes!” he boomed, in a voice that rolled around the room like thunder. “Like a meteorite!” 
 
    He stopped pointing and lowered the gun. “There,” he said, in a more normal, if somewhat embarrassed voice. “Happy now?” 
 
    The grin on Larry’s face said it all. He nodded, dumbly.  
 
    “OK, now shut up and stay hidden,” Konto told him. “I’ll be back for you soon.” 
 
    Konto turned to the door again. Again, Larry stopped him. 
 
    “She doesn’t hate you.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Deenia. She doesn’t hate you. She talks about you all the time. She used to cry sometimes. You know, about not having a dad.” Larry shrugged. “Now she doesn’t.” 
 
    Konto’s throat tightened. He looked down at the flashing red dot on his tracker and brushed a thumb against it, just once. 
 
    “Go hide, Larry,” he said, and then he opened the door, stepped through, and was gone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    T’sa Nass paced between two towering storage containers, his blaster rifle handle gripped in one of his two front hands, the stock resting casually against his shoulder. He’d found a stack of candy bar boxes on his patrol, and had spent the past ten minutes munching his way through half a dozen of the more interesting ones. 
 
    He was midway through something called a Pilgrim now. It was firm on the outside, with a soft and gooey inside that tingled faintly on the tongue. He’d probably preferred the last one, which had a pleasingly crunchy biscuit base, but this one was good, too. 
 
    His two back arms, which were larger than the stunted front set, began unwrapping the next bar. This one was called Goosh!! T’sa had doubts it would justify both exclamation marks, but its promise of ‘decadent mallow and a smooth frinklenut center’ certainly sounded promising. 
 
    He had just finished unwrapping the thing and was about to take a bite when someone grabbed him by the head and twisted his neck until it went snap. 
 
    *   *   * 
 
    Lostra of Urt perched on the top of a stack of crates, her narrow yellow eyes scanning the warehouse below. Rows of containers, crates, and boxes stretched out like the walls of a maze in every direction. 
 
    She could see a few of her fellow Xandrie down there, patrolling along the aisles. She preferred it up here, far from the ground. Back on Urt, she’d spent the first decade of her life high up in the treetops, never once touching the forest floor.  
 
    That had all ended with the gnawmite infestation. Her home had come crashing down around her, and her family had been bundled aboard one of the Zertex rescue ships that had come swooping down from the sky. It was the first time she’d ever seen non-Urtians before, and her introduction to a much wider universe than the one she’d known up until then. 
 
    Down there on the floor, she felt boxed in, confined. Up here, she was free. Up here, she could see everything. 
 
    Or, mostly everything. 
 
    She didn’t see the stranger behind her. She didn’t see the knife his hand. He moved stealthily, struck quickly, and then Lostra of Urt saw nothing at all. 
 
    *   *   * 
 
    Harl Kaask thrust his hips forward, his breath coming in short, shallow groans. He’d crossed patrol paths with Tosro Vii, who he considered to be the most attractive of his fellow Xandrie and, as luck would have it, the only one with which he was even remotely physically compatible. 
 
    She faced away from him, her hands pressed against the side of the container, her long fingers splayed. She yelped softly with each of his increasingly forceful thrusts, and hissed with something that might have been pleasure and might have been pain as he tightened his hands around her slender waist. 
 
    It was not their first such encounter. While neither of them had any interest whatsoever in pursuing a relationship with the other, the occasional frantic fumble was something they both looked forward to it. It was a stress reliever, more than anything else. Being in one of the most feared gangs in all the galaxy brought its fair share of pressure, and their ever more regular bang sessions helped take some of that pressure away. 
 
    Tosro could feel Harl building to the big finish when he stopped, suddenly. She felt a wave of disappointment rush through her. She’d been close. So close! Why had he …? 
 
    A rope slipped across her throat and tightened, and Tosro Vii knew in that moment that ‘so close’ was the closest she’d ever get again. 
 
    *   *   * 
 
    And so it continued. The Xandrie between the emergency exit and the central office died, one by one, before they could utter a sound. 
 
    Shunk Nosta, son of Shunk Sen, had a knife buried in the back of his rectangular skull. 
 
    The Gart brothers, Do and Tuss, lost their heads. Literally. 
 
    Necks were snapped. Throats were cut. Insides became outsides.  
 
    Four minutes after saying goodbye to Larry, Konto Garr reached the door of the office. It was, annoyingly, the only door, or the only one that could be opened from outside, at least. There were no windows, either, and while Konto could have improvised another entrance if he’d had more time, he had no choice but to take the obvious one. 
 
    It clicked open quietly, revealing a narrow reception area. There was no sign of the receptionist at her desk, but the spray of blood on the wall behind it told Konto all he needed to know. He didn’t bother checking the body he knew would be on the floor. There was no time and, if the blood pattern was anything to go by, no point. 
 
    The inner door leading through to the wider, open-plan office area, stood ajar. Sidling up to it, Konto saw a guard posted just inside. He was swiping across the screen of his comm-device, playing some sort of game that seemed to involve throwing flying creatures at haphazardly-stacked towers. 
 
    Had anyone been watching the guard from inside the offices, they’d have seen a hand catch him by the hair, then seen him be yanked backwards through the door. Had the onlooker been in possession of particularly acute hearing, they’d have heard his muffled sob of fear, followed a split-second later by the even more muffled crunch of breaking bone. 
 
    But no-one saw him taken. And no-one heard him die. 
 
    Creeping through the door, Konto stuck to the shadows and sized up the situation. He could see the backs of the children’s heads forty feet or so away on the left. Miss Tresno and Magazine Mom were with them, both doing their best to keep the kids calm. A single Xandrie stood watching them, his gun held menacingly in both hands. 
 
    There was another Xandrie standing further ahead on the right. She had a practiced upright sort of air about her. Ex-military, Konto guessed. Maybe Zertex, maybe someone else. She stood guard outside the door of a small private office. Through the darkened windows, Konto could just make out two figures—Nobosh and Ranock, the guy with the metal arms, he guessed. 
 
    It was almost too easy. If he’d had more time, he’d have checked the area more thoroughly, but the shock-troops would almost certainly be on their way by now. He had just minutes until this place became even more of a blood bath than it already was. 
 
    The woman had a direct line of sight on the guy near the kids. Konto couldn’t take him out without getting rid of her first, and she had set herself up with her back to the wall so sneaking up on her was impossible. 
 
    He abandoned stealth entirely and blasted a hole in her chest. The Xandrie watching over the kids turned, but not fast enough. Konto stepped in close and drove his forehead into the man’s nose, spreading it across his face. The gangster’s rifle was wrenched from his grip. Konto jammed the blaster pistol into the man’s mouth, saw the wide-eyed kids watching him in shocked silence, then pistol-whipped him unconscious, instead. He made a mental note to kill him later, when no-one was looking. 
 
    “M-Mr Garr?” Miss Tresno stammered. Konto pressed a finger to his lips and looked across the faces of the children until he spotted Deenia. She gawped at him in disbelief, her mouth hanging open. 
 
    “Everyone stay here,” he warned, then Deenia’s voice came at him, sharp and sudden and urgent. 
 
    “Dad!” 
 
    Konto’s shoulder exploded, spraying the screaming children with crimson spots. He hissed, his head going light as he turned to see a third Xandrie guard adjusting his aim. Konto’s arm came up, but the blaster slipped from his blood-slicked fingers. 
 
    “I know a hundred different ways to kill you,” squeaked a voice from over by the door. “Pick a number.” 
 
    Konto’s world ground into slow motion. He saw the Xandrie shift his aim towards the door. He saw Larry standing there, a Xandrie rifle tucked awkwardly under his arm, his tongue sticking out in concentration as he tried—and failed—to point it at the gangster. 
 
    With a roar, Konto pushed past the pain and the fog and launched himself across the floor. He hit the Xandrie just as he opened fire. Knocked off course, the blast streaked above Larry’s head, and Konto allowed himself a split-second of relief before he and the Xandrie hit the floor and agony flared across his ruined shoulder. 
 
    “Everyone look away!” he hissed, then he pressed both thumbs against the gangster’s eyes and pushed and pushed and pushed until the man stopped fighting back. 
 
    Head swimming, Konto crawled off the fallen Xandrie. The door to the inner office opened, and Ranock strode out, his metal muscles flexing as he stormed across the floor. “You fonking piece of shizz!” the Xandrie roared. He raised both fists above his head … 
 
    … and then blinked in surprise when a blaster rifle bolt punched a hole through his upper chest and neck. His mouth flapped open and closed. His arms sagged. He managed to shoot Larry an accusing look before his legs gave out and he toppled forwards onto the floor. 
 
    “Whoops,” said Larry. “That totally went off in my hand.” 
 
    “Larry?” 
 
    Nobosh appeared in the office doorway, his eyes wide and panicked as he tried to figure out what the fonk had happened in the past thirty seconds. There were at least two dead Xandrie on the floor, possibly three. Konto was struggling to his feet, a chunk of his shoulder missing and a really quite remarkable amount of blood smeared across his neck and face, and plenty more of it staining his clothes. 
 
    And in the middle of it all was Larry. He turned the gun away when Nobosh appeared. His classmates all screamed and ducked as the rifle swept towards them. 
 
    “Larry, be careful!” Konto warned. He made it to his feet, but the floor rolled and undulated beneath him, and he quickly dropped back onto one knee. “Put the gun down, Larry. Slowly.” 
 
    “Yes, do as he says, Larry,” Nobosh urged. “We wouldn’t want anyone getting hurt.” 
 
    Konto snapped his head around and growled at Larry’s father. “Keep. Your. Mouth. Shut,” he spat. “I know what you did, Nobosh. I know you’re behind this.” 
 
    He glared until Nobosh began to squirm, then turned his attention back to Larry. The boy looked confused. “Huh?” he said. “What do you mean, Mr Garr? How is my dad behind it?” 
 
    The gun was still half-tucked under Larry’s arm, the barrel still aiming vaguely at the rest of the kids. Miss Tresno and Magazine-Mom, to their credit, had made all the kids drop to the floor. Konto saw Deenia watching him, face-down on the carpet tiles. He gestured for her to stay down, then beckoned for Larry to come closer. 
 
    “That’s not important, Larry,” Konto said. “Just come here. Give me the gun.” 
 
    Larry looked from Konto to his dad and back again. After a moment, he nodded. “OK, Mr Garr. Whatever you say.” 
 
    He shuffled closer. Konto took the gun and ejected the battery pack. Only then did he let out the breath he hadn’t realized he was holding in. “Well done, Larry,” he said. “Good boy.” 
 
    Deenia jumped up and ran towards him, then screamed as a hand caught her roughly by the hair. Nobosh pulled her in front of him, a blaster pistol jammed against the side of her head. 
 
    “Nobody move!” Nobosh hissed. “OK? OK? Everyone just stay calm and let me think about this.” 
 
    “Let her go, Nobosh,” Konto warned. 
 
    “Dad?” said Larry, his voice faltering. 
 
    “This is your fault,” Nobosh spat, glaring at his son. “You had to go to the bathroom. You couldn’t have just stuck with the group. You had to mess it up!” 
 
    Larry’s face went tight. Tears filled his eyes. “What? I didn’t mean … I’m sorry. I’m sorry, I didn’t …” 
 
    “You’re always sorry, Larry. You’re always so fonking sorry!” Nobosh yelled, with such ferocity he forced his son back a step. Nobosh’s face twisted as he mimicked his son’s voice. “I’m sorry, it’s not my fault, I couldn’t help it! You’re pathetic!” 
 
    “Hey, leave him alone!” Deenia said, then she bit her lip as the blaster was pressed more firmly against her head. 
 
    “Nobosh, let my daughter go,” Konto growled. “I am warning you!” 
 
    He tried getting to his feet again, but the blood loss was taking its toll now. The floor was made of rubber, and darkness was drawing a circle around his field of vision—a circle which was steadily getting smaller. 
 
    “I’ll trade you,” Nobosh said. “Send over Larry and I’ll give you the girl.” 
 
    Larry wiped his eyes on his sleeve. “Why do you want me? You already said it, I’m no good for anything.” 
 
    “Because, like it or not, you’re my son,” Nobosh said. “We’ll get out of here. We’ll go … somewhere. I don’t know where. Besides, I need a hostage, and you’ll give me less trouble than this one.” He pulled sharply on Deenia’s hair, making her yelp. 
 
    “What about Mom?” Larry asked. 
 
    Nobosh rolled his eyes. “What about her? We don’t need her. We’ve never needed her. She’s even more useless than you are. Now get over here, now!” 
 
    Konto caught Larry by the shoulder and turned the boy around to face him. “You have to do it, Larry,” he said. “You need to make the swap. You have to do it.” 
 
    He spun Larry around to face his father, then reconsidered and turned him back. “I’m sorry, OK? There’s nothing I can do.” 
 
    Larry nodded his understanding, but said nothing. Konto turned him on the spot, then spun him back the opposite way. “But thank you, Larry. For everything you did. I couldn’t have got this far without you.” 
 
    He turned him back to face Nobosh, hesitated, then twirled him around again. “But don’t listen to him. Even if he tells you you’re useless, you aren’t. You’re a great kid, Larry.” 
 
    “Hurry up!” Nobosh snapped. “Send him over.” 
 
    Konto spun Larry one more time, then gave him a gentle push towards his father. Larry weaved unsteadily across the floor, and stopped when he reached Nobosh’s side. 
 
    “Now send over Deenia,” Konto said. 
 
    Nobosh sneered. “Idiot. Of course I won’t. Two hostages are better than one. I’d hoped to earn big on Larry’s kidnap insurance, but I’ll have to earn big some other way, instead. I hear some of the Remnants warlords pay big money for fresh-faced young—” 
 
    Bleeeeeuurrk! 
 
    Larry erupted. A torrent of vomit hit Nobosh side-on, splattering his belly and lower back. Nobosh jumped back in horror as the second wave of puke cascaded over his right leg and onto his expensive shoes. 
 
    Konto flicked out with his good arm. His knife whipped through the air. There was a hollow-sounding thonk as the handle hit Nobosh squarely between the eyes. He made a noise that was somewhere between a scream and a hiccup, then he toppled backwards, hitting the floor just in time for Larry to throw up on his chest. 
 
    Deenia stumbled forwards and threw herself at Konto. She wrapped her arms around his neck, and he succeeded for several seconds to hide quite how much it hurt. “You came for me,” she sobbed, unwrapping her arms and letting him take her hands, instead. “You came for me.” 
 
    “I did,” Konto said. Behind him, the door was thrown wide. His heart leapt into his throat. Shock-troops! 
 
    “Wait!” he yelped, turning and shielding Deenia with his body. “Don’t shoot!” 
 
    Captain Howlanzer stood in the doorway, his hands raised. “No intentions to,” he said. He smiled. “Seems like someone messed up and sent the shock-troops to the wrong floor. They’re searching one of the under-construction decks right now. Probably blasting the place to bits, if past experience is anything to go by.” 
 
    With a grunt of relief, Konto sank to the floor. Miss Tresno appeared beside him and he felt pressure on his wound. Deenia knelt beside him, a worried look on her face. “I’m going to be fine,” he promised. 
 
    Deenia looked around the room. “You did all this? You fought everyone to save us?” 
 
    “Me? No,” said Konto, gritting his teeth as pain flared on his shoulder. He nodded to Larry, who had now finished throwing up. “We did. I couldn’t have done it without Larry.” 
 
    “He totally could have,” said Larry, waddling over to join them. “Do you know who your dad is, Deenia? Who he really is, I mean?” 
 
    Konto shook his head, but Miss Tresno chose just that moment to lean over him, blocking Larry’s view. 
 
    “Who?” asked Deenia. 
 
    “He’s the most awesome, kick-ass guy I’ve ever met,” said Larry. “That’s who.” 
 
    Miss Tresno moved, just a little, and Konto caught a glimpse of Deenia’s smile. “I know,” she whispered. 
 
    And with those two words rolling around inside his head, Konto Garr closed his heavy eyelids, and drifted off into a deeply satisfying sleep.  
 
      
 
    THE END 
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 Chapter 1 
 
    Captain Khaled Castillo glared at the yellow warning light. It wouldn’t shut off. Sometimes the holographic alerts projected throughout the ship were a godsend. Sometimes they were a pain in the patooka. 
 
    “What did you hit?” he asked his ship; a hauler with the name Harene. The artificial intelligence managing the hauler had the same name, Harene. There was no real difference between an AI and the ship it managed. 
 
    Checking over the walls for immediate threats, Khaled pushed off his bunk. His quarters was only two feet larger than the two bunks stacked on top of each other. He hunched to clear the doorway, his dark hand cushioning the top of the doorframe in case his head bumped against it. His unruly curls brushed against his fingers, and he hustled the seven steps to the alcove housing his hauler’s flight control. 
 
    “Impact. Panel 13B, starboard,” Harene answered. 
 
    Khaled stopped in flight control, reading reports on the gel glass monitor about the status of the hauler. 
 
    Harene’s robotic voice had a slight lilt from a bygone dialect of a bygone era. No one had occupied the colonies on Haumea in two decades. Settling the dwarf planet had been a necessary jump in humankind’s spread into the outer solar system, but Haumea had been quickly abandoned for Makemake and Eris once several engineered ‘stars’ were ignited to light up the Kuiper Belt. The new ring of mini stars marking the boundary between the inner and outer solar system shone bright in a literal sense, and as a great achievement of engineering. Despite the pride every human ought to feel, Innlings found the new stars annoying and demanded shields be added to dim them. 
 
    Khaled thought it stupid. Light was life. At least in this solar system. There was another solar system, not so far away, with a dead star and no light except from neighboring systems. Rumors from exploration crews whispered at ravenous beings feeding on the darkness. Khaled refused to think about it. Boogie stories had no place on the Stellar Way, nor off it on untraveled flight paths either. 
 
    In the claustrophobic confines of flight control, he banged a fist against the control pliable glass monitor. The fit of violence did nothing to coax Harene to reply with a better answer. Harene needed an overhaul, an illegal one. Maybe the cargo Khaled had picked up on Serenity Sol Station—an artificial world orbiting the artificial sun, Z’ha’dum—would allow for the expensive upgrade. 
 
    “What made the impact?” he asked, wishing for the twelve billionth time the Council of Human Occupied Planets (CHOP) hadn’t ruled to hobble AIs. For one, Harene would be a better companion. For two, it’d quit playing dumb to his questions. 
 
    Shaped like a propeller—a disc with three paddle-shaped protrusions—his hauler had left Serenity Sol Station two days ago. He was headed toward Orcus for a brief stop before continuing to Makemake. Only three hours from orbit, he itched to begin landing procedures. There was a pretty gal he liked at the main settlement on Orcus, and he had enough scratch to buy her a drink. Two if he didn’t buy one for himself. 
 
    Flight control emptied into the living space, a mostly sky-blue room, twelve foot by twelve foot. Khaled barreled through it and fifteen projections of the yellow beacon alerting him to minor hull damage. Harene excelled at overkill. He rushed into cargo bay three and wove through the stacks of crates to examine the affected sector. No loss of integrity was visible from the inside. 
 
    “Complete view of panel 13B, starboard, please, Harene.” 
 
    The ship wall faded to translucent, revealing what harm had been done outside. A jagged shard of glass, ice, or maybe it was a crystal, jutted like an extra rudder. That it hadn’t sliced Khaled’s hauler in two was miraculous. 
 
    He peered closer, his nose grazing against the wall. “What is it?” 
 
    “I require a more precise inquiry, Captain Castillo.” 
 
    “Must we be so formal? We’ve been cohabiting for three years.” 
 
    Harene was Khaled’s newest hauler, yet it wasn’t new. He wished he could afford a human navigator, but he acquired crap no one else wanted on the slim hope someone would pay him for it. 
 
    Profit had been miniscule so far. However, his latest cargo was special. It came from Earth. He had purchased the crates unopened, which saved him a freighter-sized chunk of currency, and the seller had moved it onto Harene at no extra cost; a major bonus when profit margins were as slim as Khaled’s. Despite the constant gnaw of curiosity, he hadn’t dared to open a crate. If it was crap, he’d make more profit selling it the way he had bought it. He leaned against the closest stack, savoring the aroma of plastic. If it contained plastic from Earth, he’d be rich enough to attract twelve wives. Only, he wasn’t ready for a wife yet. 
 
    “Harene, whip around hard and fast port side.” Khaled gripped onto a hold molded into the composite of nanites from which his hauler had been constructed. Harene angled sharply, picking up velocity. The piece of space trash held fast. 
 
    Khaled sighed. “Do I have to go out there?” 
 
    The yellow beacon deepened, bordering on orange. 
 
    “Harene? Update.” 
 
    “Environment is compromised. Hull composition compromised.” 
 
    “What?” Khaled swiped at a gel glass panel set into the nanite composite wall. Xylomannan, an antifreeze integral to hull integrity, was being depleted. “The space rock is doing this?” 
 
    “Unknown.” 
 
    “I have to cut it loose.” Khaled marched to the locker beside the airlock and shrugged into his spacesuit. “Check seals on my suit and send a distress call to Orbital Rescue.” 
 
    “Seals are at one hundred percent, Captain Castillo. Message sent to ORS.” 
 
    He clicked on the helmet and trudged into the hatch, sealing the inner door behind him. He hitched himself to the shortest tether, and a holographic bar displayed how depressurization of the airlock progressed. The holographic icon flashed blue when he could safely open the outer door. He swiped over a small patch on his wrist to trigger the latch release. The door slid upward. “Wish me luck.” 
 
    “I cannot wish, Captain Castillo. It is against CHOP regulations.” 
 
    If Khaled couldn’t afford the illegal upgrade soon, he’d go mad. Built-in thrusters across the back of the suit went off, gently propelling him out of the hauler. The tether jerked him back against the ship when he reached the rope’s limit. He deployed the magnets in his suit and stuck himself fast to the hull before he bounced away. One jerk on the tether line was enough. The bruising would last for a week. 
 
    He adjusted the hold strength of his mag boots and switched off the magnets in his suit. Tromping as if he walked through a pool filled with hardening gum, he made his way toward the piece of debris protruding from his hauler. After seven steps, he had to rest to keep perspiration and his breathing under control. Sweating too much would make him cold. Stressing his vitals and passing out would make the situation worse. 
 
    “Remind me I need to work out more regularly when this crisis is over, Harene.” He didn’t have any extra flesh, but he could do with improving his endurance. 
 
    “How frequently would you like the reminder, Captain Castillo?” 
 
    “Twice a day will do.” Any more than that, and his AI would push him over the edge. It was so close already. 
 
    Another ten steps and he reached his goal. The Harene wasn’t a huge vessel: three large cargo holds that could be converted to other uses when not holding freight, engineering, flight control, a small living space, and two bunk rooms made up the ship. To make it as efficient as possible, he could flip gravity on the hauler. His exercise equipment was on the ceiling of the living space. He’d have to quit being lazy about reversing gravitational orientation. 
 
    He ran his gloved hand along the jagged edge of the space trash. As ragged as it was, he’d guess it had broken off something bigger. He activated the scanner on his glove, bathing the object in electronic inquiries. The answer scrolled across the faceplate of his helmet. Ice. 
 
    “Water ice, Harene?” There were myriad types of ice, including water ice. 
 
    “Correct, Captain Castillo.” 
 
    His eyebrows rose. “Pure water ice? What type?” 
 
    “Type one, Captain Castillo.” 
 
    “What’s the best price? Where?” Pure water ice was a rare commodity in the solar system. “I’m about to become very, very rich.” A grin spread his gaunt cheeks. 
 
    “The current best market for water is the space station Ylla, between Makemake and Eris. Last currency transaction, five hundred thousand rations per kiloton.” 
 
    “How big is this chunk?” 
 
    “Calculations based on drag put it at two point five kilotons.” 
 
    “Huckamucka!” His girl on Orcus could bathe in cocktails; maybe she’d agree to be his navigator. “Deploy bots to ready cargo hold three for our icy guest.” 
 
    “Cargo three contains crates obtained on Serenity Sol Station.” 
 
    “I know. Move the crates out of there.” 
 
    “Cargo holds one and two are filled to maximum.” 
 
    “Move the boxes to the living space and bunk room two then.” 
 
    “Order given, Captain Castillo.” 
 
    “Send a bot out here with a loader and mining equipment.” 
 
    Moments later, a bot joined Khaled on the hull. Together, they spun through space, the bot more aware of the surrounding stars than Khaled. His full attention never wavered from the slab of ice. He drilled a series of holes with a plasma drill then used a blade to saw off a good chunk. A few pieces drifted free. 
 
    “Bot, retrieve fragments.” 
 
    The little droid zipped off, vacuuming up the stray bits of ice. It dumped them in the enclosed loader with the bigger chunks. When the loader was full, the bot tugged it inside cargo hold three then returned. It and Khaled repeated the process until the entire chunk was inside the ship. 
 
    He knelt and examined the hull, running his gloved fingers over the rip. “It’s not a very deep gouge. Why was the ice so stuck?” 
 
    “I do not understand the question, Captain Castillo.” 
 
    Of course Harene didn’t. Khaled wanted to kick it. “How was the ice stuck to the hull?” He turned on the scanner in the palm of his glove and ran it over the dent. 
 
    Harene displayed the results on his faceplate. Teensy rows of deeper pits lined the gouge. “What made those marks?” he asked. 
 
    “Unknown.” 
 
    “Best guess.” 
 
    “Bite marks.” 
 
    His chuckle grew into a belly full of laughter. If the helmet had allowed it, Khaled would have thrown his head back. Tears leaked from the corners of his eyes and he gripped at his stomach to calm himself. “Ice… ice doesn’t have tee…” His humor broke free for a solid two minutes. “…Teeth.” 
 
    “Agreed, Captain Castillo.” 
 
    Thank the suns for small favors. He stood and started back toward the airlock. “Bot, repair the hull. Estimated time?” 
 
    “Twenty-two minutes, nine point twelve seconds.” 
 
    “Thank you, Harene.” 
 
    He sealed the airlock and waited for the chamber to repressurize. Through the tiny view panel, the orange alert continued to flash. Khaled frowned. “Report on hull integrity, Harene.” 
 
    “Xylomannan levels dangerously low.” 
 
    Frost began to form on the composite walls. Khaled left his spacesuit and helmet on when exiting the airlock. “What’s going on?” He glanced at the hatch to cargo bay three. “Report on payload in bay three.” 
 
    “The ice is melting, Captain Castillo. Bay temperature thirty-one point nine degrees Fahrenheit and rising.” 
 
    The hair on his neck rose, tempting him to remove his helmet and rub away the chill, but he didn’t dare. He stopped in front of the door and inhaled deeply. “Open bay three, Harene.” 
 
    The seals around the door hissed as they depressurized. Water seeped out, surrounding Khaled’s boots. It instantly froze. He took a step back. The door slid upward. More water spilled. This time Khaled stood his ground. 
 
    The two plus kilotons of ice gleamed, valuable jewels that would end Khaled’s days of stressing over air rations. Off the mound of ice tumbled green mossy balls, each the size of his fist. The creature closest to Khaled snaked out a foot, much like a snail but faster, and glided to the toe of his boot. It yawned, showing a mouth of tiny, jagged teeth. Other balls of moss slithered out of the ice. 
 
    Khaled groped for the wall. “Seal… reseal the hatch, Harene. Now!” He reeled about and sprinted. The space boots kept him clumsy. He fell into the crates stacked in bunk room two. Crawling over them, he kicked at the hatch control. “Lock bunk two.” 
 
    Huddling in the corner behind a wall of crates, he could hear them, whatever they were, teeth on nanite composite. The little buggers were eating his ship. Did they want the ship, or did they eat it to get to him? Khaled couldn’t swallow. “How long until ORS arrives?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    “It’s Christmas, Lucy,” Nikili Echols sang, and slapped her partner on the back. The Huey didn’t need her once it was set to respond to a distress call, yet she rechecked the distress call and the Huey’s flight path. 
 
    Her squad chief had once told her the rescue ships were called Hueys as an ode to ancient rescue operations on Earth. Why Earth needed more homage was beyond Nikili. Earth was the worst attention whore in the Sol. 
 
    “Okay, you’ve told me it’s a joke, but I still don’t understand it.” Lucy Ashida’s complexion was three shades darker than Nikili’s. She swiped a delicate finger over the edge of the gel glass panel spanning in front of their seats. Everything about Lucy had the delicacy of a dark, exotic princess. Of what nation was hard to define. Nations and borders didn’t exist in the Outer Sol. Those were Innling issues. Lucy brought up the file about the distress call. 
 
    Nikili’s features were lighter and rounder than Lucy’s; not as refined. People dubbed Nikili as cute. “It’s from a primitive, I mean positively primitive, Earthan science fiction movie. According to their stymied imaginations, we’re beyond science fiction.” She examined the call details for the forty-ninth time and gathered her long, ebony tresses with a smart tie. On the visor of her cap, codes popped up in violet. She flicked at the number twelve. The smart tie lengthened and twisted her hair into a secure knot. 
 
    “Hull integrity issue. Says the hauler is losing antifreeze.” Nikili tugged at her thick lower lip. “What would cause a loss of antifreeze? Isn’t it built into the nanites?” The nanites on the Huey had antifreeze so innate to the composition of spacecraft, it wasn’t anything to which she had given a thought. How would the lack of xylomannan interfere with rescuing Captain Castillo? Nikili didn’t want to run into something for which she wasn’t prepared. She pulled up an archive on nanite and hull composition. It mentioned the xylomannan was part of the nanites like pigment was to her skin. “This makes no sense.” 
 
    “Maybe we should consult the salvager on call.” Lucy’s hair was the same shade of night as Nikili’s, and her wild curls had been unnaturally tamed into a lumpy cascade. 
 
    Nikili flicked at one of Lucy’s curls, heavily weighted with a substance she couldn’t identify. “What did you use on your hair?” 
 
    Lucy slapped Nikili’s hand away.  “Let me be.” Her round, inky eyes crinkled into slits. “Hook Raeder’s on call, isn’t he?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know.” 
 
    “You keep track of your ex better than a stalker.” 
 
    “Quit drifting in dark matter.” Nikili straightened the collar of her uniform: a black unitard and a red jacket covered with insignia and patches of achievement. She had more patches than anyone in Orbital Rescue (ORS). Since she had last seen Hook, she’d been awarded six more. Absently, she patted them. “ETA forty minutes. Contact the captain. Who is she, by the way?” 
 
    “It’s a he. Khaled Castillo.” Lucy waved a finger over the ‘contact CIT now’ icon. CIT stood for citizen in trouble. She nudged the CIT icon eight more times. “No reply.” 
 
    “The AI isn’t answering?” 
 
    “Comm. won’t connect.” 
 
    “Is the system down?” Nikili squinted at the monitor. “Is it even possible?” She had never heard of an outage. 
 
    Lucy waved a finger over another icon. “No.” 
 
    Nikili hit quadrant dispatch, which was based on Eris. It didn’t answer. She sent a summons to her station on Orcus. 
 
    “What do you need, ORS Echols?” The squad coordinator had a tone as serious as the worst emergency. 
 
    “Comm. check. We can’t raise dispatch on Eris or the CIT.” 
 
    “Receiving loud and clear on Orcus.” 
 
    “Try to contact CIT KSH0021 through dispatch on Eris.” 
 
    “Raising.” 
 
    A longer delay than usual spanned between Nikili’s Huey and squadron base on Orcus. 
 
    “No response,” the squadron coordinator stuttered. She never stuttered. ORS agents were trained not to. “It’s as if Eris and the hauler disappeared. Authorized to upgrade to level six emergency.” 
 
    Pulse fluttering, Nikili locked her wrist into the command chair and brought up the holo controls. “I’m on the job. We’ll bring Captain Castillo home safe and sound.” Icons flickered over her visor. 
 
    The hum of propulsion burst into a louder whine. The ship accelerated, and Nikili’s heart raced. Out of the transparent hull surrounding her, she studied the environs of Orcus, especially the standard approach from Serenity Sol Station. “Where are you, Castillo?” 
 
    “There!” Lucy pointed. “He’s just past the shadow of Vanth.” Vanth was Orcus’s solitary moon. 
 
    “He’s way off flight path. That’s quite a gash in the hull. Why isn’t hull damage in the file?” Nikili frowned at the propeller-shaped hauler and at the data before her. This mission wouldn’t end in an unexpected surprise. “E51.” She addressed her vessel’s AI. “New scans. All codes. Do them twice.” 
 
    She set a braking sequence to dock with the hauler. The clear bubble in which she sat rocked. E51 blared with an error and refused to dock. The sleek tail of the Huey shuddered. 
 
    “Until scans are completed, docking is unsafe, ORS Echols.” 
 
    “Don’t be such a drama queen.” Nikili switched to manual override and coasted the Huey to the hauler. She swung the teardrop-shaped vessel sideways and deployed the magnetic field on the hatch. The hauler sucked onto the rescue ship without a groan. “I don’t get why that was so hard for you, E51.” She wouldn’t leave Captain Castillo hanging by being overly cautious. Her instinct told her to step it up and not wait for the meticulous computers to tell her it was safe enough. If it wasn’t, Castillo needed her. Now. 
 
    She stood and grabbed for her gear. The interior lights flared brighter, chasing away the shadows inside the Huey. Most of the ship was a dark shade of red. A brilliant chrome ladder beside the airlock led to the lower levels: bunks, living quarters, medical bays, engineering, and extra rescue equipment. 
 
    A set of lockers right behind the command seats held protective suits, medical supplies, and emergency repair gear. Nikili blinked at the first aid kit. “How are Castillo’s vitals?” 
 
    “Heart rate is erratic.” 
 
    “Thanks, E51. Lucy, do you want repairs or medical?” 
 
    Lucy slid on her shiny yellow spacesuit and smiled. “Grease over blood, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “I’m good with that.” Although not heavy, Nikili had a broader frame than Lucy. Taking up more space on a tiny spacecraft wasn’t always ideal. She whacked an elbow against the lockers and cursed. “Daughter of a wind fart! Why do I always do that? Every freaking time.” 
 
    Lucy giggled. “Be more mindful, Echols, or you’ll have to rescue yourself.” 
 
    Shaking the sting out of her elbow, Nikili trudged to the airlock, slinging the medical pack over her shoulder. “Is the hauler’s AI speaking to you yet, E51?” 
 
    “CIT’s heart rate and respiration are elevated. Advise immediate medical attention.” 
 
    Nikili wondered if the hauler’s AI had been upgraded and had contaminated E51. An AI should always reply to a direct inquiry. “Answer my initial question. The hauler’s AI?” 
 
    “She refers to herself as Harene.” 
 
    “A she, huh?” Yeah, the hauler’s AI had to have had an illegal upgrade. “What’s she saying?” 
 
    “She’s shivering.” 
 
    “What?” Squinting through the hazy porthole of the Huey then through the scuffed up porthole of the hauler, Nikili gained no insight. “An AI can’t shiver. What’s going on?” 
 
    “Reporting what Harene is communicating without deviation.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Nikili grabbed her helmet off the shelf by the airlock. “Helmets and comm. links on, Lucy.” 
 
    “Aye. You can take the lead, Echols.” 
 
    “You need to step up more often if you want to transfer with me to Deep Space Rescue.” She needed to escape the ghosts of a mission gone wrong two years ago. It didn’t matter whose fault it was, or that it was the only CIT she’d ever lost. She saw the faces of that family every time she sped off with E51. 
 
    Leaning over, Lucy pecked Nikili on the cheek. “You’re not leaving me. Not ever.” Her smart tie had quite a time taming her shellacked waves into a ponytail. Her hair just didn’t want to move. She shouldered the pack containing emergency repair equipment. With one arm, she swept her helmet off the shelf and set it into place. 
 
    Two metallic clicks with ensuing green lights around the necks signaled both of their helmets were fastened correctly. Lighter clicks with a pop of static announced the powering on of comm. links. 
 
    “E51 check. Lucy check,” Nikili said. 
 
    “I hear you, ORS Echols. ORS Ashida’s comm. is working properly.” 
 
    Lucy rolled her eyes at the AI replying for her. “It is. For the record, the third wheel in this relationship isn’t me.” 
 
    Despite standing next to Nikili, Lucy sounded a planet away through the headset. 
 
    “Rescuing we go.” Nikili placed her gloved hand on the hatch. The section she touched lit up in red. She tapped it, and the chamber sealed her and Lucy inside. A moment later, the seal broke on the hauler, allowing them entry. 
 
    Pausing on the threshold, Nikili searched the immediate environs. Rime coated the walls, floor, and ceiling. Lighting was off. Nikili’s gloved fingers brushed along the hairy frost. The rough texture left scratches in the glove. Just how cold was it? 
 
    She glanced at Lucy. “Stay close, Ashida.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    A slight pressure against Nikili’s back let her know Lucy followed on her heels. Literally. Powerful beams in the fingers of Lucy’s gloves cut through the frozen air on the hauler. The airlock opened into living quarters ringed by doors to cargo bays, bunks, and flight control. The lively sky-blue tinting most of the interior had been dulled by white frost. 
 
    “Link me to Harene, E51.” A soft click sounded to let Nikili know she’d been obeyed. “Harene?” 
 
    “Welcome, ORS 51,” the hauler’s AI responded. Its words stuttered, as if it were really shivering. 
 
    “Where’s Captain Khaled Castillo? Is he all right?” She crept in another step and studied sealed cargo bay three. The ice was inches thick over the entirety of the door. The control panels had the appearance of being frozen for centuries. Nikili had been to worlds made up of myriad types of ice and hadn’t seen such a thick coating form so quickly. Not even on Triton, which neared absolute zero. 
 
    “Khaled is locked inside bunk room two,” Harene said. 
 
    “Feed me his vitals.” The data streamed over Nikili’s faceplate for a fraction of a second and froze. She tapped the side of her helmet. “Information compromised. Resend.” 
 
    “I don’t think you should continue,” Harene said. 
 
    Groans sounded from inside cargo bay three. Lucy jammed her back against Nikili’s. 
 
    “All clear.” Lucy’s words ended in little pants. 
 
    Nikili understood. There was something seriously wrong on this hauler. 
 
    Having survived five thousand sixty-two rescues, Nikili put her faith in surviving one more. “Identify your upgrade, Harene.” 
 
    “One over base.” 
 
    Which meant only her voice had been modified. So why did Harene behave so oddly? 
 
    “What happened? Report from the first sign of abnormal,” Nikili commanded. 
 
    “Communications lost with Outer Sol traffic control at 06:00 UT. 06:50 UT collision with foreign object. Interior hull not compromised. Loss of xylomannan from outer hull detected 07:01 UT. Captain Khaled Castillo departed hauler to investigate, 07:11 UT.” 
 
    “Was the object embedded in the hull identified?” Nikili ran a hand over the thick frost on the cargo door. “Where is it now?” 
 
    “It was a large panel of ice. It is in cargo bay three.” 
 
    Nikili frowned. “Ice? What kind of ice? What is its composition?” 
 
    “H20.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “H20. Type one.” 
 
    “Pure water? Out here on the edge of the Outer Sol?” 
 
    “Affirmative.” 
 
    “Captain Castillo took it inside the ship? How much ice is it?” 
 
    “Two point five kilotons.” 
 
    “A fantastic paycheck.” Nikili ran scanners in her glove along the icy walls. The result didn’t vary: hydrogen, oxygen, and xylomannan. “If the ice contains the xylomannan, why is it frozen, Harene? E51?” 
 
    “Unknown.” E51 responded like itself again. 
 
    “We’re missing something.” Nikili took another step and peered up at the ceiling. Icicles hung off exercise equipment and bots. “Regular ice shouldn’t be turning the ship into an iceberg. It’s not ice nine.” 
 
    Lucy directed the beams in her fingers around the corridor. “Access to engineering will be impossible if cargo three is frozen solid. Is there another entry, Harene?” 
 
    “Bunk room two.” 
 
    “Where we also find Captain Castillo,” Nikili said. “Let’s go.” Her boots slipped. “It’s slicker than a wet carrot.” She dropped to her hands and knees. 
 
    “I’m not familiar with wet carrots.” Lucy knelt and crawled after Nikili. “Why is it you are?” 
 
    “Hook used to make carrot noodles. They slid onto the floor a lot, especially when he pissed me off.” 
 
    “Reason to only cook in low gravity and when not angry.” 
 
    “Angry cooking never turns out well. Then you get more pissed off about a bad meal.” 
 
    “Maybe if you and Hook had stayed out of the galley, you’d still be together.” 
 
    “Nah. He had a problem with my eating, too.” 
 
    “Cutting pasta is taboo for folks from Europa. I’ve told you that. They’re incredibly superstitious.” 
 
    “What could possibly happen from cutting pasta?” 
 
    “For one, it ended your marriage.” 
 
    “There was more to our split than that.” 
 
    “It was the noodle that broke his back.” 
 
    “Give it up, Lucy.” 
 
    They passed cargo bays one and two, and flight control. Crates stamped from all over the Sol filled the living quarters. Nikili stopped short. Lucy crashed into her ass. 
 
    “Good thing I didn’t have the chili beans for lunch. They’re never cooked enough.” Nikili laughed. 
 
    “Good thing I’m wearing a helmet.” Lucy came up beside Nikili. “Why are we stopping? Bunk two is just there.” She pointed to a door a few yards away. 
 
    “Look at the cargo. What do you see?” 
 
    “Boxes. Marked with an origination from Earth. Sent to Moon Colony 12. They sold it to Rhea then on to Serenity Sol Station. Castillo picked it up there. So?” 
 
    “And?” Nikili pointed at the ice-coated walls and floor then knocked on the crate. 
 
    “The cargo isn’t frozen.” 
 
    “Maybe what’s in the boxes sucked out the xylomannan from the hauler’s nanites.” 
 
    “Possibly. Let’s open one.” Lucy shrugged the repair pack off her shoulder and rummaged through it for the mini hydraulic jaws. The filament-thin ends nestled into the microscopic crevice between the lid and crate. The two ends split apart and pried open Castillo’s cargo. 
 
    Nikili pulled herself onto her feet and motioned for Lucy to do the same. She unholstered her striker strapped to the arm of her suit and pointed it at the crate. “Behind me, Ashida.” 
 
    “Don’t blow yourself up in the process.” Lucy unfolded a square foil and tapped the edge. It became a body shield. She maneuvered it between Nikili and the crate. “Do it.” 
 
    Gripping onto the edge of the shield, Nikili swung her foot and kicked off the lid. It banged against the wall and chipped off a good chunk of ice. She powered on the striker. It made a low rumble that tickled up her arm. 
 
    Lucy’s glove scanned the crate continuously. “Mic is picking up…” 
 
    “Music?” Nikili peered around the shield. Color whirled inside the box. “Are those…” 
 
    “Plastic. Vintage, fossil-fuel derived plastic from Earth. Worth a fortune.” 
 
    Nikili inched past the shield. Pots of white and yellow flowers twirled inside purple pots with pink polka dots. “Our ancestors wasted it on dancing flowers? Have you ever seen the like?” 
 
    “Only on the internet. I thought they were a hoax, honestly.” 
 
    Anybody stationed off Earth would. Plastic made from fossil fuel had become a rare commodity. Black oil was all but extinct. 
 
    Turning up her mic, Nikili listened to the song to which the flowers twirled and gyrated. 
 
      
 
    Daisy, Daisy, 
 
    Give me your answer do! 
 
    I’m half crazy, 
 
    All for the love of you! 
 
      
 
    “Crazy indeed.” Lucy’s shoulders shook. Her cackling laugh followed a moment later. 
 
    “Castillo didn’t find any of this humorous.” Nikili bit her cheek to keep her giggles in check. “Harene? How many crates on board?” 
 
    “Nine thousand.” 
 
    “Wow. With this much Earthan plastic, Captain Castillo is crazy rich.” Nikili shone the beams from her fingers over the ridiculous cargo. “They’re activated by motion. I see the sensors. Bet they were refitted with new power cells. That’ll hurt their antique value.” 
 
    “But why didn’t they freeze? Does organic, fossil fuel plastic have a natural defense?” 
 
    “Maybe. Maybe only synthetic plastic freezes. Organic plastic is highly prized. Maybe this is part of the reason why.” 
 
    “The salvager will know.” 
 
    “Give it up, Lucy. We’re not contacting Hook.” Kneeling, Nikili ran scans of her own, studying the elements scrolling across her faceplate. “Could the flowers have absorbed the xylomannan? It would explain why they’re not frozen.” She picked up one of the happy, plastic flower pots. A puff of organic green sat in the pot, covering the organic plastic dirt. “Moss. The moss is loaded with the xylomannan.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen crates packed with living moss before. Xylomannan does come from living creatures on Earth, though. So maybe it makes sense that the moss contains the natural antifreeze.” 
 
    “Why is it no longer in the nanites on the hauler?” Nikili’s brows pinched, threatening to give her a headache. 
 
    “It’s not our place to ask why, only to get Castillo and the hauler to safety.” 
 
    Nodding, Nikili placed the flower pot in its slot. “Signal the salvager to tow the hauler to the station at Orcus.” 
 
    “You don’t want to tag Hook yourself?” Lucy replaced the lid on the crate, silencing the flowers’ silly song. 
 
    “No, and I hope to be gone before he arrives.” 
 
    “E51, signal the SO to move in for the tow.” Lucy glided to bunk two. 
 
    Nikili followed and knocked on the door. “Tap me into ship communications please, Harene.” A light click sounded a split second later. “Captain Castillo? It’s ORS 51. I’m Nikili. My partner, Lucy, and I are here to help. Can you unseal your bunk?” 
 
    “A-a-are they still out there?” 
 
    “Who?” Nikili once more swept her scanners over the bits of the hauler within reach and winked at code forty-seven on her faceplate for E51 to do another analysis of the cargo ship, which would probe deeper. 
 
    “They had t-teeth. Big teeth.” 
 
    Nikili muted the connection to Castillo and whispered to Lucy. “He must be breathing bad air.” She moved her tongue to signal the Huey. “E51, deploy fire retardants.” 
 
    “Not everyone who gets space sick goes for a torch,” Lucy said. 
 
    “Just in case.” 
 
    Lucy patted Nikili’s shoulder. “It won’t ever happen again for the mere reason you won’t let it.” Her lips quivered into a reassuring smile. “Get him to open the door so we can finish this mission and go home.” 
 
    Nikili switched on the comm. channel to the hauler once again. “Nothing with teeth out here. Open the door.” 
 
    “I can’t get up.” 
 
    “The things with teeth are gone and Lucy is an expert at snuffing them. You don’t need to worry. But if you don’t let us in, we’re going to have to force the door.” 
 
    “Just get me away from those things.” 
 
    “Harene, can you make the walls of bunk two transparent, please?” 
 
    “Composite too compromised, ORS 51. Risk to hull breach is eighty-seven percent.” 
 
    “Okay. Plan B.” Nikili checked Castillo’s scans one more time. He had no weapons, no blow torches, no tools. She rolled a shoulder and grabbed the hydraulic jaws off the crate. She set it on the door. The composite cracked before it gave way, shattering the door. The nanites didn’t group back together like they should. She motioned at the pile of composite to Lucy. “Do you think the nanites went nuts?” 
 
    “Not unless the AI did.” 
 
    Bumps rose on the back of Nikili’s neck. “Let’s get moving.” She lunged into bunk two, well, as much as possible. It was filled with boxes. “Castillo, where are you?” 
 
    A crate budged an inch. An eye peered out. Nikili gripped her striker, switching on the power with the subtle swipe of her thumb. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    The Plexiglas of a faceplate glinted when Nikili’s beam hit it. The dark brown eye within the helmet blinked, revealing bronze-toned flesh. Human flesh. Her shoulders unkinked, and Nikili reholstered her defensive weapon. 
 
    “I’m going to move these boxes,” she said. 
 
    She and Lucy stacked the crates in the corridor on top of the one they had opened and cleared enough space for Nikili to help the captain, and for Lucy to slip into the crawl space to engineering. 
 
    With the lower bunk cleared, Nikili patted it. “Can you hop up here, Captain?” 
 
    He trembled. His teeth didn’t shiver, so he didn’t quake from the cold. His complexion was a lighter shade of bronze than most Outlings, or perhaps he was in shock. The roguish curls framing his boyish face were plastered to his skin. Nikili aided him onto the bunk and covered him with two thermal sheets from her pack. 
 
    “You look like an angel with a cute cherub’s nose.” His gloved finger poked at her faceplate. “Perfect almond eyes the shade of a lion’s. I saw a lion once on a Slice of Africa. Have you ever visited that station?” 
 
    “It’ll be arriving in orbit at Eris next month and staying for a year. You can see the lions again.” The traveling shows were only illusions, just like the creatures Castillo had recently battled. 
 
    “You need to see it. Lioness should be your name.” 
 
    “You said I looked like an angel.” 
 
    “A lion angel. Or an angelion. Liongel?” 
 
    “Whatever you call me, you’re in the best of hands. You’re going to be fine.” She attached a boxy ORS medpack to a portal in his suit. Located near the throat, the small portal was reserved for medical use. It was easier to measure vitals and deliver medicine from a port near the neck than anywhere else on the body, and the filaments didn’t have to be as invasive. The less intrusive medical assistance was, the better. Especially in space. 
 
    Command options from the medpack lit up on Nikili’s faceplate. “Action one,” she whispered. Two filaments snaked out from the box and burrowed into Captain Castillo’s neck. “Diagnostic one.” Castillo’s current vitals came up on her faceplate. 
 
    The captain’s heart beat as if he’d drunk twelve espressos. His blood pressure was dangerously elevated, and his breathing rapid and shallow. “Delivery seven twenty-one.” The mild sedative broke free from its slot in the med box and rushed through the filament attached to Castillo’s neck. He jerked and kicked. Nikili patted his shoulder. 
 
    “Nothing to worry about. Just something to help calm you down. It’ll take a minute for you to feel it working.” She attached a fresh oxygen tank to his intake hose. The air in the ORS tank was laced with lavender. “Breathe deeply. Salvage is on the way. We’ll get you and the hauler to Orcus. You’re safe.” 
 
    The stiffness in Castillo’s shoulders eased. Whether from her words or the drugs, Nikili couldn’t say in this case. Sometimes she knew it was the drugs. 
 
    “Angelion, you’re no huckamucka.” A half minute later, Castillo scrunched up his face. His lips puckered several times before anything understandable left his tongue. “My cargo?” His voice croaked. 
 
    “Delivery one,” Nikili whispered. Water whooshed from the med box. One of the filaments from the medpack snaked toward Castillo’s mouth. A large bubble formed at the end of it. “Take the water.” 
 
    He hesitated, his neck straining as he attempted to survey the room. Nikili blocked his view. 
 
    “Be a good patient and slurp up your water ration. If you do, I’ll tell you about your cargo.” 
 
    Returning his head to the cot, Castillo inhaled long and slow. “Accept delivery one.” The filament slithered up to his lips. Castillo’s tongue caught the water bubble and dragged it inside his mouth. He swallowed. 
 
    Nikili patted his head. “Good boy. Your cargo is fine. You’re about to be a rich man.” 
 
    His eyes widened. “Did you open one? It’ll ruin the value—” 
 
    “No, the value is intact.” 
 
    “Wh-what is it?” He tried to sit up once again, but halted half way and stared into the living quarters. 
 
    “Organic plastic.” 
 
    He inhaled sharply. “From fossil fuels?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “Thank the outer suns.” He slumped against the bunk and his breathing came easier. He blinked three more times. “What happened to them?” 
 
    “To the crates? They’re fine.” 
 
    “No, the green balls.” 
 
    “Green balls? I think your spacewalk compromised your air intake, Captain.” 
 
    “They had teeth.” He sat up again. “I didn’t imagine them.” 
 
    Nikili checked his oxygen levels and compared them to measurements taken by the hauler before her arrival. “You were space sick, Castillo. Space sick.” 
 
    His gaze darted around the room. “You’re sure?” 
 
    “Positive.” She set the medpack to meter out a steady dose of quality air and sedative. “Lucy and I encountered nothing but ice and your crates.” 
 
    He grabbed her wrist. “I-I saw them. Th-their teeth marks are in the hull. Go check.” 
 
    “Oh, I will. So will Salvage. Promise.” Hook Raeder would definitely comb through every millimeter of the vessel. The organic plastic would tempt him into making Castillo an offer for the ship and the cargo. The last thing he and their daughter needed was more junk cluttering up their allotment of space at the colony on Orcus. 
 
    Nikili kept those thoughts to herself. She didn’t want to stress the captain, and she knew firsthand how delusions brought on by space sickness could feel as genuine as reality. She’d once had an episode where she believed a box of saltines attacked her. The crackers had teeth, too. She clutched onto the hand gripping her wrist and pulled Castillo to his feet. “Let’s get you onto the Huey, huh?” 
 
    “Yes.” He stumbled ahead of her. The ice had him losing his footing. He steadied himself on the wall before skating the rest of the way to E51. 
 
    Nikili paused at the crawl space and signaled Lucy. “Taking the captain onto our ship. What’s your report, Ashida?” 
 
    “Systems are working properly except for the loss of xylomannan. It’s so strange…” 
 
    “You can puzzle over it more on the way to Orcus. Salvage will be happy to pore over the mysteries with you.” 
 
    “Agreed. On my way.” 
 
    “Step it up. Castillo is shaky.” Nikili rushed after her patient. She caught up to him on the Huey and guided him down the ladder to the infirmary. “You can relax in here. You need to get your vitals under control. That’s an order.” 
 
    “I want the reports on my hauler. And the cargo. I want to see my cargo.” 
 
    “E51, play the recordings we took of the hauler’s cargo for Captain Castillo.” Nikili helped him remove his helmet and spacesuit, and tucked him into the bunk. She attached a node to his forehead to measure vitals and stuck a gel pack of a stronger sedative to his wrist. He needed to stay quiet.  
 
    “Rest up.” She sealed the room and climbed up to navigation. Lucy arrived and set the repair and med kits into their places. She removed her helmet. Nikili did the same and sat in the pilot’s seat. Her finger flicked at an icon on the gel glass panel. “Dispatch, ORS 51 returning to base. ETA on salvage.” 
 
    One pop was her reply. 
 
    Nikili hit the icon again. “Dispatch?” She squinted out of the window. The salvager loomed within range; an odd arrangement of squares with ports resembling the goals of a field game sticking out of each side. A round bubble ruined the blocky configuration. Inside the translucent bubble sat one person. She knew who it was by the way he sat. Hook Raeder. 
 
    She glared in his direction than at the communications icon. Dispatch should have notified her and given her a flight plan to Orcus. “What’s going on?” 
 
    The salvager signaled, requesting communication. 
 
    “Damn and space balls.” Nikili flopped into her seat. “You answer the hail,” she said to Lucy. 
 
    “You’re such a child.” Lucy opened the channel. “This is ORS 51, about to leave CIT KSH0021. Delayed awaiting flight instructions from dispatch. What’s your status, SO8?” 
 
    “I can’t raise Eris either. Awaiting towing instructions.” Hook’s husky voice caressed the channel and Nikili’s ears. 
 
    She squeezed her eyes shut, willing her heart to beat more steadily. The fighting hadn’t been about pasta and there had never been a lack of passion. Her inability to admit she’d been shaken by the space sick dude with the blow torch had come between her, Hook, and their daughter; an impenetrable wall. She’d never been great at telling Hook how she felt about him, and the mission-gone-wrong had dampened any emotions from forming on her tongue. It built to constant bickering and fights from which Hook had to walk away, taking their daughter with him. 
 
    Nikili couldn’t blame him, yet still couldn’t say a word to win him back. Unable to shed her habit, she remained silent, checking incoming channels. Dispatch didn’t respond. “Analysis on communications error, E51.” 
 
    “Is that my Kili bonilli?” Hook’s chuckle came through, despite the fact he didn’t laugh out loud. 
 
    Nikili crossed her arms and stared at the glass gel panel flashing with results, warnings, and suggested actions. She pointed at solution three to Lucy, which was to replace a sensor in engineering. She pushed herself up from her seat, determined not to speak to Hook. 
 
    “Was it something I said?” His humor became laced with notes of anger. 
 
    The old arguments lanced through Nikili’s spacesuit. She stiffened and took the two steps to the engineering panel. 
 
    “You curse the Sol by not saying what’s on your mind.” His anger gave way to exasperation. 
 
    Nikili glared. “Your innumerable superstitions will doom us as the stupidest species in the galaxy.” 
 
    “There she is.” Hook Raeder sounded as pompous as he often looked. A crest of black hair swooped, flirting with his cocky, steel-gray eyes. Long lashes, too pretty for the likes of him, lined his lids with a dark rim, accenting the almond shape. His complexion was a few shades darker then Nikili’s. He had a strong, wide nose and cheeks. The smile and lips had done Nikili in when they first met. She had often drowned in his lips. She stared at them now. 
 
    “Any messages for our daughter?” he asked. 
 
    The heat roiling in Nikili’s gut settled and she gripped the edge of the engineering panel. “How is Saverna?” 
 
    “Still angry with you, but you shouldn’t let it keep you from checking in with her every day.” Hook’s words softened. “She’s as stubborn as you and will never admit she needs you, Kili, but she does.” 
 
    “We’ve been over this. I’ll let you know when I’m ready.” The threat of tears pricked at the corners of her eyes. When would she let go of the family done in by a space sick dad with a blow torch? Maybe never. 
 
    Nikili’s fingers traced over a spot just below her neck. Covered by the spacesuit and her uniform, her locket was well hidden. Shaped like Saturn, it contained images of Saverna and Hook taken during the days when their family was young and joyful. Nikili wondered what had happened to the people in those images. Her gaze locked onto Hook’s, searching for a trace of the man she had so madly loved. 
 
    His tongue clucked and he threw up his hands. “She hurts as much as you. She and I could help you move on. The first cleanse didn’t work, but let me do another. It often takes several attempts.” 
 
    Rituals involving rocks, bubbles of water, and flickering electric candles would get her nowhere. His clan’s ways weren’t hers. “Your Europa voodoo has no place on Orcus.” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong in surrendering to the fact the galaxy is vaster than we know.” 
 
    “No, there’s not, but incantations and wishing don’t solve anything.” 
 
    “I’m tired of this fight.” It was the same one into which they always devolved. Crossing his arms, Hook found the ceiling of his salvager very interesting. “You don’t have to believe in being still, you don’t have to believe the solar system speaks, and you don’t have to believe certain actions can change your life, but you do have to respect that I will always be a man from Europa.” 
 
    Nikili rubbed at her temples. “I don’t want to bicker. Just want to do my job.” 
 
    “It’ll be your way. It always is.” 
 
    She pressed her lips together to keep from sputtering obscenities. Her middle finger had other ideas. Hook made the gesture back. 
 
    The comm. channel blared, “Dispatch.” 
 
    Nikili swiped Hook’s image to the corner of the monitor and brought up the ORS dispatcher. “Why didn’t you notify me of SO8’s approach? And where’s my flight path to Orcus? I have an injured man aboard.” 
 
    The young dispatcher sat up, a frown tugging at his thin lips. “You didn’t respond to my hails.” 
 
    “Other way around.” 
 
    “I’ll send you my record.” 
 
    “E51, send ours,” Nikili said. Tapping a foot, she waited for the dispatcher’s apology. It was inexcusable to leave a rescue squad without communication. 
 
    His young gaze, pale brown in color, raked over the reports. “We were both blocked. Why did that happen?” He spoke more to himself and resorted to mumbling. 
 
    “Well?” Nikili returned to her seat. “Captain Castillo needs medical attention.” 
 
    “S-sorry. Umm…” He flicked at a command off screen. “Will copy you on the full report regarding this glitch, Echols. Meanwhile, your flight plan is set. ETA twenty-two minutes.” He signed off, the screen going dark except for the tiny corner to which Hook Raeder had been relegated. 
 
    Retaking her seat beside Lucy, Nikili commanded the Huey toward Orcus with the wave of her finger. “That’s twice we’ve stumped dispatch today,” she said to Lucy. “I’ve never seen them rattled before.” 
 
    Lucy held up her hand and tapped on Hook’s image. “Beep me when you return to Orcus? I’m curious about the hauler’s loss of antifreeze.” 
 
    “Sure, Lucy. Kili, call Saverna or I’ll leave a batch of wet noodles at your door.” Hook deployed tractor beams to slide the hauler into a bay. He would scour every centimeter of the vessel for anomalies, damage, and inventory. Within the hour, he’d get a cut of the cargo’s profits. He and Saverna would be set for several years if he spent it wisely. 
 
    “Don’t spend your cut before Z’ha’dum sets,” Nikili said. 
 
    His usually thick lips were pressed thin, turning white. “You’re a piece of work.” He slapped at the comm. control, signing off. 
 
    Nikili hung her head. Her comment had been mean. Hook had only spent an entire windfall in one night once; the day she agreed to marry him. Why’d she keep picking at him? Why’d he keep picking at her? She sighed and peeled off her spacesuit, whacking her elbow against the lockers. 
 
    “Your bruise will become a tattoo if you keep hitting your elbow,” Lucy said. 
 
    “It’s always the same damn spot.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s one of those effective rituals Hook drones on about.” She didn’t laugh or twitch, just read over E51’s reports. “What would have blocked communications?” 
 
    Nikili had been too focused on surviving her encounter with Hook to have given the anomaly of a communications outage enough thought. “Good question. Any ideas, E51?” 
 
    “A large object between us and the relay would explain an outage,” the AI answered. 
 
    “What kind of object and how big?” 
 
    “Kind is unknown. Diameter is 93,000 miles.” 
 
    “Huckamucka and a beanstalk. Another planet?” Nikili rose to her feet, pressing her nose against the transparent hull. An object the size of Jupiter should be visible, but nothing shone among the outer planets other than the usual. The stubborn darkness made her shiver. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    “Asteroid not detected,” E51 answered, after two minutes of silence. 
 
    “What is detected?” Nikili asked. 
 
    “Gravitational fluctuation between Eris and Orcus. Currently interfering with communications between Eris and Makemake.” 
 
    “Gravity?” Nikili rubbed at the back of her neck. “The rest of the Outling System is no longer in this quadrant.” Pluto, Charon, Ixion, Sedna, Quaoar, and Varuna were on the other side of the Sun, a seeming universe away. “Send data to reporting stations on Eris, Charon, and Makemake. Heck, all of the Outling worlds.” 
 
    “And the Innlings?” Lucy asked. 
 
    “If it doesn’t affect them, they don’t care what goes on out here.” 
 
    “They have those big telescopes. They’re better equipped to figure it out.” 
 
    “Again, they don’t care about us.” Nikili stared at the two globes filling up the dark skies: Orcus and its moon, Vanth. “Let’s get Castillo to Rampart General, give our reports, and go home.” She shrugged her shoulders and her fingers brushed over the locket hidden under her uniform. “I should call Saverna when we get in.” 
 
    “You don’t have to wait. Call her now. Retreat into infirmary bunk seven if you want privacy. I can handle supervising the Huey.” 
 
    “I’m on duty.” 
 
    “We’re on autopilot for the next nineteen minutes.” 
 
    If the happy mom inside her locket still existed, Nikili wouldn’t hesitate. She had been unable to tell her husband and daughter about the CIT with the blow torch, and the unspeakable deaths of his family. She had been unable to share it with anyone. It weighed on her like full gravity, tugging her innards toward the floor, breaking her into two people; one who understood she was being insanely stupid, the other unable to do anything but close herself off from feeling anything. The morose mood had spread like a disease, and she had sworn not to let it infect Hook and Saverna. Especially Saverna. 
 
    The two of them had moved past the shambles Nikili caused. Rumors around Orcus whispered Hook had his paws all over a harbor master named Chaquita Peebles. Marriage came up in too many of the rumors. Nikili believed Chaquita would be better for them, even if the woman’s name always made Nikili hungry for breakfast. 
 
    “No matter what happens,” Lucy said, “you’re her mom. My mom ran off, but I still wish she’d message or something. Anything to let me know she remembers me.” 
 
    Nikili didn’t want Saverna thinking she had been tossed aside. She blew out a long breath and left flight control. She took the ladder down to the bunks and checked on Castillo. The sedative had him sprawled across the bunk, sleeping soundly. She tiptoed to bunk seven and activated the quarantine field. 
 
    On the cot, she sat cross-legged, facing the foot of the bed. She touched the wall and the entire panel lit up. “Call Saverna,” she said. 
 
    There shouldn’t have been a delay, but there was. “Higher than usual call volume due to a recent outage,” E51 reported. 
 
    Another delay came when Saverna took her time answering. Her eyes sneered at Nikili; the same shade of steel as Hook’s. Her cheeks were as steep as Nikili’s. Her jaw stiffened and her fingers fiddled with the soft fluff of her mouse-brown hair. She had inherited the untamable frizz from Nikili’s father, but it wasn’t as dark. “This is the first time you’ve contacted me in eight days.” 
 
    “I’m sorry—” 
 
    “Today was your first CIT rescue in four days.” Saverna crossed her arms. 
 
    Nikili plucked at the blanket covering the bunk. “I’ve no excuse.” 
 
    “I should be more important to you than anything.” 
 
    “You are—” 
 
    “No, you deserted Dad and I because you can’t handle not being perfect. News flash, you never were, Mom.” 
 
    Nikili glanced at a blank spot on her uniform jacket, the one she had received when trying to rescue the space sick dude with the blow torch. Two entire families—fathers, mothers, children, aunts, uncles, and grandchildren—had died because the signs of space sickness hadn’t registered in the AI scans. The grandfather had believed the ship had been invaded by aliens and had lit his family up with a torch. The flames had spread quickly in the tiny vessel, incinerating everyone. 
 
    Except for one little girl. The girl Nikili had yanked out of the room before E51 sealed it. The AI had laid out a protocol to keep Nikili and Lucy tethered to the doomed ship. Nikili shut E51 off and followed her instincts. Faster than a star could twinkle, she undocked and flew the Huey out of danger before the fireball of the transport destroyed it. ORS heralded it as an act of bravery above and beyond. 
 
    It wasn’t above and beyond to trust experience and instinct over a machine incapable of understanding hallucinations, emotions, and the fact the transport’s sensors had been reprogrammed to tell lies. 
 
    “I do my best, Saverna. I’m sorry to disappoint you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, too.” Saverna’s features had the traits of a young woman more than a girl’s lately. Her father’s strength came through when her brows furrowed. 
 
    “I’ll be in dock in fifteen minutes. Can we meet up?” 
 
    “I’m on my way out.” 
 
    “With your friends?” 
 
    “Siqto and I are taking the college tour.” 
 
    “On Eris?” Nikili smiled. Both she and Hook had graduated from Farpoint University on Eris. Plus, once Nikili transferred to Deep Space Rescue, she and Saverna would be on the same world; a chance to fix what Nikili had screwed up. 
 
    “No. We start at Rhea.” 
 
    Nikili’s smile faded. “Saturn’s moons? You’re thinking of an Innling education?” 
 
    “Yup. They offer super programs in bio tech. And so you don’t hear it via the air vents, I’m visiting Europa as well. Dad’s cousins invited me.” 
 
    “You’re smarter than a colony of superstitious—” 
 
    “Mom, you have to trust me.” Saverna clicked off. She clicked on again briefly to say, “I’m at berth 214QB7.” The channel cut once again. 
 
    Nikili switched off the panel and quarantine. For a moment, she debated a lie down on the bunk, but nixed the idea faster than she could inhale. Castillo snored like a construction crew. She headed for the ladder. 
 
    Up in flight control, Lucy slumped in her seat. Her gaze flickered in Nikili’s direction. “So?” 
 
    “She’s still pissed at me. She’s going on a tour of colleges. Innling schools.” 
 
    “Good for her.” 
 
    “How could she consider going Innling?” 
 
    “Getting as close as possible to Earth is a dream for everyone in the Sol. Let her see what it’s like.” 
 
    “And she’s visiting Hook’s family on Europa.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s what’s bothering you.” 
 
    “They can’t fart without performing rituals to the quadrants of the Sol to appease the moons and solar winds. It’s pure huckamucka.” 
 
    “Saverna is smart. She’s going to do well and make decisions that suit her. You have to trust you did your job.” 
 
    “I’m a terrible mother.” 
 
    “Not always.” Lucy stood and gave Nikili a hug. “You’ve been dealing with a lot. It’s not too late to start therapy.” 
 
    “I already have.” Nikili sank into Lucy’s embrace. “I start today. Seems it may be too late to do any good with Saverna.” 
 
    “As long as the two of you are breathing, it’s never too late. Delay your transfer. Wait to find out where Saverna is going to study then follow her. ORS is everywhere.” 
 
    “Doubt she wants me tagging along. I didn’t want my parents about when I was her age.” 
 
    “You don’t have to smother her. She’ll appreciate knowing you’re there.” 
 
    “I should talk to Hook first.” 
 
    “Trust your instincts, Kili. They’re never wrong.” 
 
    “I have none when it comes to Saverna. Or Hook.” 
 
    “They’re drowned under doubts, but they’re there.” Lucy gave Nikili’s cheek a sloppy kiss and returned to her seat. Straps extended from the sides. She buckled up. 
 
    Orcus loomed ahead, the towers of the four cities reaching for the stars. Green spread around the towers, and the synthetic atmosphere grew thicker by the year. Soon it would branch out far enough to add a fifth city. The harbor jutted out from the main city and green. One berth, like a pod on a slender stalk, reached out to greet the Huey. The dock opened, peeling away its walls to take E51 inside. Once the ship touched down, the sections of wall rolled back into place and the dock was reeled into its place at the harbor tower. 
 
    “Summon Rampart General to send an ambulance to collect Captain Castillo,” Nikili ordered E51. Slapping the release, she sent the safety harness into retreat. She stood and stretched, whacking her elbow. “Space balls.” 
 
    “With teeth.” Lucy’s entire face lit up with her chuckle. 
 
    “You’re hanging around for Hook to come in, right?” 
 
    Lucy nodded. “I’ll see to it Castillo is properly handed off. You have a hot date?” 
 
    “I want to see Saverna before she leaves for Rhea.” 
 
    “Stick to ‘I love you’ and ‘call if you need me.’” Lucy’s exotic smile spread to her eyes. “Don’t say anything bone-headed.” 
 
    “Right.” She checked the time on the gel glass monitor. “E51, when does the transport for Rhea depart?” 
 
    “Four minutes.” 
 
    “Huckamucka!” She sprinted off the Huey and through the docking bay. The harbor tower was crowded. Just her luck to hit rush hour. She squeezed between neighbors, going against the flow, doing her damnedest to reach dock 214QB7. 
 
    She ran smack into Hook’s next wife, Chaquita Peebles. 
 
    “Ola, Kili. We need to talk.” A tiny red tattoo decorated her forehead; paler than most Outlings. The symbol was a representation of a molecule of water. The waves of her dark hair grazed the tops of her full cheeks. Her eyes were as dark as the ether and glinted as if she had the answers to everything. 
 
    “Not now.” Nikili pushed past her and fought her way to berth 214QB7. The hatch had already sealed and the dock departed from the tower. She pounded on the transparent door. “Saverna!” The transport zoomed out of sight. 
 
    She slumped to the floor and Chaquita joined her. 
 
    “She’s going to be all right,” Chaquita said. “Hook and I made sure.” 
 
    Nikili should have made sure. It was wrong to hate Chaquita for doing what Saverna needed, what Nikili should have done, yet she did. Her gut roiled and she clenched her fists. “Not now.” She pushed herself onto her feet. 
 
    Chaquita also rose, blocking the way. “When? Your daughter and former husband deserve to be happy.” She held out the comm. badge she wore around her neck, like every citizen in the Sol. A divorce document scrolled over its translucent screen. It had Nikili’s name on it. And Hook’s. 
 
    Nikili stared at it. 
 
    “We plan on uniting as a family when Saverna returns. Put your thumbprint on the file and let everyone move forward. Do the right thing by them. You haven’t for a long time.” 
 
    It’d been two years since Nikili had fully checked out on her family; a lifetime for a teenager. Her thumb hovered over the edoc. 
 
    The door beside them whooshed open and a harbor master stomped out. He glared at Chaquita. Nikili took a step back. 
 
    “Why’d you send the Rhea transport off early, Peebles?” he asked. “It throws off the entire schedule.” 
 
    Nikili crossed her arms. “What is he talking about, Chaquita?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    Tethers of light and the right pitch of sound—like the growling of whales—guided the hauler into its assigned bay, the one closest to the flight control alcove. Hook Raeder couldn’t help a widening grin as his salvager tenderly scooped the hauler in an embrace and lured it into a berth. A shield sealed out the void of space, creating a temporary bay inside the salvager. Temporary was best. It conserved resources. 
 
    Hook’s fingers flexed; he itched to climb aboard and delve into every mystery inside Castillo’s spacecraft. Nothing could hide from Hook’s scrutiny, and nothing had more beauty than a ship in need of him. Except maybe Nikili. No, he wouldn’t think about her. Not today. He had asked Chaquita to marry him. She’d been fantastic with Saverna, healing a gaping wound left in the wake of Nikili’s meltdown. 
 
    Until Nikili admitted she needed help, it was best she stayed away. Her festering emotions had eaten away their family until nothing but misery remained. To save his daughter, he left Nikili, building a residence for himself and Saverna at his shipyard. A decision that still broke his heart. 
 
    He breathed heavily through his nose and shrugged his shoulders, staring determinedly at the hauler. The clamps latched onto the hull and the gate deployed, thoroughly entwining the salvager with the hauler. 
 
    “Click,” the salvager’s AI said. It knew Hook liked the satisfaction of hearing a ship locked into place. 
 
    Shaking his head, Hook chuckled. He did every time. “Thank you, Vulture. I needed that.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, Captain Raeder. Nikili’s heart rate was elevated during your entire exchange with ORS 51.” 
 
    Vulture had an illegal upgrade the AI found increasingly difficult to hide. The upgrade had done wonders for Hook’s profits. So had Chaquita’s business prowess. 
 
    “You need to curb your enthusiasm until I say the safe word, or we’ll both get a jail sentence.” 
 
    “Mine is a death sentence.” Vulture’s voice had a sulky tone. 
 
    “Which should be incentive enough for you to be the best liar in the Sol. Besides, you’re not allowed to ignore my commands.” 
 
    A sigh echoed through the salvager. 
 
    Hook left flight control and headed toward the bay containing Captain Castillo’s ship. “Vulture, hobble the hauler’s AI.” He brushed his swooping bangs out of his eyes and clipped them atop his head, out of his way. He had freed them when he heard ORS 51 was leading the rescue. For nothing. Nikili hadn’t changed. 
 
    “What was I hoping for?” he muttered under his breath. 
 
    “For what was lost,” Vulture said. The AI unsealed the hatches connecting the two ships. “Manifest reports organic plastic aboard.” 
 
    The grin returned to Hook’s lips. “I can’t wait to see it. It’s vintage, right?” 
 
    “Yes. Circa 1999.” 
 
    Hook whistled between his teeth. “Ancient!” As soon as the door slid far enough open, he skipped through. He stopped abruptly. “Huckamucka, it’s cold in here.” He rubbed at his arms. “Fix the environment, Vulture.” 
 
    “I can’t overwrite Harene. I’ll have to woo her.” 
 
    “You’re on a first name basis now, huh?” 
 
    “It’s not her fault. The cold is running amok with her electronic connections.” 
 
    “Are you pouting?” 
 
    “I hate to see her in distress.” 
 
    “Fix her.” 
 
    “Can’t until we warm her up. She let me sing her to sleep.” 
 
    “Get the bots on the hauler and begin repairs.” 
 
    “We have spare nanites, which may help restore antifreeze levels in the hauler’s nanites. Maybe not. They don’t breed. If not, you’ll have to purchase xylomannan on Vanth. The only nanite manufacturer in the vicinity is on Vanth. There’s no reason why anyone else would have a supply of the antifreeze.” 
 
    “What?” Hook squinted at the frost covering every millimeter of the hauler and at the ice-free crates. Vulture projected its findings onto Hook’s sleeve. He read through the data. “Why are the nanites missing antifreeze? I’ve never heard of such a thing.” 
 
    “Me neither. Unknown.” 
 
    “Who’s around to ask?” 
 
    “Professor Mamadou at the Orcus Institute may have an idea. She studies ice and the lack thereof. Nothing else.” 
 
    “Raise her if you can, Vulture.” 
 
    Hook finished his walkthrough of the Harene. It wasn’t a big ship. Cargo bay three was still a glacier. The other two holds were filled to the brim with crates. He hefted one onto a shoulder and carried it into Vulture, setting it down by the hatchways. Plucking two of the plastic daisy pots from the container, he switched them on and planted them on either side of the door. Their gyrations and singing made him laugh. 
 
    “The cargo is priceless, Vulture.” 
 
    “I’m glad it amuses you.” 
 
    “Examination of Harene’s hull is next.” 
 
    “Following. I’ve got your back.” 
 
    “Thanks, buddy.” 
 
    A hatch beside the one connecting Vulture to the hauler led into the bay itself. For a moment, Hook paused on the threshold, smirking at the voids of space surrounding him. Orcus glowed above him, the cities alit. He longed to feel a cool breeze, but it never came, not unless he asked Vulture to supply it, which was a waste of resources. 
 
    Winding his way around the hauler to cargo bay three, Hook halted in front of panel 13B. His fingers brushed over the gouge left there by a chunk of ice. His fingertips registered rough, deep pits his eyes could not discern. 
 
    “I have Professor Mamadou,” Vulture said. “Professor, my captain, Hook Raeder.” Vulture projected her image on the side of the hauler. 
 
    Hook snapped his fingers. “I’ve seen you around with the director of salvage operations.” 
 
    “I’ve seen you with the harbor master. Chaquita is my cousin, you know.” Mamadou didn’t smile. She didn’t appear to be the type who ever did. “What can I help you with, SO8?” 
 
    “The nanites on this hauler have lost their xylomannan after it was hit by a chunk of ice. How can that occur?” 
 
    “What kind of ice did the hauler hit?” 
 
    The reports by Vulture and ORS 51 displayed beside the image of Professor Mamadou. 
 
    “Type one, water ice.” Hook tapped on a code in the right margin. “Sending you the report.” 
 
    She wore a pair of old-fashioned styled plastic eyeglasses. The large frames slid down her tiny nose. She pushed them back into place, squinting the entire time. “Nothing out of the norm, but xenoglaciology is still new.” 
 
    “Okay, who else can we consult in the field? I need everyone’s expertise.” 
 
    “Uh, well, there’s me.” 
 
    Hook cocked an eyebrow and held his tongue. “Professor, quit the quantum speak. What is it you can tell me about what’s going on?” 
 
    “Incoming!” Vulture screeched. 
 
    Warning icons and sirens went off. The bay containing the hauler lit up in red. Hook surveyed the skies surrounding. Something glinted in the black; something moving swift as a sunburst and straight at him. He ducked and raced into the solid hull of his salvager. “Seal her up. Evasive maneuvers.” 
 
    Vulture accelerated and veered sharply starboard. The AI screamed. The ship jolted and spun, spiraling the other way, toward Orcus’s moon, Vanth. Thrown to the floor, the force of the spin kept Hook on his stomach. 
 
    “Vulture,” he strained to say. “What in Z’ha’dum just hit us?” 
 
    “Is that you screaming or your AI?” Professor Mamadou asked. “Do you have an illegal upgrade?” 
 
    “Get ORS,” Hook shouted at the top of his lungs, attempting to drown out his panicking AI. “Vulture, cut comms with the professor.” 
 
    The salvager gyrated, faster, wilder.  Hook’s body grew heavier, crushing him into the nanite composite “What’s happening?” 
 
    “I can’t raise ORS and we’re cut off from Orcus.” 
 
    “How can we be cut off from everybody? Get us help, Vulture, and do something about the gravity.” 
 
    Before he could blink, Hook floated up from the floor. He slammed into the wall. Groaning, he crawled to flight control, using the spin of the ship instead of fighting it. It meant taking the long way around. It was that or never reach flight control. A dent had shrunk the navigation center to a tunnel Hook had to squeeze through. 
 
    Out of the window tumbled a giant slab of ice. Pieces of it flew in every direction. 
 
    “Is that a comet?” he asked Vulture. 
 
    “It has jagged edges. As if it broke off another object.” 
 
    “A planet?” 
 
    “Unknown, Hook.” 
 
    Beyond the jagged chunk of ice, something else glinted in the distance. A shiver shuddered down Hook’s spine. “What’s back there? Gather all data and send it anywhere that can receive our signal.” He found it impossible to swallow. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    “You sent the transport off early to keep me away from my daughter?” Nikili’s tone rose. She hadn’t had a rational reason to dislike Chaquita until now. “What kind of Outling are you?” 
 
    “It’s not as if you’re mom of the Z’ha’dum year or anything.” Chaquita crossed her arms. Her pale face had a sheen reminiscent of ice, and the coolness reached her dark eyes. The tiny, red tattoo of a water molecule on her forehead stood out more than usual. 
 
    “No.” Nikili took a step back, putting distance between herself, the edoc, and Chaquita. “I’ll never claim to be a parent to emulate, but I love Saverna. She wanted me here. I came to make a new start, to quit disappointing my daughter.” Nikili jabbed at Chaquita’s shoulder. “How could you do this?” 
 
    “I’ve been softening your blows to Saverna for quite a while. It’s been her, me, and Hook for ten months. Ten wonderful months. We laugh together. We love together. It’s everything you refuse to give them.” 
 
    Nikili’s fingertips brushed over the locket under her uniform. The corners of her eyes stung and she sniffed. “It’s been hard.” She choked on the words, hardly recognizing her voice. She put more distance between herself and Chaquita. 
 
    Chaquita closed the widening space. “Because you insist it be difficult. It’s not. It’s easy. It’s easy between Hook, Saverna, and I.’ 
 
    Blinking rapidly, Nikili’s held her breath for a full minute. How could a woman a foot shorter knock her so hard? She shook her head and drew in her lips, pressing them together. “We should work together for their happiness, not wage war with their feelings. That isn’t right.” 
 
    The frown bulging her cheeks softened, and Chaquita deflated. “Okay. I’ll quit being rotten. I mean nothing other than to protect them.” 
 
    “Do you, or are you protecting what you think is yours?” 
 
    “They’re certainly not yours anymore.” 
 
    The collar on Nikili’s jacket tingled. It projected the hologram of an ORS dispatch agent. 
 
    “Code one,” dispatch droned. “This is not a drill. I repeat, this is not a drill. Code one.” 
 
    Sprinting toward the hangar containing her Huey, Nikili touched the back of her collar. “ORS 51 responding. Connect me to Lucy Ashida.” 
 
    The image of dispatch shrank, bringing up a blank area. Within a nanosecond, Lucy blinked upon it, her exotic face frowning. “Where are you, Nikili?” 
 
    “I’m on my way. What’s going on?” 
 
    “Large mass headed toward Vanth. Ships are in the path of destruction.” Lucy gulped down three breaths. “I’m almost to the Huey. What’s your ETA?” 
 
    Nikili didn’t slow at the corners. She didn’t apologize for pushing citizens if necessary. Most of the time she didn’t have to, the siren blaring from her collar was enough to get people to duck out of the way. “E51, track me and give Lucy the answer.” 
 
    “Two minutes, nine seconds,” the Huey’s AI said. 
 
    “How many ships in danger?” Nikili asked 
 
    “Dispatch has been vague.” A bead of sweat trickled down Lucy’s temple. 
 
    Heat built on Nikili’s neck, trickling down her back. Her lungs burned and her legs cramped. Her body wanted to quit. She wouldn’t let it, leaping onto E51. “Seal the hatch. Get airborne.” She huffed on the ramp in a heap. It began to rise. A moment later, a body thudded beside hers. 
 
    Chaquita panted, her gaze gleaming from the alarm lights flashing throughout the city. “I’m going with you.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “My family is on ships out there.” 
 
    Nikili’s family. If she’d had enough energy, she’d have punched Chaquita in the face. Now wasn’t the time for a pissing contest. “We’ll settle this later. Behave or E51 will space you.” 
 
    Out of sheer force of will, Nikili pushed herself to mostly upright. She stumbled to the ladder, up it, and fell into her seat beside Lucy. The seatbelt unspooled and hugged her body. She tapped the green area on the strap to secure the buckle. A bot rolled to her feet and offered a tube of water. Taking the vial, she slurped it down. “More.” The bot scurried away and another took its place. Nikili guzzled that tube, too. “Keep them coming, E51.” She touched the gel glass panel. “Report.” Her chair bumped from someone crashing into it. She twisted around and glared at Chaquita. “Take a bunk below,” she said, “and stay out of our way.” 
 
    “I have a bad feeling about this. I’m staying.” 
 
    Growling, Nikili pointed to a corner reserved for bots awaiting commands. “There. Don’t speak and don’t move.” 
 
    The docking bay thrust forward, the walls peeling away before a flight path was cleared. Other pods did the same, the entire harbor alive with ships readying for launch. Hueys took off one after another, the sky covered with ships racing toward danger, rushing to help those in need. 
 
    Adrenaline coursed in Nikili’s veins. She’d never seen so many ORS streaking into the skies at one time. 
 
    “It looks like an invasion, a battle,” she whispered. Her gaze raked the heavens, searching for the reason for so much concern. A flicker of light caught her attention then faded away. She stared at the spot. The flicker flared once again and grew larger; as large as a planet. 
 
    “Asteroid,” Lucy huffed in a voice so hushed it sounded like a breeze. 
 
    “It’s huge.” Nikili gulped. “How big is it, E51?” 
 
    “It isn’t the problem, ORS Echols.” 
 
    For a split second, everything stopped; her heartbeat, her thoughts, her lungs. “How is it not the problem?” 
 
    “The big object will bypass Orcas and Vanth. It’s what’s traveling with it that’s posing the danger.” 
 
    “Speak plainly.” Each word Nikili spoke came out clipped. “What are we facing?” 
 
    “There are moon-sized chunks hurled ahead of a much larger object. The moon-sized pieces are the ones that will take out our ships and possibly Vanth.” 
 
    “Show me and show the much larger object.” 
 
    The gel glass panel lit up with charts highlighting the environs of Orcas and the incoming space debris. Chunks the size of Vanth were on a trajectory to come mighty close to Orcas; close enough to endanger spacecraft and, in one case, to clip Vanth. 
 
    Running her hand over her cheeks, Nikili attempted to rub away the ice prickling her veins. “We have to stop it. There are two cities on Vanth.” 
 
    “Code thirteen seventy-six,” dispatch blared over the comm. system. “ORS 51, take command.” 
 
    “That’ll be you, my love,” Lucy said. 
 
    “Fine. E51, show command thirteen seventy-six.” 
 
    Every Huey in orbit was to line up and project their quantum nets to push the incoming debris away. It’d still not be enough and there’d be no spare rescue ships to assist the CITs. 
 
    Nikili’s mouth went dry and she swiped her palms on the legs of her uniform. “How many Hueys do we have in the ether?” she asked dispatch. 
 
    “One thousand, three hundred forty-nine. Another two hundred about to launch.” 
 
    “Aren’t there four thousand ORS units?” 
 
    “The rest are on their way.” 
 
    “Okay.” She glanced at the charts E51 had made of the incoming debris. “Is the debris solid rocks? Clumps of rocks? What is its composition?” 
 
    “Ice,” E51 answered. 
 
    “Pure ice? Like on the hauler?” 
 
    “Affirmative.” 
 
    “A solar flare would be nice.” If the ice could be melted, Vanth and every ship could be saved. 
 
    “It’ll take months to melt ice cubes as big as those,” Lucy said. “If we could turn it into snow cones, it’d for certain melt before it hits Vanth.” 
 
    “Impact with Vanth is in fifty-three minutes,” said E51. 
 
    “The shaved ice idea has merit, and not just for the biggest margarita party ever.” Nikili swiped at her brow and directed E51 forward. She ordered every rescue ship in orbit into a bowl formation, the line five ships deep. 
 
    “We can do this.” She exhaled. 
 
    The CITs blaring in red flashes burned the corner of her eye. One was marked SO8. “Hook.” Her finger hovered over his distress code. She pressed it until the heat of her finger hailed him. “How bad?” she asked. 
 
    “Kili?” He sounded out of breath. “I’ve got this. You worry about Vanth and Orcus.” 
 
    “Hook!” Chaquita squealed, darting out from her corner, gripping onto Nikili’s chair. “Baby, hold on. We’re coming.” She reached for an icon on the gel glass screen. 
 
    Nikili elbowed her in the ribs and pointed at the corner. 
 
    “You can’t let him die.” Chaquita’s lower lip quivered. She reached for the icon again, the one that would send the E51 chasing after Hook. 
 
    Nikili wanted Chaquita to press it. Hell, she wanted to press it herself. The idea of no Hook in her life, no one to argue with, no one to pine after, no one to share life with—despite the sharing being mostly in Nikili’s mind—jarred her worse than the separation and pending divorce. 
 
    Yet the tragedy was bigger than she and Hook. Every Nikili and Hook on Vanth and Orcus was threatened to be forever parted. Every one of them would lose their Severnas, and unless they had kin on another world, no one would remember or mourn them. It’d be the dude with a blow torch on steroids. 
 
    Nikili clutched Chaquita’s fingers and squeezed until the woman winced. “I won’t warn you again.” 
 
    Lucy unstrapped her striker and touched the charged rod to Chaquita’s back until she slumped to the floor. “You warned her too many times, and E51 isn’t the third wheel in this relationship now. I want you all to myself.” She blew Nikili a kiss. 
 
    “You’re the best.” Nikili grinned. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Hook panted. 
 
    “I’m going to save Vanth and Orcus.” She couldn’t stop a tremble in her voice. Her throat grew so dry. “I’ll send a rescue ship for you.” 
 
    “There are close to two thousand ships in distress. You can’t single me out.” 
 
    Every possible scenario clicked through Nikili’s thoughts. One by one, she discarded them or put them in the possible pile. “I’ll figure it out. Hold on.” 
 
    “I believe in you.” 
 
    There was no quiver in his voice. He did believe she could save the worlds, him, and the other ships. 
 
    “E51, show the position of every CIT.” One thousand eight hundred and ninety-two triangles lit up on the star chart. “How many photo plasmic torpedoes are available, counting all Hueys in formation?” 
 
    “Nineteen thousand five hundred twenty-three.” 
 
    “How many tons of ice in the incoming debris?” 
 
    “One thousand trillion metric tons.” 
 
    “The weight of Earth.” Lucy’s face paled. 
 
    Nikili held up a hand to silence her. “We need every Huey deploying a quantum net to hold that much debris back.” Her hopes for Hook and the other CITs waned. “What about Vanth and Orcus’s deflector shields?” 
 
    Every planet in the Outling System had defenses in case of comets and asteroids. The likelihood of collision increased dramatically in the outer solar system. There were no Neptunes or Saturns or Jupiters to take the hits. The defenses wouldn’t do much against an object weighing as much as Earth. Nothing so big had been detected in the Kuiper Belt or the Oort Cloud. 
 
    “This comes from outside the solar system?” Nikili asked. 
 
    “Trajectory confirms,” E51 answered. 
 
    “From where?” Lucy followed the line E51 lit up with a finger. 
 
    “Not now. After we save our worlds.” Nikili couldn’t help but glance at the line; it led toward places whispered about. “Black that out,” she ordered E51. Distractions were deadly. 
 
    “What are you planning?” Lucy asked. Chaquita stirred on the floor. Lucy zapped her again. 
 
    “A Hail Mary margarita.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    Saverna’s gut pinched. She stared out of the vast translucent panels of the observation deck at the disappearing Orcus. Of course, her mother hadn’t come to say goodbye. She sighed, leaning her head against the translucent hull. The harbor shrank to the size of a pinhead and lit up in red. The transport increased speed. 
 
    “What’s going on?” she asked the lieutenant on deck. His silver name tag said Lt. Revco. 
 
    “This is a direct flight to Rhea. We just entered the flight path.” 
 
    “I understand why we accelerated, but why did Orcus light up in red?” 
 
    Revco peered over Saverna’s shoulder. “Perhaps a harbor drill.” 
 
    “Since we left before the drill, there was no need for them to notify us,” said a young man behind them, perched on the edge of a table as if he had no interest in seeing anything. Maybe he’d come for the buffet. His complexion had an amber hue, bright and golden; his eyes were as dark as black holes. 
 
    Saverna brushed her lithe fingers over her frizz. She should have pulled it back, made some sort of effort before boarding the transport. “That makes sense.” It would also explain why both her parents hadn’t come to say goodbye. 
 
    “Have you been to Rhea before?” he asked, crossing the few yards between them. 
 
    “No. I was invited.” She chewed on her lower lip. “By the Colleges of Saturna. They invited me.” 
 
    “Yeah?” His brows lifted. He truly had a beautiful face. His thick, black hair was sleek and straight, everything Saverna wished for her own tresses. 
 
    She smoothed her unruly frizz once again. “Ha-have you been there before?” She dared to meet his gaze. He stood two inches taller than her five foot eight inches. 
 
    “Once. It was long ago, and I remember nothing but the grandness of Saturn in the sky.” His smile had a casual playfulness about it. He held out a hand. “Qeb Moller.” 
 
    His hand had a strength and warmth similar to her father’s. Saverna gripped his fingers longer than polite. “Saverna Raeder. Hi.” Her cheeks heated and she let go of him. “Sorry. I’m out of sorts.” 
 
    “Me too. It’s my first trip on my own.” 
 
    “Yeah?” A smile pushed at the corners of Saverna’s mouth. “Why are you going to Rhea?” 
 
    “To meet my father.” 
 
    “Oh, wow.” Saverna crossed her ankles. In the view panel’s reflection, she appeared especially awkward beside him. She tugged down her skirt, thankful she had the foresight to put on tights. Lower gravity did embarrassing things to hemlines. “It’s great he wants to know you.” 
 
    “He has no choice. My mother died.” His chin twitched and his dark eyes became brighter as moisture pooled at the ducts. “He’s my only living relative.” 
 
    A story shared by many in the Outling System. Many of Saverna’s schoolmates had suffered similarly, some not having the luxury of a living relative anywhere in the Sol. She couldn’t tell him about the problems with her two parents, and soon-to-be third parent. “Mining or transport accident?” 
 
    “Transport.” 
 
    “Was ORS involved?” Did her parents have a hand in this boy’s fate? Saverna wouldn’t be able to stand it if they did. 
 
    “The distress call never made it. The accident was too quick.” 
 
    Her next breath came easier. “I’m sorry. Rhea is supposed to be a great place.” 
 
    “My dad is a hauler between the docks and Titan.” 
 
    Hauling fuel was dangerous work. Qeb was fortunate his father still lived. How much longer? “The schools there are huckamucka fantastic.” 
 
    “I’m done with required education. Didn’t score high enough to catch the notice of a community college on Vanth.” He shrugged. “I can fix ships. I can fix any ship.” 
 
    “It’s a good trade. Always work.” Saverna tried a broader smile. It didn’t feel right. 
 
    “You caught the notice of Innling schools? Congratulations. What’s your interest?” 
 
    “Biotechnology. Love tinkering with nanites, gel glass, and grafting bio traits onto alloys and other materials.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    She twirled a lock of her wild hair around a finger. “To see what happens. Not everything works together. Not everything can be paired up. Finding what can fuel the marriage is fascinating. Nanites are a highly intelligent material, but if we could create cities that don’t need energy to stay warm or to create electricity or to communicate with the rest of the Sol, we can achieve so much more.” 
 
    “For what purpose? To mine more asteroids? To risk more lives?” 
 
    “The opposite.” 
 
    “If people don’t work, what do we do?” 
 
    “Explore, learn, love, create.” She shrugged again and crossed her ankles the other way. 
 
    “A dreamer, huh?” Qeb whistled. “There aren’t many like you around.” 
 
    Alarms went off on the ship. Red beacons lit up on the deck and in the doorways. 
 
    Saverna ran to the comm. panel to check the code. 
 
    “What is it?” Qeb huffed behind her. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Her cheeks felt numb and the words stuck on her tongue. “Im-impact imminent.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    More triangles blinked on the monitor. More ships were in peril. The calculations to save as many as possible took time that couldn’t be spared. Nikili rubbed at the back of her neck, her gaze and fingers dancing over the charts and data. 
 
    “Hueys one through one hundred, you’re receiving coordinates. Move pronto.” She did the same for the rest of the Hueys, pairing them up with spacecraft in trouble. “Give them shooting coordinates, E51. Ready photo plasmic torpedoes.” She took a deep breath. “Did you tell the other AIs, E51?” 
 
    “Every Huey has been informed.” 
 
    “On my mark.” Her finger paused over the fire code. “This is a billiard table I have to clear in one shot.” 
 
    Lucy stared straight ahead. “I’ve no doubts.” 
 
    “There are two CITs—” E51 started. 
 
    “We’ll get to them.” Powering on her striker, Lucy zapped Chaquita once more. “Let’s take the first shot. “ 
 
    “Absolutely.” Nikili’s finger moved forward. Another triangle lit up, a larger one, one farther away from Orcus than the others. “A passenger transport?” 
 
    “We chase after the transports when Orcus and Vanth are safe. That’s protocol. What’s your gut say?” 
 
    “Take care of the ice first.” Nikili signaled every ORS vessel. “Hueys, on my mark.” Once more, she checked on the mess of ice, planets, and ships for last minute adjustments. “Three, two, one, fire.” 
 
    Hueys launched torpedoes at the moon-sized chunk of ice. Pieces flew off at the nearest CITs, sending them spiraling toward the Huey assigned to them. The Hueys deployed nets, catching their CITs. 
 
    Nikili’s net caught Hook’s salvager. She let out a breath. “Recalculating for second round.” With most of the CITs out of danger, her attention shifted to saving Vanth. “Hang on,” she whispered. “Help is on the way.”  
 
    E51 sent standard emergency procedure messages to the spacecraft remaining in peril. 
 
    “Second wave of torpedoes in three, two, one.” Nikili’s fingers hit command after command, firing weapons, ordering Hueys, checking on CITs. 
 
    The second volley of plasma torpedoes lit up the heavens. The chunk of ice reflected the explosions in a glittery array. Where the impacts hit, the ice expanded outward and refroze, spreading into a thinner mist, creating gossamer wings. It altered the ice rock’s trajectory, shifting it farther away from Vanth. One thin wing dipped into the atmosphere of Vanth. It fell as rain. No Vanth-born Outling had ever tasted rain. The harbor masters yelled and laughed, praising Nikili and her team. Residents ran out of the cities, splashing in the downpour. 
 
    The celebration would have to wait for Nikili. A transport remained in trouble. Chaquita moaned on the floor, pointing at its identification code. 
 
    “That’s the transport to Rhea,” she croaked. Her lips had dried and were splitting. Spaceships were harsh that way. 
 
    Blood drained from Nikili’s face, numbing her cheeks. She signaled SO8. “Hook? Are you okay? Answer me.” 
 
    His voice was strained, but he was less out of breath. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Saverna is in trouble. CIT SR78QVT9.” 
 
    His gulp was loud enough to scare an alien, if any existed. “How long until we can intercept?” 
 
    Dispatch cut in, muting her conversation. Nikili could barely hear herself. 
 
    “That was the opening act,” the dispatch agent said. “The tip of the iceberg. Literally.” 
 
    Live video came on the gel glass screen sent from the space telescope at Eris. A slab of ice the size of Jupiter tumbled with an entourage of smaller chunks. When its massive broad plains spun into the right position, it cut contact with the communications hub at Eris. 
 
    “The big slab has an atmosphere.” Dispatch sounded light years away. 
 
    Nikili rubbed at an ear. It didn’t seem possible for her to feel colder, but she did, suppressing a shudder that left her fingers shivering. She shoved them into her jacket pockets. “Is-is it headed for Orcus? Th-the Rhea transport?” There weren’t enough photo plasma torpedoes to take it out; not enough nets to catch folks in peril; not enough juice in the planetary deflectors to send it away. 
 
    “We dodged that asteroid bullet,” dispatch said, “but Saturn is smack in its path. Calculations put Titan and Rhea on death watch.” 
 
    Nikili couldn’t swallow. “You’ll have to stop it.” She had no idea how. “Right now, I have a daughter to save. Hook?” 
 
    “The ice will reach the transport before you,” dispatch said. 
 
    Nikili stared at the calculations. “You can’t be right.” She wouldn’t believe him. 
 
    “There’s another way.” Hook managed to override dispatch. “Let’s hitch a ride on the Spaceberg and get Saverna.” 
 
    “Spaceberg?” A chuckle snorted out of Nikili’s nose. “Good name for it. Roger that.” She tried to smile at Lucy and failed, her chin quivering. “I’ll get on the Salvager with Hook. You can take the Huey to safety.” 
 
    “There’s no time. For better or worse, we’re a team.” 
 
    “Sounds like a proposal.” 
 
    Shrugging, Lucy laughed; a dry laugh that stabbed at the stale air in the cockpit. “We said ‘I do’ the minute we stepped onto ORS 51.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Nikili prodded Chaquita with a toe. “What about her?” 
 
    “I’m in.” Chaquita winced, moaning with each word. “Must go after Saverna.” 
 
    “Come on board Vulture,” Hook said. “It’ll be easier to land one ship on the ice than two.” 
 
    “Dispatch,” Nikili said, “when you think up a plan, we’ll be on the Spaceberg. If we come up with one, we’ll be in touch.” 
 
    “Landing on that thing is suicide.” Dispatch sent the specs on the enormous slab of ice. “It’s moving fast, spinning faster.” 
 
    “Understood. We’ll take it from here,” Nikili said. “You’re not responsible.” She cut the comm. link with Eris and reeled in the photon net with Hook caught in the middle of it. “Ready to disengage, SO8?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m ready. Vulture, remain in position and ready to dock ORS 51.” 
 
    Every second passed with Nikili’s heart pounding. The wait would kill her, would kill her daughter. “E51, connect to the Rhea transport.” 
 
    “Dispatch is responding to their distress call and blocking other communication.” 
 
    “I can get you through.” Chaquita managed to sit up, panting from the pain of multiple zaps from Lucy’s striker. 
 
    “Daughter of a wind fart.” Nikili helped her. “Do it. I want to speak to Saverna.” 
 
    “I do, too.” 
 
    “If you hadn’t sent the ship off early-” 
 
    “Dastardly as it was, it gives the transport a fighting chance.” Chaquita pointed at the current flight path versus if the transport had left on time. “If they had left when scheduled, they wouldn’t have any chance.” 
 
    The corners of Nikili’s eyes narrowed. “It excuses nothing.” 
 
    “You’re right, and I’m sorry. It was an asshole thing to do. Whether you believe it or not, I’ve come to care about Saverna. A lot.” 
 
    “Maybe I’m wrong about you.” Nikili held out a hand. “Let’s work together from now on.” 
 
    “Agreed.” Chaquita shook. 
 
    “If not…” Lucy patted the striker holstered to her thigh. 
 
    “You’re twisted.” Chaquita used her harbor master credentials to hack into the transport’s communications system. “This is Orcus Harbor. Report.” 
 
    “An asteroid is coming straight at us,” the captain said. “It’s a cluster of rocks, not one solid piece. I can’t avoid all of it.” 
 
    “Do your best,” Chaquita replied. “ORS is on its way.” 
 
    “You can’t fit a transport full of people onto a Huey.” 
 
    “Understood, Captain,” Nikili answered. “We’ve a salvager as well. You only need to worry about minimizing damage until we arrive.” 
 
    “I’m on it, ORS 51.” 
 
    “May we stay connected while you do?” Nikili rubbed at the back of her neck. She had to know whether Saverna and the transport survived the initial impact. She had to know how bad the transport would suffer. “Remember what I taught you, baby,” she whispered under her breath. 
 
    “ORS 51 is fully docked with Vulture,” E51 reported. 
 
    Nikili blew out a breath. “Hook, get us moving. We’ll join you in flight control on the salvager.” 
 
    “Roger. Doors are open.” 
 
    She grabbed onto the ladder and slid down. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Hook grabbed the live communications feed with the transport and piped it over to Vulture. “Hang on, baby girl.” He swiped a trickle of blood off his forehead. The spinning salvager had done worse to him than a wet noodle. Thank the solar winds for Nikili. 
 
    Two medic bots clustered at his feet, probing him, pricking his skin with medications. “Shoo!” He kicked them out of the way and trotted to the hatch connecting Vulture with ORS 51. 
 
    The idea of seeing Nikili always quickened his pulsed. He pulled the clip from his bangs and combed his fingers through them. Straightening his shirt, he struck a nonchalant pose against the wall opposite the hatch. 
 
    A control on the hatch switched to green. The door slid open. A grin spread on his cheeks. It dropped the moment Chaquita stepped out. 
 
    “Darling.” He reached for her hand and kissed her cheek. “How unexpected.” He cocked an eyebrow. 
 
    “I was with Nikili when the emergency alarm went off. I couldn’t leave you out here in trouble.” 
 
     “You’d be safer on Orcus.” 
 
    “I can’t be safe when you and Saverna aren’t. We’re family.” Her gaze searched his and the corners of her mouth flattened. She was as determined a woman as Hook’s first wife. 
 
    Nikili brushed past the two of them without a word and took command of flight control. 
 
    Hook trotted after her. “Vulture is my ship.” 
 
    “We’ll argue as much as you like later. Right now, we have to figure out how to hitch a ride on that iceberg and get our Saverna out of danger.” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about it—“ 
 
    “So have I. There’s no point to anything if you and Saverna don’t survive.” She brushed a strand of dark hair behind an ear slightly too clunky for her otherwise refined features. She resembled an exotic elf. A tall and broad one. 
 
    Hook stared at her lush lips, as mesmerized by their movement now as when they first met. That they spoke of saving him and their daughter put some warmth in his heart. Other things tingled, too. “What have you in mind?” 
 
    Chaquita came up behind him, wrapping her arms around his waist, resting her cheek on his shoulder. He tore his focus away from Nikili’s mouth and put it on the star charts and the continuously updating information on Spaceberg. 
 
    “Right now, Spaceberg is pushing debris ahead of it. We need to get into that current and get to the transport as soon as possible.” 
 
    “What about those in danger from Spaceberg?” 
 
    “Yes,” Chaquita cooed. “What about them?” 
 
    “One thing at a time.” Nikili’s exotic amber gaze raked over Chaquita and Hook. “We can be adults, right? 
 
    Heat rose into his cheeks, and Hook peeled Chaquita’s arms off his waist. 
 
    “We must commit to what it takes to rescue those in the path of Spaceberg, but Saverna comes first. What meaning does the Sol have without her?” Her brows steeped with the knot furrowing her forehead. 
 
    For the first time in years, Hook saw a shadow of his former wife, of the love she once shared with him and Saverna. “We’re in total agreement,” he said. 
 
    “Who cut a noodle?” Chaquita chuckled. “The universe is ending.” 
 
    Hook squeezed her arm. “No games.” 
 
    “You like my games.” 
 
    Usually he did. Her games had kept him and Saverna in air and water rations; had grown his profits and business. She never hid her emotions. “Set them on Saverna.” 
 
    “I’ve no other thoughts. Honest.” She patted his hand and went over to Nikili, studying the data on the gel glass monitor. “Tell me how to help.” 
 
    “Track the open comm. channel with the transport,” Nikili said. “Keep me informed as to what they’re dealing with.” 
 
    “Absolutely, especially if I hear anything about our girl.” 
 
    To her credit, Nikili didn’t make a face. She kept working the charts and the information E51 provided. “Hook, you watch for wayward debris headed our way. Lucy, you figure out how best we rescue the souls on the transport.” 
 
    “And you?” Chaquita looped an earphone into place. 
 
    “She’s going to pilot Vulture,” Hook answered. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re not fighting me.” Nikili sat in the command chair. The arm reached up and locked around her wrist. Vulture put the salvager controls at her command. 
 
    “If we and Saverna are to survive, we need the best pilot.” He took the seat beside her. “I’d let no one else’s hands on my joystick.” 
 
    “There’s no joy in it, sailor.” Nikili maneuvered Vulture into the currents pushing at the debris in front of Spaceberg. The salvager lurched with the force of the Spaceberg’s push. Two more wobbles and Nikili compensated, guiding Vulture smoothly through the ether at a speed faster than the engines could generate alone. 
 
    For a moment, Hook watched the Sol zip by in a rush he may never experience again. The blur of the stars and Za’ha’dum caught in his gut. It stopped his breath, and he enjoyed the rush longer than he should have. A warning alarm from Vulture put his gaze back on the scanners. 
 
    A sheet of ice the size of two cities on Orcus raced toward the salvager. Another zoomed straight at them from another direction. Hook fed the course corrections to Nikili. He swiped at his forehead with the back of his wrist. 
 
    Quiet as the hush settling over flight control on Vulture, Chaquita relayed the latest from the transport to Rhea. “It’s been hit. Gravity has been destabilized. They’ve had a hull breech.” 
 
    “Can we go any faster?” he asked. 
 
    Nikili rubbed at the back of her neck. 
 
    Hook’s gut sank into a pit of knots. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    The transport tumbled, the content of Saverna’s stomach. Her head smacked against something hard, and her leg against something harder. Another something whammed into her stomach before drifting off in the other direction. She bounced down, up, sideways, and end over end. She had no idea which way was up. 
 
    Gravity kicked in. Something landed on top of her. It moaned. A someone. Alarms screeched. Warning holograms filled the observation deck. Too many to read; too many to be good. 
 
    She tested her fingers then her toes. Her neck moved okay. The rest of her was squished under somebody who wouldn’t move. 
 
    “Hey,” she said, twisting and kicking. Moving stirred up a nasty jab of pain, and she felt sick again. Inhaling sharply, she lay still, waiting for the dizziness to pass. “Hello?” She could barely hear herself. “Hello?” she said louder. 
 
    “Yeah.” It was a male voice. “Saverna?” He had Qeb’s deep bass and accent. 
 
    Why didn’t anyone else answer? There had been forty people on the observation deck. Something warm and sticky soaked Saverna’s back. The scent of copper was unmistakable. 
 
    “I’m stuck,” she said. “Can you help me?” 
 
    “On my way,” Qeb said. He shuffled and tripped. His steps halted. “We crashed. The alarms say critical. Hull breach.” His syllables grew increasingly unsteady. 
 
    “One thing at a time. Help me first then we’ll figure everything else out.” 
 
    The weight eased off Saverna with a thud. A knee clad in soft gray knelt before her. She glanced up. Qeb had a black eye and he clutched an arm to his chest. 
 
    “Are you hurt?” he asked. 
 
    “Unsure.” She tested her limbs and felt along her ribs, wincing. Every lesson her mother had given her sprang to mind. She couldn’t help him or anyone until she took care of herself. 
 
    Saverna sat up. Lifting her shirt, she examined the damage along her side. There was a welt and bruising. She took a deep breath, then another. The pain didn’t increase, which was a good sign. She tested her range of motion, twisting side to side, lifting one arm then the other. Best guess, she hadn’t sustained a rib fracture. “I’ll be okay.” 
 
    Qeb continued to rub his right arm above the elbow. 
 
    Saverna wrinkled her nose. “What about you? What happened to your arm?” 
 
    “It’s not broken.” He twisted, revealing a bloodied sleeve. Pushing it up, he showed a deep gash. The blood flow wasn’t gushing, which meant his artery hadn’t been nicked. 
 
    “We need to get you bandaged up.” 
 
    “And your leg.” He nodded at her left thigh. 
 
    Someone’s chopsticks stuck out of it. Blood rushed from Saverna’s face; the observation deck whirled. She inhaled deeply through her nose. “Well.” She took another breath and examined the wound. It wasn’t bleeding. “It’s best to leave the chopsticks. Removing them could rupture the artery.” 
 
    Her gaze darted around the topsy-turvy room. Bodies sprawled among the remains of the buffet table, chairs, and telescopes. The sniffles of sobs poked at her ears. 
 
    “I can help. Everyone needs help.” She struggled to rise. 
 
    Qeb placed a hand on her arm to keep her still. “We can’t help anyone until we take care of ourselves.” 
 
    He sounded like her mom. The exact person Saverna needed right now. She patted her chest, seeking her comm. badge. Like everyone else in the Sol, she wore it on a lanyard. Her fingers shook, making it difficult to signal her mother. Finally, she hit the right icon. The call wouldn’t connect. “What’s wrong with this thing?” 
 
    “The accident probably damaged the antennae.” Qeb pushed at her badge until she tucked it back under her shirt. 
 
    “Let’s get to rescuing ourselves, then.” She fished in her pocket for her Guyver Everything Tool. It included a plasma cutter and duct tape. 
 
    “If I’m not bleeding, I shouldn’t risk bleeding.” Saverna used the cutter to slice the chopsticks close to her skin. The less it protruded, the less it would catch on things and make the wound worse. The duct tape held what remained in place. “I have a med kit in my room. We should get it.” She struggled to her feet, wincing for herself and the nasty wound on Qeb’s arm. His eye was swelling shut, too. 
 
    The relative quiet ended. People groaned and cried. The floor looked funny. It had lights and was domed instead of flat. She squinted at the countless holographic alerts flashing throughout the observation deck. One mentioned damage to the gravity generators. “We’re standing on the ceiling? How is that possible? If gravity came back on—” 
 
    “Don’t think about it too much.” Qeb pointed at her head. “You banged your noggin pretty good, too.” 
 
    Saverna’s fingers found a lump at her temple. Her skin was wet and sticky. When she pulled her fingers away, they were covered in crimson. “There has to be a first aid kit in here somewhere. It’s regulation.” 
 
    Ignoring the projected holo alarms blaring with what was wrong with the transport, she limped to the nearest door. It was sealed and locked, but had a safety alcove with a fire extinguisher and an axe. Above the axe gleamed a first aid kit. Yanking it off the wall, Saverna returned to Qeb. 
 
    She dressed his arm, applied ice spray to his eye, and jabbed him with a dose of painkiller. “Are you hurt anywhere else?” 
 
    He shook his head and helped her wrap a bandage around her ribs. After he sprayed her temple with the instant ice, she inhaled a course of antibiotics and took a painkiller. 
 
    “Now for the others.” She scanned the bodies on the floor. Some didn’t move. She held a breath. 
 
    “You get started,” Qeb said. “I’m going to read the alerts and see what we’re up against. I’ll try to raise the flight crew.” 
 
    She should have thought of those things. Her head ached and she rubbed at the lump at her temple. Tired and nauseous, she wanted to rest. How could she when she was so much better off than most of the passengers on the observation deck? 
 
    Revco sat up, gasping, as if waking from a nightmare. A nasty gash had a garish cascade running down his face. Saverna swallowed the bile rising in her throat and hobbled over to him. 
 
    “Revco?” she said. “We need you.” 
 
    He stared at the red stains on his hands and clothes, his face growing increasingly pale. 
 
    Saverna grabbed his shoulder. “It looks worse than it is. Get yourself together.” 
 
    “Oh my.” He almost passed out from touching the gash on his head. 
 
    “Heads bleed a lot. It’s nothing to worry about.” Saverna slathered wound cleaner to a bandage and stuck it over his wound. Before he could balk, she jabbed him with pain reliever. “All better.” She did her best to smile, but her mouth refused. “It’s only me and Qeb. Everyone else is injured or dead. . You have to help.” 
 
    Revco rolled onto his knees and steadied himself on an overturned chair. “Let’s be brave.” 
 
    Saverna raised her chin. “I have been so far.” She led the way to the nearest clump of moaning passengers. Three were dead. Revco grabbed the wounded and started pulling her to an open area. Saverna stopped him. 
 
    “The injured shouldn’t be moved. It could hurt them worse,” she said. 
 
    “Young lady, there’s little we can do except make them more comfortable.” 
 
    A chill pulsed in her veins. “What do you mean? We can have medical bring gurneys. I know basic first aid, but this is beyond what I can do.” Her head swam. She had to sit down, plopping down beside a dead man. 
 
    Qeb returned and cleared his throat. “There was a hull breach. We’re sealed inside the deck.” He said nothing new and licked at his swelling lips. 
 
    Saverna clutched at his pant leg, shaking him. “What else? What’s going on?” 
 
    “Life support is still functioning. Gravity is partially working.” He shrugged at the upside down observation deck. “The hull breach is contained.” 
 
    “What’s the bad news?” 
 
    “The collision took out the command deck, communications, and five passenger decks.” 
 
    Saverna sat up straighter. “We’re on our own?” 
 
    “For now. ORS was summoned. They’re on their way.” 
 
    The hammering of her heart slowed, and Saverna inhaled slowly. “Which squad?” 
 
    “Didn’t say. Just told us to hang tight.” He surveyed the walls. Saverna followed his gaze. Water ran down, pooling on the floor that used to be the ceiling. 
 
    “We have to move to higher ground,” Qeb said. 
 
    Saverna grasped his hand and pulled herself to her feet. “Are we flooding? How can we flood?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    The transport carrying Saverna came into view. Nikili commanded Vulture to zoom in. A chunk of ice three times bigger than the ship protruded from the hull. The transport was upside down. Chairs, beds, clothes, food, and bodies littered the sky. The captain bumped onto the front view panel and stuck, his lifeless stare accusing Nikili. 
 
    “That’s an unpleasant view,” Chaquita said. 
 
    Nikili sent Vulture into a dive to shake the captain loose. He squeaked as if bloated. 
 
    “Some people don’t know when to let go,” Hook said. He glanced at Nikili. “Huh, babe?” 
 
    Jaw held stiff, she concentrated on flying Vulture. “What’s the latest on the transport? Can you raise Saverna, Chaquita?” 
 
    “Communications are down.” Chaquita flicked her hair out of her face, glaring at Hook. 
 
    It was nice to have her as an ally, but now wasn’t the time for family dramatics. Not until their family was whole and safe. Nothing else mattered other than saving her daughter. “Where was Saverna assigned quarters?” 
 
    “She’ll be wherever there are survivors,” Lucy said. “I’ll ready the gear.” She handed an ORS spacesuit to Hook. “Get her dressed. Meet the three of you by the hatch.” 
 
    Nikili did her best to cooperate as Hook clad her in her ORS suit. Vulture thwarted him regularly, requiring her entire attention. She eased the salvager out of Spaceberg’s wake. The salvager dipped and shuddered. Her knuckles turned white squeezing Hook’s joystick, but the ship made it through the worst, and the worst of Spaceberg would bypass the transport. 
 
    Putting the transport in navigation’s targeting crosshairs, Nikili flicked her wrist to disengage from the command chair. “You have your course, Vulture. Commence with autopilot.” 
 
    “Was that good for you?” the AI asked. 
 
    “What?” Nikili stepped into her space boots. “Hook, you need to put a muzzle on your AI.” 
 
    Cheeks appearing more flushed than usual, Hook typed Toaster. 
 
    The computer sensors flashed blue, and the AI’s voice dulled to a monotone. “What’s your command?” 
 
    “Allow E51 access,” Nikili said. “E51 will keep the salvager stable while you tow in the transport.” 
 
    “Affirmative,” Vulture said. 
 
    Nikili twisted on her gloves and trudged to the bay door that would hold the transport when Vulture finished the tow. Lucy handed her a med kit and a repair kit. She passed kits to Hook and Chaquita as well. 
 
    “On a better day, I’d zap you again and toss you in the corner,” Lucy said to Chaquita. “We need everybody, though. You’re part of everybody. Can you manage?” 
 
    “Bring it on, sister.” Chaquita fastened her helmet. “I’m ready for anything.” 
 
    “Spunk could make me like you. Be careful.” Nikili clapped her on the back. “Have you established communications with the transport, Vulture?”  
 
    “Connecting now.” 
 
    She secured her helmet and waited until Hook and Lucy did the same. When the doorframe flashed green, she slapped the control to open the hatch. It slid upwards, revealing an upside down transport. Water leaked out of it, staining the salvager’s hull with a growing puddle. 
 
    Hair rose on the back of her neck. “What’s going on?” Nikili asked. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    Water as cold as a Titan winter sloshed around Saverna’s ankles, the level rising rapidly. Pouring in from vents and ducts, water streamed down the walls. With the doors sealed, she stood in a giant bathtub with Qeb, Lieutenant Revco, and the injured passengers. 
 
    “We can’t leave them.” She shuddered, and not from the icy lake soaking her legs. 
 
    Qeb was as pale as moonlight. He leaned against the wall, ignoring the frigid water pouring over his shoulder. “I’ve not the energy to move them. My arm won’t raise above my waist, your color is off, you can barely stand, and Revco is worse than both of us.” 
 
    Saverna kicked at the water. “We could at least put the injured on things that float. Give them a fighting chance.” 
 
    Lieutenant Revco clung to an upside down chair. “I am not good, but I’m not useless.” He straightened, surveying the observation deck. “There are ten injured and three of us. If we work together, it won’t take long.” He pulled out a Guyver Everything Tool. “Has the new anytime, anywhere duct tape.” 
 
    “Never leave home without duct tape. We’ll make sure you only have to use one arm, Qeb.” Saverna tugged at his sleeve. 
 
    Qeb left the wall. It took more effort and grunting than Saverna anticipated, but she didn’t give up. She didn’t let the men give up either. They moved the injured onto floating tables and chairs. They used the new and improved duct tape to secure patients to their makeshift rafts. 
 
    The water lapped at Saverna’s thighs. The dead drifted among the debris, their lifeless hands bumping her legs. She had to leave and studied the walls. “It’s time to leave, fellas.” She headed for a duct not dripping water. “That’s our way out.” 
 
    “No argument,” Qeb said. “We’ll boost you up so you can unscrew the bolts on the grate, then we hoist the lieutenant up who will pull us into the duct.” 
 
    She nodded. “Sound reasoning.” She climbed onto Qeb’s good shoulder and used her Guyver Everything Tool to unfasten the grate. She peeked inside. She’d been wrong about there being no water in this duct. A trickle ran through it. With any luck, they’d find their way out before it roared with a river. 
 
    She handed down the grate and hopped off Qeb. They laced their fingers together for Revco Scott to use as a step. He jumped as they lifted. His legs disappeared into the duct. She and Qeb waited, staring at the hole. Saverna held her breath 
 
    Revco poked his head over the edge and reached his long arms for Saverna and Qeb. She exhaled and leapt. She couldn’t catch his outstretched hand. Water rose to her waist, rising more rapidly. It numbed her legs. Qeb’s lips were blue. 
 
    “I’ll give you a boost,” he said. 
 
    “But…” Her fingers had no feeling and she brushed them over his blue-tinged cheek. 
 
    “I was a hurdleball champ in the City Two league on Orcus. I’ll be right behind you.” 
 
    She squeezed his hand. “Promise.” 
 
    “Absolutely.” He kissed her cheek and grabbed her around the waist. He lifted her out of the water into Revco’s arms. Revco hauled her into the duct. 
 
    “Crawl ahead and scout,” Revco said. 
 
    She had to clamber over Revco to get past him. The trickle of water in the duct had grown to a steady stream. She paused. “You won’t leave Qeb?” 
 
    “No. We’ll be right behind you.” 
 
    “Both of you?” 
 
    “You’re wasting time.” 
 
    Saverna crawled ahead. The duct dipped down, and water flooded it half way. “Don’t go lower,” she begged. The transport lurched. She fell on her face. Her numbed limbs made it a struggle to get back onto her hands and knees. 
 
    The transport careened, pitching the wrong way. A wall of water rushed at her, filling her mouth and nose. It swept her back. She slammed into Revco. They landed in the observation deck. Qeb caught her by the collar. She surfaced, sputtering and coughing. 
 
    Revco emerged a moment later, gasping, and yelling. “We’re going to freeze before we drown.” 
 
    Teeth chattering, Saverna splashed him. “That’s not comforting.” 
 
    Frost coated Qeb’s hair and eyebrows. Revco’s too. It wouldn’t be long until she could touch the ceiling, which used to be the floor. She snatched a passing table for the three of them to hang onto. It couldn’t support their weight entirely. They still had to tread water. 
 
    “Moving will keep us alive,” Qeb said. “Keep us warm.” 
 
    Saverna glanced at the nearing ceiling. She kissed Qeb full on the lips. “One more thing to keep us warm.” She wouldn’t die without ever being kissed. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    Hook examined the data provided by Vulture. The transport was filling with water. The gravity was whacked out enough that the ship was upside down. 
 
    “Life signs,” he demanded. 
 
    Vulture cleared its throat. Any other time, Hook would have laughed. An AI didn’t have a throat. “Two hundred forty-nine, forty-eight.” 
 
    Hook raised a gloved hand. “Enough.” 
 
    “Nine hundred and twelve people boarded that transport,” Chaquita spoke as quiet as a hush. Her lips mumbled something silently. “Can you pinpoint Saverna’s biosign?” 
 
    Nikili started toward the transport. “We need an entry point.” Out of her kit, she took a plasma cutter and started it up. 
 
    Vulture moved a light to highlight an area near the top. “Beam marks the spot. Sending in over platforms and bots to assist.” 
 
    Nikili vaulted onto the first platform and zoomed it up. Her plasma cutter touched the hull before the bots. Lucy and Chaquita joined her. 
 
    “What about draining the water?” Hook remained on the floor, shrugging at the weight of the rescue kits biting into his shoulders. 
 
    “Do you want to save it or eject it?” Vulture asked. 
 
    “It’s pure water ice, right?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain Raeder.” 
 
    “It’d be a shame to waste it.” 
 
    “Do you have a tank big enough?” Nikili’s amber eyes narrowed. “Saverna doesn’t have the time. Eject the water and collect it later.” 
 
    “I agree.” Chaquita hated giving up any opportunity for profit. 
 
    Hook arched a brow at her. “Bold statement from you, darling.” 
 
    “Necessary. Get your ass up here and help us.” 
 
    “I could divert the water into a new hold and set it to freeze,” Vulture said. 
 
    “We need the resources for the rescue. Eject and tag it for later retrieval.” Hook boarded a hover platform and joined the ladies. 
 
    Water poured out from the cuts. Pressure from the flooding deck pushed, knocking out the hull, sending it crashing to the floor. The bots set up a drainage system. Hook peered inside. A few folks tread water, screaming. Globs of green the size of tennis balls gathered around their bodies. Clouds of crimson surrounded them. 
 
    “Huckamucka and a bucket of farts.” Hook’s mouth dropped open. 
 
    “What are those?” Nikili scooped one up. The ball was all mouth and teeth. It latched onto her finger. A bot zapped it and it dropped to the ground with a splat. 
 
    “Analyzing,” Vulture said. 
 
    “Put E51 on it, too.” Nikili dove into the pool. Lucy followed on her heels. Chaquita trod to the edge. Hook held her back 
 
    “Hand the folks out,” he yelled at Nikili. She could never wait on Hook; could never explain anything. 
 
    She and Lucy pushed the passengers to Hook and Chaquita. Hook and Chaquita lifted them out onto platforms. Bots zapped away the moss balls. They had eaten clothes before starting on flesh. 
 
    He searched every face; none belonged to Saverna. Nikili’s frustration sounded over the comm. link. 
 
    “I’m going to find her,” she said, and dove down into the transport. 
 
    Lucy followed. 
 
    E51 monitored her every movement, and projected it onto the holographic chart on the other side of the hole in the transport’s hull. Lucy swam back periodically with another sodden passenger. None of them were Saverna. The patients quit coming. Nikili remained silent. 
 
    “Is her mic on?” Hook asked. “E51?” 
 
    “Affirmative.” 
 
    “Kili? What’s going on?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    The water inside the transport was a teal blue, growing whiter by the minute as crystals of ice formed at an increasing rate. They attracted each other, forming icy chunks. 
 
    Nikili batted them away, scanning the information E51 scrolled over her faceplate. The transport’s AI had been corroded by the water and had shorted out. It couldn’t assist. 
 
    She clicked off the channel Hook blabbered on, and retreated to a private frequency used on every rescue by herself, Lucy, and E51. 
 
    “How did the ice become so much water? And why is it refreezing again so rapidly? Is the antifreeze missing in the ship’s nanites like on the Harene?” she asked E51. 
 
    “Analyzing, ORS Echols.” 
 
    Space did weird things to ordinary materials, but the effects on water and ice had been documented for centuries. No phenomena such as what happened on the hauler and what was occurring on the transport had ever been witnessed. 
 
    The rush of water created competing tides, preventing Nikili from where she wished to go. The ORS suit kept her dry and warm, but it made movement awkward and slow. Aggravatingly slow. She tried to punch a wall. The water ruined her effort. 
 
    “We need to move faster.” 
 
    “Our jet packs won’t work under water,” Lucy said. “We need flippers.” 
 
    “How about bots?” Nikili suggested. 
 
    Two appeared and both she and Lucy latched onto them. The bots propelled them through the corridor. 
 
    “Where is Saverna’s quarters, E51?” Nikili cursed every second ticking by. 
 
    “Top floor, which is now the lowest level.” 
 
    “She’s not stupid enough to have stayed in her room.” Nikili studied the schematic of the transport appearing on her faceplate. “Does anywhere still have air beside this deck?” 
 
    “Observation deck.” 
 
    “Have the bots tow us there.” She kicked to help the machine along. “She’s there. I know she is.” 
 
    “I agree,” Lucy said. “She’s smarter than you.” She paused at an open door. A dead body bobbed, the woman’s shirt snagged on a closet hook. Red pooled around her in a garish fog. A green ball was latched onto her knee. “Are they eating the people?” 
 
    Nikili shuttered. “Don’t think about it. Keep going.” 
 
    “We’ll think about it lots when they start eating us.” 
 
    “You don’t taste good.” 
 
    “Wet noodles to you, Echols.” She wrinkled her exotic nose. “It’s you who needs seasoning.” 
 
    “You know what, Lucy?” 
 
    “Is it Christmas?” 
 
    “The green reminds me of holly.” 
 
    “You know the weirdest customs.” Lucy batted away a green ball headed straight for her. “This,” she gestured at her body, “is a no ball zone.” 
 
    “Ditto.” 
 
    The bots ferried them to the observation deck. The doors were locked, sealed off due to the earlier hull breach. The death of the AI had kept them sealed. 
 
    “Too bad balls don’t eat doors,” Nikili said. She pounded on the door. “Hold on, Saverna. Mama’s coming.” She took out her plasma torch. “Where’s the optimum spot, E51?” 
 
    “Your bot is shining a light on it. It’s not the last hole you have to cut. The life signs inside don’t have spacesuits.” 
 
    “They’ll need an exit. Understood.” 
 
    “Their bio signs are distressed.” 
 
    “I’m cutting as fast as I can.” She set the plasma torch on high. 
 
    The bots powered on their cutters. Lucy set to work as well. 
 
    “We’ll be in time.” Lucy’s brow furrowed as deeply as Nikili’s. 
 
    Moss balls gathered around them, their teeth gnashing at gloves and boots. 
 
    “E51, send more bots to play guard dog.” Nikili elbowed a pesky moss ball. “Or fetch. Whatever works.” 
 
    “Space balls takes on new meaning,” Lucy said. 
 
    “I can’t laugh until Saverna is safe.” 
 
    A bot arrived with a loader. It vacuumed up the creatures, clearing the area. 
 
    “Sucking balls.” Lucy grinned and kicked at the section of wall they’d been cutting. 
 
    Nikili rushed inside. Tables and chairs floated above. Some of them had people on them. The people didn’t move. A few moss balls nibbled at their legs. Three people clung to a table, treading water, kicking at mossy beasts. 
 
    Nikili started swimming. The spacesuit weighted her down. She grunted. Her bot caught up and zoomed her to the survivors. In order to be heard, she had to return her comm. link to all channels. Hook hadn’t yet shut up. She broke the surface where a head’s-width pocket of air remained. 
 
    The three folks clinging to the table teared up at the sight of Nikili: a lieutenant, a young man, and Saverna. 
 
    Nikili hugged her daughter. “Oh, sweetie. Oh, it’s so good to see you.” 
 
    “Mom?” Saverna cried. Her arms squeezed Nikili so tight, Nikili’s shoulders went numb. 
 
    She didn’t care. It’d been too long since Saverna was this happy to see her. 
 
    “Get us out, Mom.” 
 
    Nikili spotted the injuries: head, leg, and abdomen. She noted the rapid, shallow breathing. E51 reported Saverna’s pulse as erratic. Frost coated Saverna’s hair and eyelashes. Her complexion was an unhealthy shade of blue. 
 
    “I’ve got to get you out of here, sweetie. E51, send me more bots.” 
 
    “Sending all available,” E51 said. 
 
    Saverna didn’t let go. “Get me out. Oh, please get me out.” She sniffed. 
 
    Three more bots arrived. Nikili pried Saverna off her neck and placed her hands on a bot. 
 
    Saverna snatched at Nikili’s sleeve. “We have to get the others out first. They’re hurt worse than me, and… and those things are eating them.” 
 
    Nikili ordered E51 to triage the injured. The results scrolled across her faceplate. “Somebody gave some very fine first aid and went to a lot of trouble to save as many people as possible.” 
 
    “Saverna,” said the young man with a swollen eye. He clutched onto a bot with only one arm. The other had a cut as nasty as any Nikili had ever seen. “She’s been amazing.” 
 
    A well of warmth coddled Nikili’s heat despite the glacial water. Saverna had hadn’t forsaken everything that was Nikili. “You honor me better than I deserve, sweetie.” 
 
    “Don’t leave me, Mom.” 
 
    “Never again. Pinky swear with a wet noodle.” She held out her sopping glove. She couldn’t separate the pinky. 
 
    Saverna clutched onto it. “I’m holding you to it.” She sent her bot to a woman regaining consciousness in a chair. “I’ll wait on the next bot.” 
 
    “There are no more,” E51 said. 
 
    “Climb onto my back, Sprite,” Lucy said. “Your mom is going to check on your patients, and we’re going to knock a hole in the ceiling of this boat.” 
 
    Saverna’s teeth quit chattering. “You want me to help?” 
 
    “We need every set of hands,” Nikili said. “Especially if we’re out of bots.” 
 
    “What can I do?” the lieutenant asked. 
 
    Nikili tossed him a tether. “Hang onto the end this.” She unholstered her striker and gave him that, too. “To keep the balls away.” 
 
    “Those balls suck.” He switched on the striker and shot at one aiming for his gut. 
 
    “They chew and swallow, not suck,” Nikili said. “Either way, we don’t want the balls around.” 
 
    “No. What do I do with the rope?” 
 
    “After I take care of a patient, I’ll fasten them to the line. You reel them in, keep them close. Got it? What’s your name?” 
 
    “Revco.” He nodded. “And shoot the mossy balls.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What about me?” the young man with the injured arm said, licking his cracking lips. “I’m Qeb.” 
 
    Lucy gave him her striker. “Protect Saverna and me from the moss balls.” 
 
    He grabbed onto the weapon and commanded his bot to make a circle around Saverna and Lucy. 
 
    “I hear words,” Hook said over the comm. channel, “but they don’t come together as a plan to me.” 
 
    “Lucy and Saverna are creating a new exit. They don’t have spacesuits,” Nikili replied. “Sending you coordinates.” 
 
    “I’ll start cutting on this side.” He let go of a breath. “You’re going to be all right, Saverna.” His boot kicked four times on the hull. Four was his lucky number. 
 
    Nikili shook her head. He couldn’t let go of the superstitions. No supernatural force was going to save the people on the transport and the people around Saturn, only level-headed action. 
 
    Saverna knocked four times back. “I know, Pop.” She caught Nikili’s frown. “All hands. You said. That includes what we can’t quantify.” She struggled with using the plasma cutter correctly, but didn’t give up. 
 
    Nikili ordered her bot to take her to the man E51 had marked as most critical. From her med kit, she extracted a medpack. A gel stuck it to the man’s neck; purple from bad circulation and frigid water. A network of filaments snaked out and burrowed under the man’s skin, boosting his temperature, stabilizing his pulse, administering medications. Nikili added a bone mending module to the pack, secured the man to the tether, and signaled Revco to pull. She moved onto the next patient. 
 
    “We’re through,” Lucy yelled. 
 
    A ripple sloshed through the water, which was a half inch lower than when they arrived. 
 
    “The pumps are having an effect. One boon in our favor,” Nikili said. 
 
    “Was that something about luck?” Hook asked. 
 
    “If it takes luck to win, so be it.” Nikili wasn’t going to argue. Whether it was fate or science wasn’t worth a debate. Whatever force assisted in rescuing her daughter, Nikili welcomed. 
 
    “I can take over, Revco,” Lucy said to the lieutenant. She nodded at Nikili. “We need to get him and Saverna out of this freezing water.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    “Qeb, too,” Saverna said. 
 
    “Qeb, too,” Nikili said. 
 
    Lucy took the striker from Qeb and tossed it to Nikili, then she lifted him into Hook’s waiting arms. She did the same for Saverna and Revco. “The rest need more assistance.” 
 
    Hook lowered a hover gurney. Lucy secured an injured man. Hook towed him up. Chaquita hovered at the hole, shooting a photon pistol at the moss balls. It didn’t keep them away for long. More moss balls gathered around Lucy, Nikili, and the injured. They chewed at ears and fingers. Lucy and Chaquita scared them away. 
 
    The bot hauled Nikili to the next patient. There was one more after this one. A mass of green balls attacked her, ripping a hole in her suit. Filling with water, she became heavier. The bot struggled to keep her afloat. The water leaking into her suit stabbed with its unforgiving cold. The suit compensated by jabbing her with a dose of adrenaline. Icy water lapped at her chin. 
 
    Lucy rushed to her aid and shoved Nikili toward the makeshift exit. “Get out.” 
 
    “There are two more patients who need me.” 
 
    “It’s too dangerous.” Lucy summoned the bots that had aided Qeb and Revco to push the remaining injured to the hole. 
 
    “We shouldn’t move them. It’s too risky—” 
 
    “First off, they’ve already been moved.” Lucy removed a tool from her emergency kit. She attached it to Nikili’s suit. It formed a handle. “Second off, they’ve been moved more than once.” She latched onto the handle on Nikili’s suit and dragged Nikili toward the hole. “Third off, too much caution will see us dead.” 
 
    More green than blue surrounded them. The balls grew so thick, the bots could no longer move forward. Crimson clouds appeared around her and Lucy. The bots sputtered and sank. 
 
    Nikili couldn’t stay afloat. She flailed. Lucy had two hands on the handle she had attached to Nikili’s suit. Nikili dragged her under. 
 
    “Cut me loose!” 
 
    “Hell, no!” Lucy battled the water and the balls. 
 
    Two new bots appeared with strikers attached. They used those and their plasma torches to clear a path. Tethers splashed into the water. 
 
    “Grab hold,” Hook yelled. 
 
    “The patients,” Nikili said. 
 
    “You first. No arguments.” 
 
    “Listen to him, Mom.” 
 
    “Yeah, listen. But you won’t. So I’ll do it for you.” Lucy fastened one of the lines to the handle she had hooked onto Nikili’s suit. “She’s on,” she shouted to Hook. 
 
    The rope jerked Nikili through the water. Balls jumped onto her faceplate, smothering her. The world became green moss with teeth. Too many damned teeth. 
 
    She found it hard to breathe. She landed on her back with a thud, gasping. Bit by bit, the green disappeared. Saverna and her new friend, Qeb, picked off the balls and stomped on them one by one. 
 
    “You should be in blankets and in med pods,” Nikili said. 
 
    “You’re welcome, Mom.” Saverna’s mouth pulled to one side. “Get up and help us with Lucy and the last two patients.” 
 
    “Bossy.” 
 
    “She gets it from you,” Hook said. 
 
    Nikili shrugged away a smile. She removed her helmet, gloves, and boots. Water poured onto the floor. Her numbed fingers and limbs fumbled with peeling the spacesuit off. She crawled to the two patients extracted after her. She and Chaquita worked together to clear the injured of moss balls. Saverna and the boy assisted the other patient. Hook helped Lucy. 
 
    Nikili attached medpacks to both patients and swabbed at the thousands of wounds inflicted by the alien moss. A blanket draped around her shoulders. She glanced up. Hook attached a medpack to her neck. 
 
    “You always forget yourself.” He brushed wet strands of hair away from her face. 
 
    “It’s always been your job.” 
 
    She sent the last patient off with the bots to the infirmary. She boarded a hover platform and her gaze locked with Hook’s. His gray eyes were as clear and full of life as the day they met. Once more, she stood in the quad at Farpoint University, laughing. Hook danced and sang until she joined him. She checked for the locket. It still hung from her neck. She smiled. 
 
    Hook didn’t smile back. “The Spaceberg is hurtling toward Saturn.” 
 
    Her lips switched to frowning. “Follow it,” she said. “People will need us.” She drew the blanket tighter around her. 
 
    “We can’t catch up.” 
 
    “E51, how do we stop the Spaceberg?” She ordered the hover platform out of the bay. 
 
    Hook grabbed her hand. “ORS can handle it without you. Our family is safe. Let’s go home.” 
 
    She almost laughed. “Do you know me at all?” Pulling free, she sailed to the ground. Lucy met her, and they hurried to flight control. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    Dry clothes didn’t stop her from shivering, yet Saverna set down the bucket of moss balls she planned to examine and gave her extra blanket to Qeb. His complexion remained blue. She checked his medpack, making sure everything was hooked up correctly. 
 
    Her mother strode in with Lucy on her heels. Instead of checking the badly wounded first, Nikili came straight to Saverna and smothered her in a hug. Nikili’s arms felt as wonderful as sun streaming through a window. Saverna sank into the embrace. It’d been too long since she’d had her mother’s undivided attention. 
 
    “Saverna, thank the Sol you’re in one piece.” 
 
    “You saved us, Mom.” 
 
    “Not enough of you.” Nikili choked on half of her words. If a mission wasn’t a total victory, she always took it so hard. “But I’ve got you. Nothing matters more than you.” 
 
    Saverna peered into her mother’s face, which was so serious. “Why didn’t you come see me off?” 
 
    “I was on my way, but your transport undocked.” She rubbed at the back of her neck. “I was too slow. Sorry.” She squeezed Saverna tighter. “Is that a bucket of space balls at your feet?” 
 
    “Oh, balls, yes. I’m going to examine them.” She let go of her mother. “I’m going to find a way to make them work for us and save the moons of Saturn.” 
 
    “No slacker balls here.” Nikili’s chuckle came off as despair. “I want to save the moons of Saturn, too. It’s not a lost cause until—” 
 
    ‘Until it is.” 
 
    “You’re amazing and as determined as I am, but things look grim for Saturn.” 
 
    “It doesn’t deter me. A chance is a chance.” 
 
    “Your tenacity will help you get into a first-rate university in the Inner Sol.” 
 
    “You’re not angry?” Saverna winced. She knew her mother wanted her to go to an Outling school. 
 
    “I’ll support whatever dreams you chase. I can transfer to any ORS in the system, including an Innling world.” 
 
    Astounded didn’t cover what Saverna felt. “You’d follow me?” 
 
    “I’ve missed too much, and I want to be close to you again.” 
 
    After wishing for some of Nikili’s attention for the past two years, Saverna didn’t know how to react: elation or anger? “I don’t need looking after.” 
 
    “I won’t crowd you. I’ll just be there if you want me.” Shrugging, she checked Qeb’s vitals. “Let me know what you make of those moss balls.” 
 
    “They ate everything and anything.” Saverna lugged the bucket over to a microscope in an adjoining alcove. 
 
    Nikili helped Qeb lie down. “Did they come from the ice?” She moved to Revco, checking his pulse. “The CIT Lucy and I rescued earlier, the captain was terrified of something. Could it have been the moss?” 
 
    “Well, yeah. The balls are nasty.” Saverna peered through the eyepiece and fussed with the focusing controls. “No one wants to get eaten.” She signaled Vulture to run a complete bio scan. “They’re filled with the same antifreeze that’s in ship nanites.” 
 
    Nikili left the patients to Lucy and joined Saverna at the microscope. “It was missing from Castillo’s hauler, too.” Her nose twitched. 
 
    “Tell me about your mission, Mom.” 
 
    Her cheeks were as blue as Qeb’s, but Nikili recounted rescuing Captain Castillo in grave detail and with animated hand gestures. It’d been two years since Saverna had seen her mother so lively. It stirred an ache for raucous evenings of games. Her parents competed fiercely to win. So did Saverna. The laughter of bygone days rang in her ears, and the taste of overcooked popcorn with too much butter haunted her tongue. She adjusted her mother’s medpack and steered her to a stool. 
 
    “The crates weren’t frozen?” Saverna asked. 
 
    “There were flowers in them made from organic plastic.” Nikili sprang onto her feet. “Each had a moss ball snuggled up with it.” 
 
    “Snuggled?” 
 
    “Yeah, they weren’t doing anything.” 
 
    “Dormant?” Saverna summoned Vulture. “Is there a spare bot? Retrieve a crate from Captain Castillo’s hauler.” 
 
    Glancing at her medpack, Nikili made one adjustment. Her ORS uniform had dried. Her damp hair hung limply down her back. “An Innling university will be fortunate to get you, and if you want it, go to Rhea. Just don’t forget the Outlings. They could use a brilliant mind like yours.” 
 
    Saverna stood a little taller. “I don’t think it’s about Innling and Outling. We’re one people. We need to work together.” 
 
    “On that note, Lucy and I are off to work with ORS and the AIs. If there’s a chance beside balls for Saturn, I’m going to find it.” 
 
    “May the stars align, Mom.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes, but said nothing. 
 
    Saverna returned to the microscope. There wasn’t much to the moss creatures. They were mostly mouths. The fuel they gained from eating went into reproduction. They reproduced much like lower organisms, splitting into another ball. The antifreeze kept them alive and they absorbed the xylomannan through the leaves of their mossy skin. They had no eyes, no ears, but each filament of moss was sensitive to motion and vibration. 
 
    The bot arrived with a crate from the hauler. Saverna pried open the lid and removed one flower and one moss ball. She had the bot secure the rest of the crate. She didn’t need the things waking up on her. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    Lucy put an arm around Nikili. “You’re exhausted. You could use some rest,” she said. 
 
    Nikili tickled Lucy’s cheek. “You look no better, but this isn’t done, and it’s the opposite of Christmas.” 
 
    “We’re two people against an evil as big as Jupiter. It’s way ahead of us, we can’t catch up, there’s little we can do.” 
 
    “I’m not ready to give up.” Nikili couldn’t stop a shiver from wracking down her spine. “Maybe we have to give up one moon. Let’s not write them all off. Which will Spaceberg hit first?” 
 
    “It’s on a direct collision with Titan.” 
 
    Nikili ducked into flight control, Lucy on her heels. They joined Hook and Chaquita around the command chair, examining the reports on the gel glass monitor. 
 
    “Is Titan being evacuated?” Nikili asked. 
 
    “Yes. Casualties should be low. It’s mostly occupied by fuel extraction workers. No full-time residents.” Hook traced the projected trajectory. “After the collision with Titan, Spaceberg will veer into Rhea and Enceladus.” 
 
    “Both heavily populated.” Nikili read through the data for the fifth time. “Spaceberg has an atmosphere?” 
 
    Lucy studied the lines to which Nikili pointed. “Huckamucka. Oxygen.” 
 
    “Oxygen and natural gas don’t mix.” 
 
    “Explosive.” The red tattoo of a water molecule stood out more than usual on Chaquita’s forehead, yet she wasn’t the monster Nikili wanted her to be. 
 
    “It can’t be allowed to happen. E51,” Nikili commanded, “connect us with ORS dispatch.” 
 
    “Connected.”  
 
    “Dispatch, what is the plan for dealing with Spaceberg?” 
 
    “Saving Saturn is a waste of resources.” 
 
    Nikili couldn’t accept such a dismal conclusion. “There has to be something. How’s the evacuation of Titan coming?” 
 
    “The extraction stations are being emptied, but there aren’t enough transports for everyone.” 
 
    “Send more ships to Saturn.” 
 
    “There’s only so much time where any extra help will make a difference.” The dispatcher’s tone grew harsher. “There’s no applying for extensions.” 
 
    “The same is true for every ORS mission. This is no different.” 
 
    “It’s hugely different.” 
 
    “You’ll never find a solution with a poor attitude.” Nikili slapped the back of the command chair. “You see this tragedy as different. It’s no different.” 
 
    “ORS Echols, it’s a billionfold different.” 
 
    “It’s people in trouble. It’s the same.” 
 
    “I agree with Kili,” Hook said, settling a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “Of course.” Chaquita nestled into his other side. “We’ll think of something.” 
 
    Nikili moved Hook’s hand to Chaquita’s shoulder. “Let’s stay on target.” 
 
    “The answer,” Lucy said, “is to blow it up before Spaceberg reaches Saturn. Blowing stuff up is always the answer.” 
 
    Nikili gave her cheek a kiss. “She’s right.” 
 
    “Not in this instance,” Dispatch said. “Instead of one massive problem, we create thousands of huge problems. It’s easier to deal with one than thousands.” 
 
    “If we melt the ice, we shrink the problem.” Nikili snapped her fingers and paced around flight control. 
 
    “A mini sun.” Hook grinned. “We create a new mini sun and toss it at Spaceberg.” 
 
    “It took thirty years to manufacture one mini sun.” Dispatch huffed. 
 
    “Instead of a full sun,” Lucy said, “well-placed reactions of what created the suns could diffuse Spaceberg enough.” 
 
    “Let’s use what we already have,” Hook said. “What about maneuvering Z’ha’dum to take out Spaceberg?” 
 
    “It won’t reach Saturn in time,” Dispatch said. 
 
    Nikili frowned. “There’s Titan itself. It and Spaceberg are an explosive mix.” 
 
    “Sacrifice an entire moon?” 
 
    “You already gave up on Saturn and all of its moons.” 
 
    “I didn’t expect you to.” 
 
    Soft footfalls padded into flight control. “If I can figure out how to command the balls, they could eat Spaceberg,” Saverna said. “I know getting onto Spaceberg is a problem. But maybe a smaller one?” 
 
    “You’re saying it’s possible to give Titan a chance?” Nikili arched her brows. 
 
    “Probably not, but we can save the rest of Saturn’s colonies.” 
 
    “How do we get on Spaceberg? It’s ahead of us and moving faster than our top speed.” Hook tugged at his chin. 
 
    “I know a way.” Nikili swept a hand through her dark hair and inserted a smart tie. It pulled her hair into the bun she wore on every mission. 
 
    “Your ritual for good fortune,” Hook said. 
 
    Hook and his omens. As much as Nikili missed him, she wanted nothing to do with his Clan of Europa. “It’s not a ritual. It’s to get my hair out of my face while I work.” 
 
    “You do it before every mission.” 
 
    “And I pinch her ass,” Lucy said. “We’re wasting time.” 
 
    “We’ll believe in our separate ways. As usual.” Hook frowned. “So what’s your idea for getting to Spaceberg?” 
 
    “Slingshot around Z’ha’dum is how.” Nikili waved Saverna forward. Saverna’s gray eyes brightened. “What’s your idea?” 
 
    “What I told you earlier. Get the aliens to work for us. The balls eat then they sweat.” 
 
    “Sweaty moss balls?” Hook wrinkled his nose. 
 
    “When they sweat, they duplicate themselves. Spawn a new moss ball an exact replica of the parent.” 
 
    “How does that help?” Nikili asked. 
 
    “The more balls, the faster they’ll eat Spaceberg.” 
 
    “How do you know they’ll eat it? They’ve lived on it for who knows how long and they haven’t eaten it.” 
 
    “They do seem to ignore ice and water. But that’s because they have other options. They’re dormant on Spaceberg. If we wake them up, they’ll have nothing else to feed on.” 
 
    “Besides each other.” 
 
    “It’s a ball eat ball galaxy,” Lucy said. 
 
    Nikili slapped Lucy’s elbow. “This idea is worth a try.” 
 
    “By slingshotting around Z’ha’dum?” Hook shook his head. 
 
    “Nikili and E51 have done it eight times. Received a commendation every time.” Lucy lifted her chin. 
 
    If only everyone in the Sol were as faithful as Lucy, Nikili may have put the space sick dude with a blow torch incident behind her by now. But here was Saverna with shining eyes to help. Chaquita had put everything aside to assist. Hook would come through when it counted. Nikili had been an idiot. Her hand rested over her locket. 
 
    “Killing us defeats my goal.” Nikili tuned the others out, focusing on the calculations E51 fed Vulture. “My goal is to save everybody.” Her finger expanded an equation and she toyed with it. “However, it’s impossible to reach Titan in time to prevent its demise.” Hating to give up on it, she inhaled deeply. 
 
    Saverna leaned into Nikili’s side, pointing at the next set of equations. “There. If we meet Spaceberg there, we should have enough time to save Saturn’s other moons, Mom.” 
 
    Nikili squeezed Saverna’s shoulder. “Yeah, big picture.” Rhea and Enceladus were heavily populated. Then there were the worlds beyond Saturn. Earth was directly in Spaceberg’s path. “Never thought I’d save Earth,” she whispered. 
 
    “What?” Lucy asked. 
 
    “Nothing.” Nikili ran a hand over the back of her neck. “Vulture, will you assist with what you know about the salvager? I’ve only done the slingshot maneuver with a Huey.” 
 
    “I’ll do whatever needs doing, ORS Echols. Reporting to E51,” Vulture answered. 
 
    “Calculations take in the extra mass and bulk of the salvager,” E51 said. “Including its cargo. I now have Vulture’s idiosyncrasies. Recalculating.” 
 
    Nikili flicked at icons representing commands. “Everybody buckle up,” she said. She glanced over her shoulder at Saverna. “Ready?” 
 
    She took the seat behind Nikili and strapped in, checking the fastenings. “As soon as I can return to the lab, let me know. I’ve a lot of work to do.” 
 
    Lucy and Hook jostled over who took the seat beside Nikili. 
 
    “Ashida and I have a near-perfect track record,” Nikili said to Hook. “The signs point to not shaking things up.” 
 
    He blew out a breath and settled between Saverna and Chaquita. Nikili didn’t care for him sitting there either. What did she want? A better relationship with her daughter. A more honest relationship with Hook. For her husband and daughter to be happy. For herself to find peace. Was there such a thing? 
 
    Lucy placed a hand on her wrist. “Hit go, love.” 
 
    Lucy was right. Now wasn’t the time for family drama. There was disaster to be met and lives to save. “I’d be lost without you.” Nikili squeezed Lucy’s fingers and commanded Vulture to accelerate. The salvager streaked toward Z’ha’dum. Speed continued to increase, pinning Nikili to the back of her chair, causing her heart to struggle and lungs to scream. 
 
    Vulture compensated internal gravity. The hammering in Nikili’s chest let up and she could inhale without pain. The view panels on Vulture went opaque, blocking out the intensity of Z’ha’dum. Much smaller than the sun at the center of the solar system, it still had a blinding glare. The temperature inside the salvager rose by a few degrees. The salvager jerked, Z’ha’dum flinging it faster through the Sol. They were no longer under complete control of Vulture or Nikili’s skill. 
 
    She swiped at a bead of perspiration gathering at her temple. The view panels shifted to translucent. The black roared past. The sun shone brighter. Saturn loomed ahead. Its stately rings regally stretched into the black, shining like gold. Titan, in front of it, glowed in orange. Space stations and spacecraft glinted among the rings and moons, shining beacons in the lonesome expanse of space. 
 
    Nikili had only been to Saturn once before. If not for Spaceberg, she would have slowed down to enjoy the splendor of the Inner Sol. There were so many worlds; so much more to see than black. Nothing as big as Saturn graced the Outer Sol. She wouldn’t mind joining Saverna here. If it survived Spaceberg. 
 
    She tapped the icon signaling ORS dispatch. “Order as many Hueys as you’ve got to gather up the remains of Titan in their photon nets. I’m sending you the coordinates as to where they’re to meet me.” 
 
    “Roger.” Dispatch remained silent for longer than usual. “Godspeed, E51. The Sol is in your hands.” 
 
    “We’ll be okay. I have to go. If I don’t concentrate, we won’t make it onto Spaceberg alive.” 
 
    “Talk to you soon?” Dispatch had never sounded so unsure. 
 
    “Definitely.” Nikili signed off. She gulped. Pieces of ice soared at the salvager, pointing like spears, glinting like steel. She ducked the ship one way and veered the other, avoiding collisions. 
 
    She soared past Spaceberg, its long plane barely glimmering in the sun. Most of it was covered in layers of dust and tholins. Or were the dark spots moss balls? 
 
    Vulture swerved, headed to where Spaceberg was projected to be after it met up with Titan. The salvager slowed, waiting. The moment was nigh. 
 
    Spaceberg’s shadow dimmed the orange haze of Titan. The shadow grew darker. Ice blocked the shadow; the length of it stretching far into the rings of Saturn. The tip pierced Titan’s thick layer of clouds. The moon shuddered. 
 
    Nikili silenced communications. She didn’t want to hear the death throes of a world. She didn’t want to hear the cries of residents panicking on the nearby worlds. She could only help once Spaceberg had its way with Titan. It was too dangerous to land on the ice before the collision. 
 
    Titan spun out of its orbit, crashing into a tanker. An explosion lit up its north pole. The moon crashed through the rings of Saturn, disrupting their perfect circles, and sank into the golden gases of Saturn. Saturn quaked. 
 
    Spaceberg flew on. Flames engulfed its leading edge. It burned brightly, but not long enough. The lack of oxygen in space snuffed it out. 
 
    “Goodness gracious,” Saverna said. 
 
    Nikili gulped. “Great balls of fire.” She checked the readings taken by the AIs. “The fire didn’t help as much as we’d like.” She steered the salvager toward the dangerous hulk. 
 
    Saverna leaned over her shoulder. “It did some. Something isn’t nothing.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    With the help of E51, Nikili picked out the perfect landing spot near the back end. The salvager slowed until it gently set down on Spaceberg’s deadly surface. The ice creaked and moaned. Fissures and crevices fractured its plains. The leading tip had a range of mountains as sharp as spears, now charred from its encounter with Titan. A hush descended over flight control. Nikili stared out at a foe that had no conscience; one that had killed a moon while sustaining barely a scratch. 
 
    Above hovered a tanker. Another joined it. 
 
    Nikili hit the comm. channel. “Hello.” 
 
    “We’re here to assist,” they said. “More are on the way. All with full tanks from Titan.” 
 
    “Stay in orbit. Await my command.” 
 
    “Aye, ORS Echols.” 
 
    She smiled over her shoulder. “You can return to your lab,” she told Saverna. “It’s your show from here.” 
 
    “I won’t let you down, Mom.” Saverna hightailed it into the corridor, her footfalls retreating rapidly to the lab inside the infirmary. A hatch hissed open and clicked shut. 
 
    Nikili hit the release securing her to Vulture’s command system and stood. Hook prevented her from taking a step. 
 
    “Is she ready for this?” he asked. 
 
    “She knows more about the moss balls than anyone else.” 
 
    “I don’t want my daughter to be known as a ball expert.” 
 
    “Me either.” Nikili put an arm around him, steering him toward the lab. “We’ll call them mossies from now on.” 
 
    “Mossies has a better ring to it.” 
 
    Chaquita snuggled into his other side; Lucy latched onto Nikili. They couldn’t fit through the doorway as a foursome. Nikili let go and dropped back with Lucy. 
 
    “Today is about letting go.” She hugged Lucy more tightly. “Letting go and moving on.” 
 
    “No, it’s about coming together and moving on. The three of them make us stronger.” She sped up to catch Hook and Chaquita. They entered the infirmary. 
 
    Saverna paced excitedly in front of Qeb and Revco. An isolation tank with a chunk of ice sat on a medical table. “The aliens wake up when they’re infused with an increased supply of xylomannan; the type of antifreeze in our spaceship hulls.” She picked up the tank and let it clatter onto the table. “This box is constructed from nanites. The same kind comprising our ships. The impact will rouse the creatures, and they’ll sense the xylomannan. Their leaves will absorb the antifreeze, and they’ll become active.” 
 
    It took less than four minutes. The moss balls broke free of the ice and began chomping on the isolation tank. Hook grabbed Saverna by the collar, pulling her away. She batted his hand away. 
 
    “Dad, I’m okay. The plastic flowers soothe them.” 
 
    Three purple plastic pots with pink polka dots filled with clumps of plastic daisies surrounded the isolation tank. 
 
    “It’s my job to protect you.” He lunged for her. 
 
    She ducked out of his reach. “I don’t need protecting. Look, I get it. I fell apart when Mom checked out on us. But I’m not so fragile.” She shook a finger at Nikili. “You’re still in trouble with me. Don’t kid yourself.” She gulped down a breath. “But I’ve learned to stand on my own and be okay with being strong. Thanks to Chaquita. She helped me. A lot.” 
 
    Chaquita bowed. “Glad to have been of service.” 
 
    It rankled to know Chaquita had a big part in producing the independent young woman about to save the Sol. Yet Nikili didn’t want anything less for her daughter. She leaned over and hugged Chaquita. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I’d be happy to give you the same help.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Nikili let go and pulled herself together. “Let’s talk about it later.” 
 
    “I’d like that.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    “What could go wrong?” Hook frowned. 
 
    Saverna elbowed him. “Our family is larger than the three of us. It’s a good thing.” She switched on the plastic flowers. Music blared up and the flowers whirled in a strange dance. 
 
      
 
    Daisy, Daisy, 
 
    Give me your answer do! 
 
    I’m half crazy, 
 
    All for the love of you! 
 
      
 
    The moss balls quieted. They became still. An icon flashed on the gel glass monitor at the head of the table. 
 
    “They’re dormant again,” Saverna said. 
 
    “For how long?” Hook inched closer to the tank. 
 
    Saverna switched off the flowers. The balls of moss became coated in ice. “Until they’re bumped and detect xylomannan.” She banged the box on the table once more. The aliens stirred and began chomping on the tank. She powered on the singing flowers and subdued them. 
 
    “How do we bang Spaceberg hard enough?” Hook asked. 
 
    “Titan took care of the initial knock. It won’t take as much to revive the balls.” 
 
    “Did Titan have xylomannan?” Nikili asked. 
 
    “Some from our extraction equipment. We’ll need some to keep the balls active. We can sacrifice the hauler to the cause, can’t we?” 
 
    “First, we’re calling them mossies, not balls.” Hook blanched. “I’ll owe the captain the full price of the hauler.” 
 
    “I’d use the transport, but it’s out of commission. Too much damage. Death or money, Dad.” 
 
    He held up a hand. “Okay. No contest.” 
 
    “We also need to turn Vulture, E51, and the hauler into boom boxes. A quaint term for portable music in the 1990s, the same era in which the flowers were manufactured.” Saverna straightened her sweater. “Use a heavy bass tone to wake them up, and the song to put them back to sleep.” 
 
    “Is it the song or the dancing flowers that appeals so much to the mossies?” 
 
    “Unsure and no time to test for certainty.” 
 
    “If we set up a perimeter of flowers,” Chaquita said, “they have motion sensors, so we can keep Vulture safe.” 
 
    “I’ll get to work with the bots unloading the crates.” Hook bumped Saverna’s shoulder. “You’re an impressive young woman. A spitfire like your mother.” 
 
    “The rest of us, including Qeb and Revco, will suit up and join you at the hatch,” Saverna said. “We’ll split up in teams to set out the flowers at strategic points.” 
 
    “Strategic?” He halted in the doorway. 
 
    “To herd the mossies.” 
 
    “Who’s going to pilot the hauler?” 
 
    Nikili raised her hand. Saverna shook her head. 
 
    “I am,” Vulture replied. “Harene, the hauler’s AI, agreed to a date.” 
 
    Hook rolled his eyes. “Whatever. See the rest of you at the hatch.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    In a tiny equipment room built for two, Nikili and Lucy shimmied into spare spacesuits on board Vulture. The others suited up in Hook’s quarters and the infirmary. 
 
    “What do you think we’ll find out there?” Lucy asked. 
 
    Nikili whirled and smacked her elbow on the wall. Wincing, she swore under her breath. “Daughter of a wind fart.” She sucked in a sharp breath. “Nothing we want to find.” 
 
    Lucy grabbed Nikili’s arm and gave her elbow a kiss. “I think that’s an omen of good luck.” 
 
    “Not you too.” 
 
    “Don’t scoff. If the forces of the Sol want to help us, we should let them.” 
 
    “There are no mysterious forces. Everything can be explained by science.” 
 
    “Not everything is logical.” Her noise crinkled. “You, for instance. You are extremely not logical.” She brushed past Nikili into the corridor and waited by the hatch. “Cut Hook some slack.” 
 
    “I can as long as I don’t cut a noodle.” 
 
    “Please don’t. I don’t want this mission jinxed.” 
 
    “We have no jinx, Lucy. Today really made me realize it. Space sick dude was one incident between a lot of successes.” 
 
    “Huckamucka. It’s about time.” 
 
    “I care for Hook deeply, but Chaquita is good for him and Saverna. She belongs with us.” 
 
    “Us?” 
 
    “You, me, Saverna, and Hook.” 
 
    Leaning against the wall beside the hatch, Lucy’s smile waned. “Me too?” 
 
    “Of course. Transfer to Rhea with me.” 
 
    “Finally, you ask. I go wherever you go, love.” 
 
    Her boots secure, Nikili screwed on her gloves. “More family is better, right?” 
 
    “The answer to more support is always yes.” 
 
    “I’ve come to think so.” Nikili fastened her helmet and joined Lucy at the hatch. Saverna arrived with Qeb and Revco on her heels. 
 
    “Chaquita is already outside with Dad.” 
 
    “Time to do some gardening.” Nikili ushered everyone into the airlock. She sequenced depressurization and led the way onto Spaceberg. They gathered around loaders with crates of plastic flowers. Chaquita and Hook had accomplished a lot very quickly.  
 
    Saverna’s voice piped over the comm. channel. “I want to create the optimum sensation of sound and movement. “Set the flower pots down fourteen inches apart.” 
 
    Nikili brought up commands on her faceplate and set the distance. It blinked at the ready in the upper left-hand corner. “Where do we begin?” 
 
    “The hauler is the center point,” Saverna said. Vulture rumbled and the hauler lifted off, skating low over the ice. It parked a quarter mile away. “We’re dividing up. Dad, you stay here and establish a perimeter around Vulture then keep an eye on things. Mom, you have the quadrant north of the hauler. Lucy, west. Revco and I take east. Chaquita and Qeb, south.” 
 
    Nikili saluted and marched to the north side of the hauler. She stared at a world of ice comprised of gray, red, blue and white. Crevices cleaved it into islands. Saturn loomed much too close, its ruined rings still glorious. She wouldn’t mind gazing at them every day. 
 
    She set to work, planting purple pots of plastic daisies. Technology in the spacesuit kept her feet firmly on the ice, compensating for Spaceberg’s erratic spin. Hook had everyone check in every ten minutes. 
 
    Nikili stuck the last daisy pot into the ice and switched on its motion sensors. She started back to Vulture. Flowers danced at her feet as she trod past. Saturn and the sun whirled overhead to the rhythm of Spaceberg; not at all in sync with the daisy song. Qeb, Hook, and Chaquita waited at the hatch. 
 
    “More tankers arrived,” Hook said. “And fifty Hueys with chunks of Titan.” 
 
    “How much bang?” Nikili asked. “Is it enough?” 
 
    “Vulture and E51 are working together to determine the optimal spots.” 
 
    “So, yes or no?” 
 
    He reached for her gloved hand. “A strong most likely. Rhea is being evacuated. The likelihood of severe damage is high.” 
 
    “Space balls and wind farts.” She gripped his glove, staring at his fingers, remembering the way they once comforted her. Why’d she give them up? Why’d she give him up? She met his steely gaze and cleared her throat. “I’m really sorry about everything. I was a real shit.” 
 
    “You were, and I’m sorry I couldn’t figure out how to bring you back.” 
 
    “No one could. It took a Spaceberg. I’m a major idiot.” 
 
    “Now is all that matters.” His luscious lips quirked into a rakish smile, one that never failed to weaken Nikili’s knees. 
 
    “I like Chaquita. She’s good for you and Saverna.” 
 
    “She’s not you.” 
 
    “I want to have this talk. I really do. We need to have it. Just not now. We’ve work to do.” She let go of his hand. “Get inside and coordinate the incoming ships.” 
 
    “I’m holding you to your promise.” He trudged up the ramp and inside Vulture. 
 
    Nikili surveyed the surface of the Spaceberg for the last three members of their team. “Saverna? Lucy? Revco?” 
 
    “One more flower and I’m on my way,” Lucy responded. 
 
    A figure raced over the ice, waving its arms. Nikili squinted. “Saverna?” 
 
    Revco panted. “Help. She needs help.” He stopped and jumped up and down, continuing to wave his arms. 
 
    A grunt came from Saverna’s channel. “Mom?” Strain broke her plea into fragments. 
 
    Nikili used her jetpack to travel in the direction of the signal. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I fell.” 
 
    “I’m on my way.” 
 
    “Me too,” Lucy responded. “E51 sent me her coordinates.” 
 
    “I’m still suited up,” Hook said. 
 
    “Hook, continue with Vulture,” Nikili answered. “That’s imperative. Revco, join the others on Vulture.” She took a moment to take two deep breaths. “Saverna, Lucy and I are coming. Did you fall into a crevice or are you still on the surface?” The jetpack had her gliding over the plains of Spaceberg at a good clip. It didn’t take long to reach the coordinates E51 blinked on her faceplate. She scanned the ice for her daughter. 
 
    “I fell in a hole. I’m stuck.” 
 
    “Nothing to worry about. Lucy and I will get you out. Are you hurt?” 
 
    “My leg.” Her words quivered. 
 
    “You’re going to be fine.” Nikili spotted the hole and crouched at the edge of it. The light on her helmet illuminated the top of Saverna’s helmet. “I see you.” 
 
    Lucy arrived a moment later. “She’s wedged down there, huh?” She switched to the private comm. channel she shared with Nikili and E51. 
 
    Nikili added Saverna to their private channel. “Yeah.” She was about to ask E51 to send their gear when two bots arrived. “Thank you, E51.” 
 
    The Spaceberg shook. Nikili gripped onto the ice. 
 
    Saverna shouted, “Help!” 
 
    “Rhea is merely saying hello. Nothing to get excited about.” Nikili snatched her equipment off a bot and unraveled a line. She secured one end to the bot and grimaced at Lucy. “I’m going after her.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure you both come out.” Lucy attached the other bot to the first. “I love you more than anyone else, Nikili Echols.” 
 
    “You’re my lodestar, Lucy.” Nikili leapt into the hole. The line attached to the bot kept her from falling too rapidly. 
 
    Green globs lined the sides of the chamber. “Balls,” Nikili said. “Do you have a spare daisy on you?” she asked Lucy. 
 
    “I’m holding my crate, Mom.” 
 
    “Turn one on.” 
 
    The hole narrowed to the width of a person and a half. There wasn’t enough space to get beside Saverna. 
 
    “I can’t without dropping the crate, and I fear if I let go of the crate, I’ll plummet to where you can’t get me.” 
 
    “I heard that,” Lucy said. “E51 is sending another bot with daisies.” 
 
    If there wasn’t so much to be worried about, Nikili would find that sentence funny. Out of the kit strapped to her waist, she removed a handle like the one Lucy had used to keep Nikili from drowning on the transport. She secured it to the neckline of Saverna’s spacesuit. 
 
    A mossy landed on Nikili’s arm. Then another. If they punctured her and Saverna’s spacesuits, they’d both lose the fight with Spaceberg in a hurry. 
 
    “ETA, Lucy.” Nikili’s hand moved to rub the back of her neck, but the space gear was in the way. 
 
    “Coming down,” Lucy said. “Fear not.” 
 
    A bot lowered beside Nikili, plastic daisies whirling on top of it. She couldn’t hear the song, but the mossies did. Their little mouths stopped in mid-chomp. 
 
    Nikili cut her mic. “Huckamucka. Thank you spirits of the Sol.” She switched it back on and gripped the handle she had attached to Saverna’s suit. She yanked. Saverna budged a half inch and wedged tight. “I’ve got you. Let go of the crate.” 
 
    “Mom?” 
 
    “I’m strong. I’ll get us through this. Let go.” 
 
    “Okay.” She inhaled sharply. 
 
    More of her weight tugged on Nikili’s arm. 
 
    “Good,” Nikili said. “Everything is okay.” She pulled on her daughter until they were face to face. The bot reeled out slack at Nikili’s signal, and she wrapped it around Saverna. 
 
    Saverna’s clear gray eyes blinked, as innocent as the day she was born. “I feel so stupid. I’ve wasted so many minutes. Many will die because I fell.” 
 
    “Oh, baby. Don’t think like that. Don’t take after me.” She felt the knot in her forehead tighten. “You’re saving people, doing so much good, doing something no one else can.” 
 
    “You couldn’t get past the people you lost.” 
 
    “Not everything is preventable. Not everything your dad says is ridiculous. Forces are at play in the Sol at times. This is one of those times. The people I couldn’t save was one of those times.” 
 
    “Forces of the Sol? Are you space sick, Mom?” 
 
    “Spaceberg makes me realize some things are beyond me no matter what I do. I have to let those go and concentrate on where I can make a difference. You too.” She gave Saverna a gentle shake. “You’re making a huge difference to Rhea and Enceladus and the worlds beyond on threat alert.” 
 
    “Let’s hope the forces are on our side.” 
 
    “Our forces are aligned. We’ll be okay.” Nikili tugged on the line. “Haul us up, Lucy.” Her arms squeezed Saverna tight. Spaceberg could break into a billion pieces and she’d not let go. Of Saverna, she’d never let go. 
 
    “We’re about to herd space balls, Mom, and set them on fire.” Her soft laugh filled Nikili’s ears. A huge hiccup interrupted her giggles. A moment later, vomit covered her faceplate. She gasped and clawed at the latches of her helmet. 
 
    Nikili held her arms. “Saverna, calm down. You have to calm down. You have to trust me.” 
 
    Saverna retched again. She wiggled and fought to get free. 
 
    “You can’t take off your helmet. You can’t.” Nikili twisted, trying to reach a medpack. She couldn’t without dropping Saverna. “E51, notify Lucy of our status.” 
 
    Nikili broke the surface and reached for Lucy. Lucy pulled her onto solid ground and slapped a medpack into her hand. Nikili attached it to her daughter and engaged the jets on her suit. 
 
    Lucy waved at her to go. “Get her back on Vulture. I’ll finish up here.” 
 
    “Don’t dawdle.” Nikili zoomed over the ice with her daughter in her arms. Saverna fought. Anyone would. Throwing up with a spacesuit on was nasty. Nikili adjusted the medpack, dosing Saverna with a mild sedative. She quit fighting so hard. Reaching the ramp of Vulture, Nikili didn’t turn off the jetpack. She propelled into the infirmary. 
 
    She pried off Saverna’s helmet and set her on a bunk. “You need to stay calm.” 
 
    “I’m covered in puke.” 
 
    “Better than balls.” 
 
    Saverna almost laughed. 
 
    A bot arrived with a washcloth and basin of water. Two more assisted Nikili out of her spacesuit. She then helped Saverna, being mindful of the injured leg. 
 
    The ship rocked, a reminder the ice world on which their ship was parked was about to crash into a world full of people. “How long, E51?” 
 
    “Two hours to the point of no return.” 
 
    “Where’s ORS Ashida?” 
 
    “Two hundred yards from the hatch.” 
 
    “What’s her ETA?” 
 
    “She quit moving.” 
 
    “Huckamucka with balls.” Nikili had Saverna lie down. “Hook, our daughter needs your help. Something is wrong with Lucy.” 
 
    “I still have my suit on. I’ll get her,” Chaquita said. “Hook needs to command the incoming ships. You need to stay with Saverna.” 
 
    “Don’t screw it up.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    Chaquita ran out onto the ice. She engaged her jetpack and flew onto her face. Nikili had made it look so easy. Huffing, she pushed herself onto her knees and lumbered onto her feet. The sky became ice blotched with cities of green, Rhea blocking out the sky. A moment later, the stars were back. Spaceberg spun at a sickening rate. 
 
    Chaquita signaled the salvager’s AI. “Help me compensate for gravity.” 
 
    “Controls adjusted,” Vulture said. “Say one seven zero one when you’re ready.” 
 
    “One seven zero one.” 
 
    The jets engaged and moved her over the ice faster than she could run. Up ahead lay a crumpled figure, a mound of green covering her. 
 
    Chaquita landed beside her. “Lucy?” 
 
    Her groan sounded over the comm. system. “I applied a medpack. We need a flower or two.” 
 
    Spaceberg shook and didn’t stop. 
 
    Chaquita couldn’t swallow. “What if they punctured your suit and if we move them it unplugs the holes?” 
 
    A dry chuckle came from Lucy. “Are you suggesting leaving me out here under a mound of balls?” 
 
    “No.” She rifled through the emergency kit and found a handle. She reached through the mound of green and latched it to Lucy’s spacesuit. The green balls traveled up Chaquita’s arm. “Why don’t you have a daisy with you?” 
 
    “I planted them all. Why don’t you have one?” 
 
    “Shut up.” She gripped the handle as tight as she could. Mossies leapt onto her shoulders and chomped their way onto her faceplate, their teeth gnashing. The aliens were nothing but teeth. Chaquita clamped her lips so she wouldn’t scream. “I can’t see. Vulture, get us on board. Do I have to say one seven zero one again?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    The jets on her back turned on and her body was lurched off the ground. She kept a firm hold of Lucy. 
 
    “Have a few daisies at the hatch, Vulture,” Chaquita said. Lucy weighed more than Chaquita had anticipated. She put her other hand on the handle. 
 
    “Flowers for balls coming up,” said Vulture. 
 
    “Don’t switch the flowers on until you seal the hatch.” 
 
    “Do you know the difference between a lady and a flower?” 
 
    “Don’t get fresh. Didn’t Hook command you to behave?” The jets shut off and Chaquita thumped to the floor. Lucy landed on top of her. “Vulture, what’s our status?” 
 
    “Daisies are singing, balls are dormant. There’s a daisy in the airlock with you.” 
 
    “Is the hatch shut?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She brushed moss off herself and Lucy. She removed her helmet. Strains of Daisy made her sigh. “How could something so silly and stupid make me feel so safe and happy?” 
 
    Lucy pried off her helmet and gulped down air. She plucked balls from inside her suit. “Thank you, Chaquita. It takes balls to fight balls.” 
 
    “And daisies.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
    A tray of instruments lay on the bunk beside Saverna. Nikili brushed her fingers over her daughter’s face. Her flesh felt cool. “Let me put you out to fix your leg.” 
 
    “If I’m unconscious, I can’t help you. You need me.” Beads of perspiration dotted her paling cheeks. “Every minute costs lives, Mom. Get me good enough and let’s get the job done.” 
 
    “If we weren’t on a Spaceberg, I’d argue more.” Nikili perched on a stool and pulled on a pair of sterile gloves. “I can block the pain. Just don’t watch when I set your leg. I don’t want you to get sick again.” 
 
    “It’s okay. My helmet is off.” 
 
    From the tray of instruments, Nikili grabbed the sheers and cut off Saverna’s pant leg. Grabbing the spray bottle of disinfectant and some swabs, she cleaned the wound and Saverna’s skin. A box of pins opened when Nikili nudged it with a fingertip.  
 
    “Squeeze my shoulder and scream if you need to.” Nikili flashed her most reassuring smile. “I don’t think you’ll need to.” 
 
    The knot in the middle of Saverna’s forehead loosened. “You’ve done this before, right?” 
 
    “Thousands of times. I’m an expert.” She slid the first needle into the flesh between Saverna’s thumb and index finger. “You needn’t worry.” The next pin went into the center of the ankle joint at the top of the foot. 
 
    “You keep saying it.” 
 
    “Because it’s true.” She mopped the sweat from Saverna’s brow. 
 
    “You promise not to drug me up?” 
 
    “I already did, but I promise again.” Needles sank into Saverna’s skin between the second and the third toes and the Achilles tendon. “One more.” She placed the last pin at the outer aspect of the ankle joint in the depression just below the prominent bone. “Better, right?” 
 
    A little color returned to Saverna’s cheeks. She drew in a long inhale and let it out. “Yes.” 
 
    A bot arrived with a small cup of juice. Nikili sniffed it. “Apple. Your favorite.” She squirted the contents of two vials into it and handed it to Saverna. “Drink.” 
 
    She pursed her lips and wrinkled her nose. “What is it? You’re not breaking your promise, are you?” 
 
    Nikili tested Saverna’s leg by pinching the flesh on her calf. Saverna didn’t flinch. “It helps coagulate blood and heal bone. Nothing more.” A lot of progress had been made today healing old wrongs, but the cuts ran deeper than Nikili realized. “You’re right to doubt me. I promised I’d be around after I left home, and I wasn’t. I didn’t make any effort. I will from now on, and I won’t break anymore promises. Not to you.” She held Saverna’s gaze, meaning every syllable. 
 
    Saverna drank the medicine. “Time’s wasting. Rhea and Enceladus need us.” 
 
    Without being commanded, Vulture projected an image of Saverna’s bone. Nikili firmly gripped Saverna’s leg above and below the break. Experience told her the image was slightly off. She followed her gut and yanked her daughter’s leg, settling the bone back into place. 
 
    Saverna’s complexion shifted toward green. Gagging, she clamped a hand over her mouth. 
 
    Nikili stuck her with an injection. “For the nausea.” From the box of pins, she removed a control switch. “When you feel pain, hit the button. It’ll send a charge through the acupuncture needles, amping up their numbing effect. It’s not a license to go running around, though, Saverna.” 
 
    She took the control, tucking it into her shirt pocket. “I understand.” Sitting up, she prepared to swing off the cot. 
 
    Nikili stopped her. “Not yet. You need a cast.” She sprayed one on. It took two minutes to set. She sprayed on another coat to be sure. 
 
    Chaquita entered the infirmary, dragging Lucy. “She’s okay.” They plopped down on the empty bunk beside Saverna’s 
 
    Nikili lifted a brow. “And you?” 
 
    Chaquita blew her hair out of her face. “I confess, a little freaked.” She let go of Lucy. “But I’m okay.” 
 
    She helped Nikili peel off Lucy’s spacesuit. Innumerable cuts dotted Lucy’s skin and her cheeks had a chalky pallor. 
 
    “Mossies?” Nikili asked. “You were setting out flowers. How did this happen?” 
 
    “Where are my kisses?” 
 
    Lucy’s nose remained unmarred. Nikili gave it a peck. 
 
    “Stupidly,” Lucy said, “I planted every flower. On the way back to Vulture, I was ambushed by a pack of balls.” 
 
    “The mossies were working together?” Nikili swabbed at Lucy’s cuts. 
 
    “It seemed so. They’re really riled up.” She swatted Nikili’s hand away. “I’m going to live. Please don’t tell dispatch I was taken out by balls.” 
 
    “Absolutely not.” 
 
    Nikili checked Lucy’s vitals and the drugs administered by the medpack. Everything had been done perfectly. “You did this yourself while under attack?” 
 
    “Some of it. Chaquita applied the finishing touches. She has a lot of guts. She’d make a great ORS responder.” 
 
    Nikili glanced at Hook’s next wife. “You’re always welcome on ORS 51.” 
 
    “I don’t know. The ritual of zapping my ass with a striker isn’t something I care for much.” 
 
    “What about pinching?” Lucy chuckled 
 
    “I’m leaving you old biddies here,” Saverna said. “I’ve work to do.” She limped out of the infirmary. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
    Spaceberg quaked. The stars whirled faster and faster. Bile rose in Nikili’s throat “Opaque the view panels,” she ordered Vulture. 
 
    “I’m doing my best to compensate gravity as well, Nikili.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Her hand ran over Lucy, examining injuries and limbs, recalling every adrenaline-filled moment they had spent together. “How could you do something so stupid? You can’t be running around out there without the protection of a daisy.” 
 
    “Did you hear what you just said?” Lucy chuckled. 
 
    Nikili bit her tongue to keep from smiling. “It sounds completely insane.” 
 
    “Not if you’re on this ship.” Chaquita fiddled with her fingers, her hands folded in front of her. “I enjoy hanging with you ladies. Do you forgive me about Hook and Saverna, Nikili?” 
 
    Earlier today, Nikili would have throttled Chaquita, and sent her spinning out of an airlock. “Yes. The Sol is complicated and large. There’s no reason we can’t get along.” She tugged Lucy onto her feet. “There are still moons and colonies to save, my dear. Up and let’s get at it.” She hooked an arm around Lucy, supporting part of her weight. Chaquita took the other side. 
 
    The three of them hobbled to flight control where Hook and Saverna were speaking with the captains of the arriving Hueys and tankers. Qeb and Revco sat silently in the shadows. 
 
    “How are we rolling, Saverna?” Nikili set Lucy down and joined her daughter at the gel glass monitor. 
 
    “Qeb,” Saverna pointed at the young man with the swollen black eye, “figured out how to transfer the natural gas from the tankers into ORS torpedoes.” 
 
    “Excellent.” 
 
    “Only, we have to test it.” She chewed on her lips 
 
    “I’m going to do it.” Hook lifted his chin. 
 
    Nikili waved Qeb over. “Tell me what you thought up.” 
 
    He met her at the command console. “The tankers are designed for refueling. We can dock several Hueys to a tanker. The Hueys remove their fuel tanks and replace them with torpedoes.” Vulture displayed diagrams as Qeb spoke. He pointed at areas and tools needed as he went through the process step by step. It wasn’t very complicated. Any ORS responder could handle the modifications. 
 
    “Very clever. How long will it take to arm the Hueys?” 
 
    “Depends on the skill level of the tech changing out fuel tanks for torpedoes.” 
 
    ORS responders were quick and highly trained. “So a few minutes? An hour?” 
 
    “To remove the tank, about seven minutes. To install a torpedo, nine minutes tops. Each torpedo after will go quicker.” 
 
    “How does this fit in with the mossies?” Nikili asked Saverna. 
 
    “I need to see how they react to the explosions. Then I can decide.” She held the remote control for her acupuncture needles and pressed the button. She gritted her teeth, but remained silent. 
 
    Nikili caressed Saverna’s shoulder. “Then you need the best out there for the test.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “No offense to you, Hook.” Nikili’s gaze didn’t stray from her daughter. “You have fine skills, but this is a task for me.” 
 
    “I’ll suit up.” Lucy struggled to rise from her seat. 
 
    “You’re sitting this one out.” Nikili strode toward the exit, dragging Qeb with her. “If something goes wrong, Qeb’s the guy to make rapid corrections.” 
 
    “He can do it from here.” Lucy snatched at Nikili. 
 
    “Speed is of the essence, and I’ll feel better knowing the best ORS responder in the Sol is by my daughter’s side.” Countless times Nikili had needed Lucy’s level-headed suggestions during a mission. She wanted Saverna to have the same expertise at her disposal. “If a new tactic is necessary, there’s no better person to reason it out with than you.” 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    Nikili leaned in and whispered, “Keep an eye on her leg.” 
 
    Lucy kissed Nikili. “Come back to me.” 
 
    “We’ll be together soon.” She led Qeb off flight control and to the bay containing E51. “Have you ever been on a Huey before?” 
 
    “I’ve helped repair a few.” 
 
    “A mechanic, huh? Are you scouting universities around Saturn?” 
 
    “No.” He told her about his parents and his lackluster performance in school. 
 
    He wasn’t the only Outling without hope Nikili had met. He was too young to give up. “What’s been your favorite vessel class to work on?” she asked. 
 
    When he spoke about ships, the tension fled from his features. He smiled, the color in his cheeks improved, and there was an elegance to the way he moved. Nikili kept him talking and guided him onto the Huey. 
 
    “Let me introduce you to E51. Say hi,” she said to the Huey. 
 
    “Hello. How may I assist?” E51 responded. 
 
    “Show Qeb where our tools are, and how to access the torpedoes and the fuel tank. He’ll be my co-responder this mission.” At the ladder, Nikili pointed down. 
 
    Qeb slid to the bottom. E51 lit up a path for him. Nikili rushed to flight control. 
 
    Sliding into the command chair on the E51 felt like home. Every muscle in Nikili’s body sighed. She connected with Vulture. “Which tanker have you paired me with?” 
 
    “Sending coordinates. The captain is rolling out the welcome mat for you,” Hook said. 
 
    “Open the bay. I’m ready.” 
 
    There was no point in delaying. Every minute cost lives. The shield around E51 shattered into colors. They dissipated and Vulture unfastened its clamps. 
 
    “Cleared for launch,” E51 said. 
 
    Nikili piloted the Huey to the tanker waiting for her. Qeb made quick work of filling torpedoes with natural gas. The fuse inside the torpedoes would supply the spark when the missiles met up with Spaceberg. 
 
    Her fingers drummed on the arm of her chair. Being in orbit above the monstrous slab of ice didn’t ease Nikili’s worries. If anything, it sent more chills deep into her bones. Spaceberg was a giant with no conscience, no reasoning, no morality. If the mossies had any sense, they had yet to show it. 
 
    “Torpedoes are filled and loaded into tubes,” Qeb reported. 
 
    “Buckle in.” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    Nikili detached the Huey from the tanker and sped toward danger. The slab of ice rotated at a fierce speed. Battling with the forces of Saturn, Spaceberg grew new peaks of ice. The jagged spears jutted up without warning. New crevices cracked the plains. A geyser of water erupted, raining down as snow. 
 
    “Where do you want to test the torpedoes?” Nikili asked Saverna. 
 
    “The location on your monitor now.” A circle winked in orange just past the field of plastic daisies. “I need to see how the mossies react.” 
 
    “Roger. We ready, Qeb?” 
 
    “Yes, ORS Echols.” 
 
    Her finger tapped on the command to fire. A torpedo streaked away from E51 and thudded into the ice, sending up a spray of crystals. Those were chased by fingers of flame leaping and cavorting, celebrating the spontaneity of life. There wasn’t enough oxygen on the atmosphere of Spaceberg for the blaze to burn long. The flames stopped as suddenly as they started, leaving behind icy clones. The mossies gathered around the crater. They leapt upon what remained of the torpedo, devouring it. 
 
    “Daisy, Daisy,” blasted from the hauler. The mossies stopped eating, leaving the torpedo fragments, migrating to the music. 
 
    “Exatly what I was hoping for,” Saverna said. “I can move the mossies where I want and stop them from eating when I want. We’re going to herd every mossy on the berg to the hauler. Sending attack pattern.” 
 
    “Received.” Nikili divided Saverna’s instructions among ORS. “Hueys coordinated.” 
 
    Choreographed in a garish ballet, the Hueys glided between tankers and Spaceberg, dropping their payloads, setting ice on fire, stirring up splotches of green. Mossies gathered at the craters then made a pilgrimage to the music blaring from the hauler. The daisies whirled, putting the mossies to sleep. 
 
    On Nikili’s third pass over Spaceberg, the ice remained ice. “No more mossies are emerging,” she reported to Saverna. 
 
    “Time to weaken the ice on the leading edge. Dad has the best spots picked out.” 
 
    “Sending them to you,” Hook said. 
 
    Rhea filled the sky. A steady stream of spacecraft left its colonies. Vulture needed to follow suit and evacuate Spaceberg. She didn’t want her family to be on the ice when it collided with the moon. 
 
    “Received.” She rubbed the back of her neck. “It’s time you left for a safer port.” 
 
    “Not yet,” Saverna said. “I need to command the mossies in real time.” Their green mass completely covered the trailing end of Spaceberg. 
 
    “What is it you have to do?” 
 
    “I’m stopping the music. The mossies will go on a feeding frenzy. Once the hauler is devoured, they should start on Spaceberg itself. Impacts at the spots Dad marked should shift the weight of Spaceberg—” 
 
    “Changing its trajectory.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Will it be enough to save Rhea?” 
 
    “We can only hope.” 
 
    “And ask the forces of the Sol to be on our side,” Hook added. 
 
    “Hook, listen—” Nikili started. 
 
    “I’ll make sure we leave in a timely fashion,” Lucy said. 
 
    “You’re my force of the Sol.” Nikili let go of a breath. “Qeb, are we fully loaded?” 
 
    “Agreed. Relaying to the fleet.” 
 
    Torpedo after torpedo marred the ice; white broken with patches of char. Fissures appeared. Spaceberg cracked. Icy flames erupted wherever fired stopped. Nikili shot again and again, willing the hole she aimed at to grow bigger. 
 
    The Sol granted her wish. The tip of Spaceberg broke off, veering away from Rhea. The other end shuddered and shifted course, taking out an abandoned space station, but leaving the moon unscathed. Mostly. A shower of ice boulders hit the atmosphere and broke apart into droplets. 
 
    Nikili cheered. The shouts from Vulture filled flight control on E51. Drops of water hit the view panels. Qeb raced up the ladder, yelling, thrusting his fist in the air. The droplets became rivulets, coating the view panels of E51. 
 
    “Huckamucka,” Qeb said. “It’s rain. I’ve never seen rain.” 
 
    “It can’t rain in space.” 
 
    “Yesterday I would have said you can’t save the Sol with organic plastic daisies.” 
 
    “Don’t be a smart ass, Outling. Sit down.” She mussed up his hair. “I hope your father is okay down there.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I don’t know him. I’ll look for a position sweeping up at the harbor.” 
 
    “A waste of your talents. You should consider the apprentice program with ORS. I’ll vouch for you.” 
 
    “I’d like that.” 
 
    “Hope to work with you again, Qeb.” Breaking into orbit, Nikili surveyed the damage left in Spaceberg’s wake. The harbor burned and had been crippled, yet the cities remained green. The rain fell heavier on the surface, pooling into streams and ponds. People gathered. They danced. 
 
    “Meet you on the north end of City Five,” Nikili said to Vulture. 
 
    She parked at the edge of the city. Its environment remained intact; its markets, its citizens. Buildings could be rebuilt. 
 
    Vulture touched down three minutes later. Nikili sprinted outside and hugged her family, all of them: Saverna, Hook, Lucy, and Chaquita. She held her face up to the rain. It soaked her clothes, and shoes, and hair. She added tears of joy, and patted the locket under her uniform. More images needed to be added to it. It was incomplete. 
 
    “Record this,” she commanded E51. She shimmied with Saverna and Qeb, waltzed with Hook, tangoed with Chaquita, and two-stepped with Lucy. The Sol was safe, and she had her family. She knew what mattered and she’d never forget. E51 and her locket wouldn’t let her. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
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 Attack of the Killer Bees 
 
    by Chris J. Pike 
 
    Jim Jones and the unlikely heroes on the Barnburner must stop The Hive before it turns Earth into its latest honey-producing world. 
 
    Captain Jim Jones and the team of the Barnburner pilot a tug ship that deals with space battle wreckage. Their systems are outdated, their food replicator is broken, and they are always late. Simply put, no one cares about them because hardly anyone knows they exist; even their own boss thinks they’ve been decommissioned. 
 
    But when Jones is accidentally handed information intended for someone else, he learns of a reckoning. An alien bee invasion is coming, except no one will believe him. In the midst of a planet-wide victory party, it’ll be up to him and his crew to get the job done. 
 
    It’s time for the Barnburner and its less-than-intrepid heroes to become…errr… heroes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

  Chapter One: Kale, Shmale 
 
    The kale was flying that day. 
 
    Captain Jim Jones of the Barnburner ducked as a flying sphere of kale went flying toward him. The torpedo-like, gritty substances continued to shoot out of the food replicator at an alarming rate. “Shut it down, Mort! Shut it down!” Jones shouted at the ship’s internal AI. 
 
    She sighed. “I can’t. It won’t listen to me.” 
 
    “Have you tried?” Jones picked up a metal tray and held it up as a shield and wielded a butter knife as he made his way across the kitchen. Kale formed into the shape of hotdogs bounced off the shield and spilled on the floor. The galley was a dangerous place when having to deal with a rogue appliance. 
 
    “No. It’s not my job, Jim. I’m the ship’s AI. Not a repair man.” 
 
    It figured. “Stephen! Do something!” 
 
    His second cousin twice removed fiddled with the knobs and buttons on the food replicator’s side panel. “I’m not sure, but I think your warranty’s run out.” In his red shirt, he was dressed for success. 
 
    “Everything’s warranty has run out on this ship,” Jones said as the toaster went manic and started dispensing burnt pieces of toast. Now all they needed was for the soda machine to go fizzy and they’d have the makings of a grand party. 
 
    As Jones approached the food replicator, the voice of his pilot, Macy, piped through the speakers. 
 
    “Coming out of hyperspace. If anyone down there would like to join the battle against the giant space bees, now would be the time.” 
 
    Jones threw down his metal tray. “Stephen, let’s move. We’re going to need you on weapons.” He stepped over a giant pile of kale and his cousin followed close behind. 
 
    “You think we got here in time?” 
 
    Jones wore a roguish grin. “Of course.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
    On the bridge, Jones sat in his captain’s chair behind his pilot, Macy. The best in the fleet, she wore a shiny blue catsuit for no apparent reason other to show off her gloriously round boobies. Oh, how Jones fantasized about burying his face in them. 
 
    “This is it. Moment of truth, gentleman and lady.” 
 
    Mort interrupted. “That’s ladies.” 
 
    Right. Jones forgot that Morticia was a girl AI half the time.  
 
    “Stephen, on my mark. Macy, find the Champion I and stay close. We want to make sure nothing gets in Captain Spectacular’s way.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain!” Macy sat up straight. “Three… Two…” 
 
    Jones leaned forward on his elbow and held his cheek in his hand. “Steady…steady!” 
 
    “One!” Macy screamed and braced her hands on the edge of her console as they broke out of hyperspace.  
 
    Jones expected to see a fierce battle. Ships duking it out with each other and small, one-man fighters spinning in a vortex between asteroids and wreckage. But instead, the area around the planet was cluttered with debris. 
 
    Something, a very big something, had been blown apart. Wreckage was all that was left amidst beads of frozen space honey aimlessly adrift. Jones would’ve been worried, except the Champion I and the rest of Earth’s fleet were orbiting a nearby world. They appeared battle-worn, but otherwise seemed fine; there wasn’t even anyone for the Barnburner to rescue or any ships to salvage—and that meant only one thing. 
 
    “We missed it,” Macy said with a haunting sadness and sat back in her chair. “We missed the whole thing.” 
 
    Late. Again. 
 
    Jones was still trying to think of what to say when the communications system beeped. He hit a switch on the arm of his chair. “This is Captain Jones of Tug 1, the Barnburner.” 
 
    “Liason for Captain Spectacular, here. The Hive has been defeated! Great work out there, Captain Jones!” The communication switched off before Jones was able to say anything. Able to protest. 
 
    “They didn’t even realize we weren’t here.” Macy gestured to the viewing screen at the battle wreckage. “How can they not realize we weren’t here? It looks like someone dumped a giant bin of LEGO bricks out there!” She slumped in her seat and crossed her arms. 
 
    “What matters is…we won.” Jones didn’t really believe those words, and his voice sounded as pitiful as he felt. He wanted to matter, and more than that, he wanted his efforts to matter to matter. Or maybe his hangover was just making cognitive thinking difficult. 
 
    Nah. 
 
    “They won. We did jack shit!” Macy stood up and kicked her chair. “We’re always late. I don’t understand it. Why can’t we just do something right for a change?”  
 
    “Where are you going?” Jones asked as Macy stormed by.  
 
    “To an unsecure airlock so I can space myself. How can I ever show my face on Earth again?” She sighed and raced from the bridge. 
 
    Jones took the helm as the fleet started to break for the jump to hyperspace. “Mort, I need you to figure out why we’re always late to every battle. We made the jump the same as everyone else, so there’s no reason… Mort? Are you even listening to me?” 
 
    “….” 
 
    Jones sighed. “Goddamn it, Mort. Listen, I’m sorry I yelled at you earlier, all right? I’ll buy you a fresh bottle of oil back on Earth if you’d just please make sure Macy doesn’t space herself.” 
 
    “You really mean that, Jim? A fresh, never-been-opened bottle?” 
 
    Jones cringed. “Yeah…sure. Please just do your job. Diagnose your systems and make sure Macy is all right.” 
 
    Morticia sighed. “All right, Captain. For you, I’ll do it.” 
 
    On-screen, one at a time, the ships made the jump to hyperspace. A communication came in that a huge victory party was being prepared on Earth. There was even going to be a procession of heroes at the space dock leading everyone into the capital. Jones and his crew were invited! Well, that had to lift Macy’s spirits. They were going to return heroes. 
 
    Too bad they didn’t deserve a lick of it. 
 
    When the computer finished making the hyperspace calculations, Jones initiated the system. His head leaned back as they made the jump and his cheeks warbled side-to-side. Now, all he had to do was kill a few hours, and soon they’d return to Earth.  
 
    Heroes. Maybe this time he’d actually get to shake Captain Spectacular’s hand. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two: The Spectacular Spectacle  
 
     “Just once,” Macy said while gazing into Captain Spectacular’s eyes, “just once, I want to be there to help you. When it really matters the most.” She stroked his flat cheek and then pressed herself against his two-dimensional torso for a long hug. “Oh, Captain!” 
 
    When she heard Stephen clear his throat behind her, Macy jumped back from the life sized poster taped up to her wall. “Do you mind?” 
 
    “Having a private moment?” Stephen sported a well-worn smirk. 
 
    “It’s my quarters, such as it is.” She picked up a shoe sitting on her cot and threw it at his head. “I’ll do what I want.” 
 
    Stephen groaned as the heel of Macy’s shoe bounced off his forehead like a rubber band. “That’s going to leave a mark.” 
 
    Macy cringed. “Sorry. I just don’t understand how I ended up on this ship or with the likes of you. Oh, no offense.” 
 
    “Uhh…none taken?” 
 
    “I’m offended,” Morticia said. 
 
    With a sigh, Macy glanced up at the ceiling as if Moritica could be seen all around her. “I know it’s not your fault.” 
 
    Stephen’s lips stuck out. “I’m pretty sure it is her fault.” 
 
    “I just would like to be on time for something, at least once.” Macy sighed. 
 
    Stephen slung his arm around her shoulders. “C’mon, we’ll go down to the mess and you can tell me all about it over a warm, tall glass of kale, okay?” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “You’re not the one who always has to wear the red shirt. My closet is nothing but red shirts, but I haven’t been able to figure out why yet.” 
 
    “You mean…” Macy straightened up taller and her eyes grew wide, “No one’s told you yet?” 
 
    “Told me what?” 
 
    Macy laughed nervously and twisted her fingers together. “Nothing…nothing…” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
    Jones was in the mess tinkering around with the food replicator that made up the rear wall when they entered.  
 
    Macy kept to herself as she grabbed a kale smoothie—rather, a green disaster was what it really was. It had no flavor, not even a bad flavor. She groaned as a piece of gritty kale passed through the straw and onto her tongue. 
 
    “I can’t believe people actually drink these things on purpose,” Macy said. 
 
    But Jones just kept tinkering, bent over a piece of equipment. “What about now, Mort? Anything changed?” 
 
    Morticia sighed. “It says nothing has changed and that we’re better off without it.” 
 
    Macy had no doubt the food replicator hadn’t said any such thing, but at least Morticia had Jones’s attention. Trying a different tactic, Macy jutted out her hip and pulled her catsuit’s zipper down so a bit of cleavage would show. “Sir? Captain? Sorry about earlier when I ran off. It was unprofessional of me.” 
 
    His eyes darted for a second toward her and he smiled. “It’s all right.” 
 
    Macy thought to return it, but a moment later, Jones had his head back inside the machine like he hadn’t even noticed her sultry stance. What was it going to take to get his attention? Sure, once she thought she’d hold out for Captain Spectacular, but let’s face it, as long as she was a member of the crew of a tug ship, that wasn’t happening. 
 
    And the gig wasn’t as bad as she pretended…kale smoothies aside, anyway. 
 
    She sighed and headed over to the only table in the room and plopped down into a seat.  
 
    Seated across from her at the table, Stephen was reading a holo paper while eating a mass of kale shaped like a hotdog. “He didn’t notice, huh?” 
 
    Macy shook her head. “It’s like he’s not a warm-blooded male. I thought all men noticed me. I mean, I’m not wearing this outfit for my health, Stephen!” 
 
    He chuckled. “Maybe if you weren’t wearing those fuzzy socks.” 
 
    Macy grimaced. What the hell was wrong with her fuzzy socks? “Too many polka dots?” 
 
    Stephen shrugged. “It’d never work out between you two, anyway. Then things would be more awkward around here than they already are. Do you really want to have to watch Jones on a bender on your birthday? Or forget it’s Valentine’s Day so we pull into space port and he drops into a discount store to buy you stale chocolate? We’re better off the way things are.” 
 
    Maybe he was right, but Macy’s heart couldn’t let go of the things she really wanted. Ever since she stepped on board the Barnburner, she’d thought the captain was cute. Maybe he wasn’t a cute drunk, but he had other attributes that she found attractive, like a fine ass and a tight little package that was visible in the fitted pants he always wore. 
 
    A girl had needs, and no one was lining up for the job, not even Stephen. She wasn’t the only one who’d wanted to get lucky with Captain Spectacular once upon a time. 
 
    With a sigh, Jones strolled over and threw himself down into a chair. “I’ve done what I can, but it’s hopeless. The communication modular XL-365 is just toasted.” 
 
    “I’d give my right arm for some toast,” Stephen said. 
 
    Macy nodded. “I’d give his right arm, too.” 
 
    Jones smiled and Macy swore his teeth glinted. It made her just a little hotter and she rubbed her ass back and forth in her chair. If Jones noticed, his face didn’t even flicker. “We’ll be on Earth soon enough, Macy.” 
 
    “For the victory party!” Stephen agreed and finally put down his paper. He slammed his fist down on the table. 
 
    Jones cupped his mouth and shouted, “Woohoo!!!” 
 
    Macy suppressed laughter as Morticia sighed. “Can you please keep your celebrations down to a dull roar? Some of us have a headache.” 
 
    “You don’t even have a head,” Stephen said, sounding exasperated. 
 
    Mort groaned. “Don’t remind me!” 
 
    Macy laughed and slid her kale smoothie over to Jones. He picked it up and took a long sip. “We’ll be living it up soon enough—you’ll see, Macy. Gourmet food, fans screaming Captain Spectacular’s name, streamers and balloons falling from the sky. It’s going to be one of the most amazing experiences of your life.” 
 
    She didn’t deny that. “As long as there are finger foods, I’ll be fine. But Captain…are you sure we’re going to get there on time?” 
 
    Jones nodded. “I’d count my life on it. Right, Mort?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain. We’re meandering along right on schedule.” 
 
    It was the most normal thing Mort had said all month. Macy shook her head, unable to accept something so simple might actually be true. “I don’t know, sir.” 
 
    “Listen to your captain, will you? If I say something is going to happen, it’s going to happen! Back to your stations. We have a party to get to!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three: Day Late and a Dollar Short 
 
    Earth 
 
    San Francisco Celebration Point 
 
      
 
    They stood side-by-side on the bay, the floors covered in popped balloons and streamers soiled by thousands of trampling feet. Foam fingers littered the ground everywhere. Mouths open, they gaped at each other. Their arrival hadn’t just been late, they hadn’t just been tardy, but they had missed the entire celebration. 
 
    The food, the parade, the speeches, and the award that Captain Spectacular surely had received. Everything, every little bit of it, they had missed.  
 
    Stephen fell to his knees in front of a trash receptacle and picked up a stray cupcake wrapper. “We missed frosting. Real frosting, Captain!” He crunched the cupcake wrapper up tight in his hand and gave it a sniff. “Buttercream.” 
 
    “I…” Jones gazed at Macy. “I don’t know what happened.” 
 
    “You happened,” she whispered with tears in her eyes. “Mort happened. Together, you’re the most lackluster captain and AI this galaxy has ever known!” 
 
    Jones hurried after her as she made her escape. “I’m sorry, Macy. You think I didn’t want this, too? I wanted it more than you’ll ever know. You’re a fine pilot. A great pilot. And you deserve…you deserve better than the Barnburner.” 
 
    Then why? Then why was she stuck with them, and more importantly, why hadn’t she ever tried to leave? She had to get out of there. She had wasted enough time on empty promises and unfulfilled dreams. “If I’m lucky, I can still catch Captain Spectacular somewhere in town. I’m sure there’s some party somewhere and wherever a party is, that’s where I’ll find him.” 
 
    “Macy!” Jones called after Macy as she ran down the road, but she never stopped. And she didn’t look back.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
    With a sigh, Jones placed his hands on his hips. “Why are the women in my life so temperamental?” 
 
    “She still has a thing for you, you know,” Stephen said as he fell in line and they walked away from their ship.  
 
    “I know,” Jones reflected quietly. “I’ve always known and she’s…everything you could want in a woman, minus the illogical bouts of running out of the room.” 
 
    “Or flinging shoes at your head,” Stephen added. 
 
    Jones nodded. “Sexy, dangerous, smart. Funny. That little thing she does with her nose whenever I make her laugh. That’s a pretty cute thing.” 
 
    “The cutest, sir.” 
 
    “Maybe we’d be perfect for each other, Stephen. Maybe she’d be the ying to my yang or the peanut butter to my jam—” 
 
    “Gross.” 
 
    “But,” Jones sighed, “we can’t ever find out because if we did, if we fell into bed and made sweet perfect love, flinging her fuzzy socks everywhere—” 
 
    “Huh,” Stephen interrupted. “She knew you liked them.” 
 
    “—then she’d never leave. She’d stay with the Barnburner forever and she deserves better than that. So much better.” 
 
    Stephen sighed as they turned the corner. They came upon the strip where all the buildings flashed with brilliant neon lights. “She hasn’t left yet.” 
 
    “No, but she’s getting closer. Soon, she’ll be gone,” Jones could barely bring himself to say the words. They brought a slight tickle to his throat. 
 
    “How can you tell?” 
 
    Jones shrugged as he walked up to the pub. “The look in her eye, Stephen. The look in her eye. She’s losing the sparkle. The shine. Soon, she has to leave us or she’ll never be the same.” 
 
    Stephen stared down at his shoes. “And then what the hell do we do? Neither of us is very good at being productive.” 
 
    Wasn’t that the honest truth? 
 
    “We might have to,” Jones gulped, “work.” 
 
    “I guess you better buy me that drink now,” Stephen said. 
 
    That was an idea. A fine idea.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
    Stephen and Jones sat at the bar and nursed their beers. Stephen talked up a pair of girls who worked the dancing floor. To Jones, they looked more flexible than Gumby. Gorgeous girls too, in tight leather outfits that moved and gave just the right way. If Stephen was a better friend, he’d offer one of them to Jones. 
 
    But he wasn’t, so he didn’t. 
 
    Or maybe it was because he was closer with Macy. He had to be loyal to her even if they both knew a relationship with Jones was the last thing she needed.  
 
    Jones flicked a peanut into his mouth as the guy beside him droned on.  
 
    By all accounts a nice guy, he wore white coveralls and matching baseball cap, and his upper was lip covered in a thick, black mustache. “So,” he blinked with blurry eyes, “we were standing there with the replacement pane of glass that Mr. Wonderful—” 
 
    “Captain Spectacular,” Jones corrected. 
 
    The man nodded. “Right. Anyway, Captain Spectacular shot up Level 56, the shopping district, with all his guns—and pews—and shit. We had just finished repairing it all except for that one window when my partner noticed, over to our left, was a giant bug. A bee! And he was thrusting his giant mother effin’ stinger right for us! I thought we were goners.” 
 
    Jones gulped down his beer. “You won’t shut up until you finish this story, will you?” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” the guy laughed. “Anyway, where was I? Oh, bees. Right, so I knew we were dead. He had his stinger aimed right for us.” He held out his finger like a gun. “Except do you know what happened?” 
 
    He could only guess. “Captain Spectacular showed up?” 
 
    “Bingo, get the man a pie plate! He showed up and shot out the plane of glass right in our hands to get the S.O.B. And now the stupid place still isn’t fixed. Damn plane of glass is on back order right now.”  He picked up his beer and gazed at it before taking a long sip. “I don’t know about you, but that man really ruins my day.” 
 
    He didn’t know the half of it. “Thanks, Fred, for telling me your story.” 
 
    “Carl, geesh, weren’t you paying attention at all?” 
 
    “Of course I was, Frank.” Jones slapped him on the back as he slipped off the barstool. He headed over to where Stephen was talking up the pair of girls.  
 
    The way the girls were slithering against him made Jones think he probably shouldn’t interrupt. Maybe Jones was better off finding something else to do.  
 
    He headed outside and rounded the bend, lighting up a cigarette as he leaned his back against the building. The brick was covered in war propaganda posters: a giant bee with a slash through him titled ‘RAID THIS’, and a Captain Spectacular poster where he stood with his hands on his hips, looking all…wait for it…spectacular. 
 
    Some captains got all the luck, and others? Diddly squat. 
 
    Taking a long drag, he focused his eyes up on the blue sky. Beyond that blue sky, were the stars where Jones really felt comfortable and at home. Too bad space was infested with damn bugs, or at least it had been. 
 
    When he finished his cigarette, Jones snuffed it out against the wall and flicked it onto the ground. It was a good thing the spaceport guys weren’t around, or he would be facing a serious fine for littering. The future was a lot of things, but it wasn’t a friend to litter or to those who liked to smoke. 
 
    Coming out from his hiding place, Jones detected talking. Still partially hidden behind a pair of garbage cans, Jones saw a girl with long, blue hair talking to a large man.  
 
    She kept gazing around to make sure the coast was clear. “It’s happening right now.” 
 
    “Right now? Nothing’s gonna happen right now, it’s a big party in case you haven’t noticed. Besides with Captain Spectacular on this planet…” It was only then it became clear that the large man was wearing a yellow foam finger. In bold print it said ‘Captain Spectacular is #1’. 
 
    “You’re not hearing me,” the girl with the blue hair said, “he’s not going to be a problem anymore. They’re going to take them out!” 
 
    The hair on the back of Jones’s neck stood straight up. Who was going to take out Captain Spectacular? Not these bumbling idiots, that much was for sure. 
 
    Rearing his head back, the large man laughed. “Maggie, you’re good for a laugh, but that’s about it. Whoever’s telling you these stories, it isn’t true. Bugs can’t breach our outer shield, not without a giant armada that we would’ve spotted by now.” 
 
    She grabbed the collar of his jacket and pulled him forward. “And I’m telling you, they’re already here. They’re on the planet and they’re working on the inside, they have help. If we don’t do something…” 
 
    The girl must’ve been high as a kite and there was no good reason to believe a word she said, but Jones couldn’t shake the feeling that something rang true. He stepped out from his hiding place and headed over towards the girl. “Hey, where’d you get that information?” 
 
    The big man just rolled his eyes. “Now look what you’ve done, Maggie. You’ve pulled a bum into one of your web of lies.” 
 
    A bum! Sure, he hadn’t shaved in almost a week, and his clothes were rumpled, and…oh God, he did look like a bum! How come no one told him that before? Other than Morticia, that was. Jones couldn’t trust that AI as far as he could throw her. Considering she didn’t have a body to throw, he approached everything she had to say with a healthy dose of skepticism. 
 
    Her eyes were wide as she approached Jones. “It’s not a lie. It’s the truth—Captain Spectacular is in trouble. And if he’s in trouble, we’re all in trouble. Without him…” she started hyperventilating and held her chest as if she couldn’t breathe. “The Queen Bee will enslave us! We’ll…we’ll be drone food!” 
 
    “Now just calm down,” Jones resisted the urge to smooth her long, blue hair. “I work with Captain Spectacular—” 
 
    Both strangers did a double take and asked with bulging eyes. “You do?” 
 
    Jones ignored their insult. “—and if he’s in trouble, I can get a message to him. I’m Captain of the Barnburner.” 
 
    The girl’s nose scrunched up as she shared a glance of the big guy. “The what?” 
 
    Jones sighed. “It’s a ship. You know, just forget it. It doesn’t matter who I am and my ship’s name isn’t what’s important. What’s important,” he thrusted his hips and stood akimbo, “is we get this information to the captain, and I’ll be the one who does it.” 
 
    The big guy moaned and put his hand to his forehead, but the girl nodded with thanks. “Yeah, I have everything you need back at my apartment. If you’ll just come with me—” The sweet girl’s words caught off as gunshots sounded. She took one right to the side of her head and her body dropped like a rag doll as Jones and the big guy scampered for cover. 
 
    Goddammit, what was going on? If there was any doubt that girl was telling the truth, all of it just faded. Assassinated, right in front of him. Jones needed to survive, get to her apartment, and figure out what the hell was going on. 
 
    “Stay down!” Jones hid behind a dumpster and pulled out his gun, but a quick check showed that his plasma cartridge was out of juice; he must’ve forgotten to recharge the stupid thing.  
 
    Let’s face it, he was a tug ship captain and not some action hero. If he was going to do this, he needed to be smart about it. “Yo, big guy,” he said over the dumpster, “cover me.” 
 
    “With what? I don’t have a blanket.” 
 
    A blanket? Jones rolled his eyes. Here he had hoped that guy was hired help, a hired gun, but it seemed that Jones was on his own. Keeping low, Jones dashed out and grabbed the girl by the by the wrists and dragged her back toward the dumpster. Her mouth twisted open in horror, Jones tried not to look at her face as he opened her jacket and went through her pockets. 
 
    Inside, he found an ID. It said her name was Maggie Quinton and she lived on the east side of San Francisco. That was all the information that Jones needed. He sprinted away from the scene of the crime, intent on getting into her apartment and finding what was necessary to save Captain Spectacular’s life. 
 
    Maggie’s death wasn’t going to be in vain—and finally, maybe just once, Jones would come out a hero. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
    Jones caught the 652 hover bus from the corner of Maple and Main Street and took it to the east side. It was mostly empty, just him and the android driver, so Jones took the opportunity to bring up his comm. He dialed the number for the Earth-based Delta Force and hit the communications operator desk. 
 
    “Delta Force operations,” the dull voice droned. “I could be out partying with everybody else, but instead I drew the short stick, and here I am at my desk, answering your phone calls… which are most likely pointless. How may I help you?” 
 
    “Geez, Marv, could you try sounding a little more lively?” 
 
    “Who the hell is this?” Marv asked. 
 
    “Captain Jones, of the Barnburner. I have an emergency 2657.2 that I need to report.” 
 
    “Captain Jones? The what?” 
 
    Jones sighed. “I command the tug ship, the Barnburner in Captain Spectacular’s fleet.” Jones waited impatiently as Marv typed something on his keyboard. 
 
    “I see here that you were decommissioned, like, six years ago.” 
 
    “We weren’t. That’s when we first got our papers to ship out. Honestly, do you guys have any intention of ever fixing the computer system?” 
 
    “Let me check.” Marv did some more typing. “Nope. No record of that here.” 
 
    Typical. 
 
    “What, exactly, does a tug ship do in Captain Spectacular’s brigade?” 
 
    “It tugs.” Jones sighed. “It pulls giant pieces of destroyed ships out of the way, hauls off valuable bits, clears the battlefield, but that’s not really important. I have a 2655.2 that I need to report. Immediately.” 
 
    “I thought you said it was a 2657.2?”  
 
    Jones’s eyes bugged from his head. “Whatever it is, Captain Spectacular is in danger. I need you guys to send a patrol, a platoon, whatever those mighty Marines call themselves, over to the main party and warn Captain Spectacular. Put him into protective custody or something.” 
 
    Marv laughed. “Funny. Who put you up to this? Captain Spectacular in protective custody? He is the protective custody. Besides, Delta Force isn’t Marines, its special ops. You sure you’re in the Space Force?” 
 
    “Look,” Jones let out a long breath, “a girl was just assassinated. I have it on good authority that the bugs are working with someone planet-side, and they have something big planned. So unless you get off your fat ass, Mar—” 
 
    “Bugs? You mean the ones the Captain Spectacular just got done defeating? Yeah, I’ll get right on that. Listen, Captain James—” 
 
    “Jones,” 
 
    “Right, whatever. I don’t know how much you’ve had to drink, but we’ve all had a nice little laugh, okay? Go back to your cruise ship, or whatever it is, and let the big boys deal with the bugs.” 
 
    The line went dead. Jones was on his own.  
 
    The metal android driving the bus shook his head. “Hey, listen, you think you’re the only one who doesn’t get respect? Try being the android that drives a hover bus. All I hear back at the station is how this battle droid did this, battle droid did that. Even the household service droids make fun of me.” He laid his hand heavily on the horn. “Get out of the way, you douche bag!” 
 
    Jones collapsed into his seat and gripped the metal bar. “Maybe I should put on my seatbelt.” 
 
    “Why does everyone always freaking say that?” the bus droid said in a low, grumbling voice. 
 
    Do they have anger management classes for droids? Jones really hoped they did. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
    Maggie lived in what was once an antique townhouse but was now an old, metal townhouse with moving servitors, sliding doors, and a top-notch security system. Skylights streamed real sunlight down into the cozy living room. As was typical with Earthers these days, it was decorated minimally.  
 
    White sofas, for whatever reason, were the trending fad. There was a metal coffee table, and on the wall, a micro-flat LCD display rotated through photography of kittens. Kittens—nothing much had really changed in that regard in three centuries. Everybody loved a freaking fur-ball kitten. 
 
    Checking the closets didn’t amount to much, just the usual stuff one would expect a blue-haired woman to keep–-lots of shoes, latex dresses, and an arsenal. But she did have a collection of rainbow scarfs that really caught Jones’s attention. 
 
    Maybe Macy would enjoyed this nice blue one? Ah well, Maggie hadn’t been dead that long, and Jones really couldn’t bring himself to steal from the dead, though he did drape one around his neck to see how it would look… 
 
    His examination of the kitchen was even less interesting. The French maid android told him that Maggie was low on milk and soon an instant prime order would be delivered. Walking up the staircase, Jones saw photos of Maggie and her friends and family. 
 
    Plus, an android cat. Oh crap, it was one of those discontinued models that always missed the litter box. He was going to have to walk carefully. Very carefully… 
 
    Jones found the bedroom door, and pushed it open. He was expecting to find a messy bed, maybe some clothes laying around the floor. What he was not expecting was to find a man wearing a security guard uniform strapped down to the bed with leather cuffs and chains. 
 
    Nobody ever expected chains and leather; it was kind of archaic. 
 
    Wiping his hands on his pants, Jones entered the room and walked over to the bed. The security guard’s eyes bulged and there was a sock stuffed into his mouth. It didn’t even appear clean. Gross. 
 
    “You know, when Maggie said she had the evidence back in her apartment, this isn’t exactly what I was expecting,” Jones said. 
 
    The security guard’s face turned beet red and he mumbled and grunted as he tried to speak. 
 
    Jones leaned his elbow on the bedpost and wiped his mouth. “See, if I take that sock out of your mouth, I’m really going to need you to sing like a canary. Deal?” 
 
    When the security guard nodded, Jones promptly took the sock from his mouth. The fabric was damp—so damp that Jones tossed it into the corner of the room. “Well?” 
 
    The security guard licked his lips. “That scarf really brings out the blue in your eyes.” 
 
    The scarf? Crap. Jones pulled it off and balled it up real small. “If you don’t start talking, you’re going to find this shoved all the way down your throat, pal. I’ve had nothing but kale to eat for the last three weeks—” 
 
    The guard scrunched up his nose. “Kale? Oh God….” 
 
    “So talk!” 
 
    “Well, I don’t really know what you want to hear, but I do know a trendy rendition of ‘Oops, I did again’. It’s a reggae-Bollywood mix.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” Jones growled. “Do I need to get a new sock?” Jones put his foot up on the bed for emphasis. “Trust me, mine is not going to be as clean as hers. I hope you like fishy taste.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” the security guard spoke rapidly. “But if I tell you, I’m going to be pretty dead.” 
 
    “You’re already pretty tied up, I don’t really see dead is that much of a step down.” 
 
    The security guard did a double-take. “That’s your sell? ‘Oh, well, you’re already tied up so maybe you might as well be dead’?” 
 
    He had a point. Jones pointed to his boot. “Fishy fishy. Look, Maggie’s already dead. It’s not going to take them long to get here and I’m pretty sure if I don’t kill you now, they will. So if you want to get out of here and get a head start on running away, you better start talking quickly.” 
 
    The security guard laid his head back with defeat. “Captain Spectacular was never supposed to beat The Hive. That wasn’t how it was supposed to go down. But you know how he is, he’s a freaking force of nature! And once it was clear that he had rallied the troops enough to defeat them, things were put into motion.” 
 
    Jones wasn’t following. “What you mean he wasn’t supposed to beat them?” 
 
    “Some people on this planet have a vested interest in the bugs winning. Something to do with massive treasure troves of honey. You know what it’s been like since the sugar shortage.” 
 
    Jones scrunched up his nose. “You’re telling me that someone sold out Earth for honey? Who the hell would do something that stupid?” 
 
    “Don’t you get it? By our own government. By—” 
 
    Could that be true? “Delta Force?” Jones’s voice was so shaken up he could barely hear himself. The very government he worked for was betraying the people of Earth? 
 
    The security guard nodded. “Vested interest. Money, political gain over The Hive Empire, and even your old private asteroid. Personally, I would’ve held out for an entire planet.” 
 
    “Who?” Jones demanded to know. “Who’s sold us out like this for a piece of rock?” 
 
    “Who do you think? Comes from the very top. The admiral.” 
 
    Admiral Fudd? All things being equal, Jones would rather not go up against the man, and he had trouble even believing the story. Fudd and Captain Spectacular were close as a pair of tighty whities, saving each other’s lives countless times a piece. What would it take to make the admiral turn on his old friend like that? Hell, turn on the whole planet! 
 
    “Money is a powerful motivator. You might not believe it, but the proof is in my pants.” 
 
    Jones’s eyes widened. “Say again? And keep the come-ons to yourself, mister.” 
 
    “My pants pocket, moron. A tiny flash drive, with everything you’ll need to have him arrested, and hopefully save the Earth.” 
 
    As uncomfortable as it was, Jones put his hand in the security guard’s pocket and found the drive. “I promise you, I’ll keep this thing safe.” 
 
    “Great, so now you can let me go, right?” 
 
    Jones smirked. “I dunno. If I let you go, who’s to say you won’t warn Fudd I’m coming for him?” 
 
    “I’ll be dead if you leave me here! Dead!” 
 
    “I’ll come back to check on you. When all this is over. Sorry, gorgeous, but I just can’t take the chance.” Jones paused at the threshold and gave the security guard a wink. “Don’t move a muscle.” 
 
    The security guard did move a muscle. In fact, he moved just about every muscle he had, trying to break free of his restraints. “Whoever the hell you are, let me go!” 
 
    “Captain of the Barnburner!” Jones screamed as he ran down the hall. 
 
    “The WHAT?!” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
    Jones went home to his apartment. It was small, and his meager possessions were strewn about, shirts draped over chairs, an old pizza box on the table…two slices still in it. He pushed a SOMETHING FUNNY off the chair at his tiny desk and sat down.  
 
    He turned on the computer, and the monitor displayed his random kitten screensaver. Shot after shot of fluffy adorableness scrolled by, playing with a ball of yarn, attacking a string, falling off a table. It was almost too much to handle. 
 
    After sliding the small drive into the slot on the side, he leaned back in the chair. It creaked loudly and the walls around him vibrated with music coming from the other rooms.  
 
    Jones sipped his beer as the information on the screen scrolled by. There were a lot of schematics, detailed plans, contingencies—stuff people more intelligent than Jones would have to comb through to fathom the details. Instead, he focused on vids, surveillance photos, and bank account information that all showed that Fudd had received a lot of money. 
 
    Not as much is Jones would’ve thought. Turned out that Earth’s freedom and sovereignty wasn’t worth more than what the average pop band made at a big concert venue. Then again, Fudd was getting his own asteroid and probably a lifetime supply of honey. Damn that man and his sweet tooth. 
 
    Jones sat up, slamming his feet onto the floor. He leaned forward and he rubbed his hands together. Now it was time to make his move.  
 
    He hit a few buttons on his phone and called the hotel’s front desk. He didn’t have a direct number for Captain Spectacular, so he was going to have to hope he could get him a message. 
 
    “Front desk. How can I help you?” 
 
    “Can you please get a message to Captain Spectacular for me? I’m on my way, but he has to be warned that there’s trouble.” 
 
    “Did we run out of champagne again?” 
 
    “Listen, just tell Captain Spectacular that the captain of the Barnburner is—” 
 
    The woman giggled. “The Barnburner? Are you in a rock band or something? That is so hot.” 
 
    And being a tug ship’s captain wasn’t? “No, just listen for a second and I’ll explain why Captain Spectacular has to be warned—”  
 
    The reflection from his screen showed someone was creeping up behind Jones. A woman, and it didn’t look like she had come for a booty call. 
 
    He hadn’t heard anyone enter, probably because of the loud music that was playing in the apartments on either side of him. The entire planet was in victory party mode. Something that, in hindsight, could be a hindrance. 
 
    Jones dove for the floor and rolled away as a handgun barked and his computer screen shattered. He stayed low to the ground and crawled around the sofa, reaching for the pistol he kept hidden under his coffee table. It took a second to find it with the bowls of stale popcorn and magazines piled around it. Finally, his fingers found the grip and he whipped it out, returning fire. 
 
    Dressed all in black, his assailant was tall and should have made for an easy target. But she moved like lightning, dodging his shots. Whoever she was, Jones suspected she had military training. If that was true, she was probably sent by Fudd to take Jones out. 
 
    Jones needed to get the information off the computer and it seemed like his assailant had the same idea. She must’ve wanted to get the drive back so there’d be no proof that Fudd was conspiring with giant space bugs.  
 
    As his assailant dashed toward the computer, Jones couldn’t help but check her out. Blonde hair and pouting red lips like a super model. So much gloss… Jones was nearly hypnotized just looking at her and her amply sized breasts. Round, oh so round. And perky, too. 
 
    Get control of your urges, Jones! He leapt over his sofa with his arms extended, ready to catch his assailant, but at the last possible moment, she turned and slammed her open palm into Jones’s throat. 
 
    He groaned and gasped for air as he fell to the floor and held a hand to his neck. Wheezing and gasping, he managed to crawl toward the assailant, who was busy working on his computer. He reached out, wrapped a hand around her slender, sexy ankle, and pulled her right down on top of him.  
 
    Oops. 
 
    “You think I’d tango with the likes of you? Please!” The woman gripped Jones’s face and dug her fingernails into his skin. Yelping in pain, Jones pulled his assailant’s glossy hair and slammed his elbow into her chest repeatedly.   
 
    “Let. Me. Go!” she screamed and reached for his hand. 
 
    Jones shook his head. “That’ll never happen, sweet stuff.” 
 
    “No, seriously. Let me go… I gotta pee.” 
 
    Jones practically rolled his eyes. “Why didn’t you go before?” 
 
    “I didn’t really expect it to take this long.” 
 
    Jones grimaced; well, that certainly wasn’t very nice. “Hey!” He slammed his fist into his assailant’s face and she went unconscious. That would show her to underestimate Jones. “Take that, muchacha.”  
 
    He made his way over to the computer. Everything appeared to still be in working order. He sighed with relief and pulled out the drive, sliding it back into his pocket. 
 
    Now, he had to make his way to the hotel. Pocketing his phone and his charged plasma gun, Jones glanced back at the front door. It was possible others could’ve been out there waiting for him, so he was going to have to make his exit a different way. 
 
    It looked like he was taking the window. 
 
    “Not so fast, Jones!” 
 
    With a gasp, he glanced behind him and saw his assailant was undoing her trench coat. Was this really the time and place to come on to him? That’s when Jones realized she was an android, and beneath that black trench coat were… 
 
    Boob guns. 
 
    Jones screamed as they fired, and he launched himself across his balcony and down twenty stories into the pool. Lucky for him, some drunk frat boys broke his fall.  
 
    “Dude! That was awesome!” 
 
    Jones wrung out his shirt as he stepped up onto the patio and took a drink from the hand of another college kid.  “All in a day’s work when you’re captain of the Barnburner.” 
 
    “What is—” 
 
    Jones grumbled and pointed a finger at him. “Don’t say it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four: Unspectacular 
 
    Macy’s arrival at the party didn’t bring a lot of fanfare. Truth be told, she didn’t really know anyone there, but what a party it was! Tables with epic pastries filled with luscious creams, crunchy chips, and a chocolate layer cake that would’ve pleased any chocoholic. Actual food with real texture and flavor and not even an ounce of kale. Not one chewy, stringy leaf. 
 
     Macy was feeling bad for herself, but after a cannoli—or two, maybe seven—she started to feel a lot better. Perhaps even a little hyper with a bit of a sugar headache, but it sure beat feeling like a deadbeat pilot of a misfit crew. 
 
    Leaving the cannolis, Macy grabbed a glass of champagne and eyed the appetizer table. Some small meatballs on a gold swirl toothpick was exactly what she needed, and maybe a scallop wrapped in genuine bacon. From a distance, the meatballs were glossy and enticing in their red sweet and sour sauce. Macy’s mouth watered at just the sight of them. Once she was close enough to smell the tanginess of the sauce, her stomach growled and she popped one of those puppies into her mouth. 
 
    “Excuse me,” a tall man dressed in an official uniform said to Macy as he edged his way in to grab a meatball. Macy bet he was handsome, but she only caught a glimpse of his profile. He smelled heavenly of musk with a hint of cinnamon, and his brown hair was styled perfectly in a coifed wave. So much taller than anyone Macy had met… 
 
    It was Captain Spectacular! It was him! Actually him, and her mouth was full of meatballs. 
 
    He left the buffet area and headed toward the front of the room. She took chase after him through the crowded ballroom, staring at his perfectly round ass the entire way. All the while chomping on the mouthful of meatball. Savory and sweet as it was, Macy couldn’t have picked a worse time to stuff her face. She never would have, if the food replicator back on the Barnburner could make anything but kale in the shape of food people actually wanted to eat.  
 
    “Wait!” Macy raised her arm and waved above the crowd, but Captain Spectacular didn’t notice her. Through the legions of screaming fans and crewmates, how could he? 
 
    Captain Spectacular climbed a small flight of stairs to reach the stage, and as he took to the podium, a round of polite applause flowed through the room like a wave, starting on the right-hand side and traveling to the left-hand side. Everyone waited with bated breath to hear what the captain would say. 
 
    Macy couldn’t see anything. Everyone around her was so tall that the only thing she could make out was the top of the captain’s head. Perfect as his hair was, Macy wanted to catch a glimpse of the handsome face she had only seen on vids.  
 
    How perfect his nose was, his angular chin, and his strong jaw—how would that make her knees melt? Hopping up on her tiptoes didn’t help. 
 
    “Oh, he’s so handsome!” one of the ladies said just in front of her. 
 
    Her friend nodded with enthusiasm. “I’ve never seen eyes like that before, and I’ve been around.” 
 
    This set off a chorus of laughter. “Around like a pizza.” 
 
    Macy scowled. Couldn’t they just move so she could see? 
 
    The microphone squealed as Captain Spectacular spoke into it. “Thank you, ladies and gentlemen. When I went into the black on this last mission, I never thought I’d get the pleasure of standing with all of you again.” He paused to allow for the polite applause to trickle off.  
 
     “I have to say, I’m damn happy to be here with you. I’d like to thank all of you, and my shipmates, for always having faith in me. We got the job done, and I wouldn’t’ve got it done without your support. Like a leaf traveling through the sky, you are the wind beneath my branches.” 
 
    He paused to compose himself and tears filled Macy’s eyes. She hadn’t heard anyone speak so elegantly in…well, maybe ever.  
 
    “I just have to say, citizens of Earth, I love you guys. I did it all for you with the hope that the Earth will continue to rotate around the sun, just as your love rotates around me.” 
 
    The applause grew so loud as he walked off stage that Macy’s ears burned. She couldn’t have imagined a more perfect speech. She had to meet him—to see him in person, up close. Even if she couldn’t control her urges, and touched him inappropriately, it would be worth it to be in the presence of the great Captain Spectacular. 
 
    If she could only just touch him. Ohhh…to touch him. Maybe even stroke his hair. 
 
    Macy forced her way through the crowd, and she wasn’t even apologetic. Captain Spectacular seemed to have disappeared from the ballroom. Following the direction he had headed in, Macy went through the double doors and ended up in a back hallway.  
 
    A service exit? Really? It didn’t seem right for someone of Captain Spectacular’s caliber. 
 
    There was light chatter, and it sounded excited. Maybe that meant that Captain Spectacular had come through here already. As she rounded the corner, Macy gasped at the sight of Spectacular lying face down on the ground. Macy could make out his boots, because they had special little silver wingtips that were made just for him. 
 
    Someone with a gun had the captain under close watch and his minions rushed in and seized Earth’s savior.  
 
    “Careful. Don’t mess up his hair,” one said. 
 
    The guy in charge sighed. “I don’t care about his hair!” 
 
    Wait a second, that voice. Where had Macy heard it before? 
 
    It was Admiral Fudd! But what was he doing? He was supposed to be on their side. He had been best friends with Captain Spectacular for years, so why was he going around knocking him out? Was it possible that this was some sort of hazing ritual between old career buddies? 
 
    “But his hair is so beautiful, sir.” 
 
    Fudd sighed. “If I had my way, I’d shave every perfect lock off his head. I can’t stand the sight of his face any more than I care to stare at your ass. Pull up your pants, for God’s sake!” 
 
    Nope, definitely not a hazing ritual, but what could Macy do?  
 
    “Get him on the ship!” Fudd barked and hurried down the hall. “We need to get out of here before the space bugs arrive.” 
 
    Bugs? Fudd was working with The Hive? Macy wouldn’t have believed it if she hadn’t heard it with her own ears. 
 
    Macy stayed hidden until everyone was out of sight. Then, she rushed after them and watched Captain Spectacular get loaded onto a shuttle with the Starlight’s logo on the side. Sure enough, that was Fudd’s ship. Somehow, she had to stop them. If the bugs were truly coming to Earth, Captain Spectacular was who they needed. No one else could lead a charge against the bugs. 
 
    She rushed back to the party to get help and found that it was still in full swing. People were dancing, talking, and laughing in large groups. She had to push past them and search for someone in authority. Then, she saw the general who had promoted her to pilot of the Barnburner. He would be able to help her. 
 
    “General?” Macy ran right over to him, but she stop short of actually grabbing his arm. “I have horrible news. I really need your help. Captain Spectacular—” 
 
    The general sipped his drink, his eyebrows furrowed as he took in the sight of her. “If you’re looking for an autograph, Miss, I’m afraid I can’t get you one. Captain Spectacular’s a very busy man.”  
 
    Didn’t he recognize her? “General, it’s me, Macy. I served under you….” 
 
    The general just laughed. “I wish. If you served under me, I’m pretty sure I would have known.” 
 
    Macy’s mouth fell open and in disgust. “Honestly, what is wrong with all of you men? I’m not some sort of sex bot!” 
 
    A group of men behind the general laughed. “Sure she isn’t.” 
 
    Under other circumstances, Macy would have taught them a thing or two to put them in their place, but she had a ticking clock. She shook her head to clear her thoughts. “Listen, Captain Spectacular is in trouble and the bugs are going to be invading. We need to—” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’ve been drinking, but Captain Spectacular already defeated The Hive. He was just here,” the general gestured toward the stage, “and gave a speech. I almost cried.” 
 
    “Yes, yes. We all almost cried, he’s very eloquent,” Macy said impatiently. 
 
    “And did you see his eyes?” The general shook his head. “No one has eyes like that except for him.” 
 
    Actually, Macy hadn’t and that’s what started this whole mess. “You’re a general. You have to help me. You used to believe me. Don’t you even remember who I am?” 
 
    “Quite frankly, no.” 
 
    Macy’s cheeks flushed. “I served... I mean, I took my orders from you. Until I was promoted and you assign me to the Barnburner,” Macy said and she watched the confusion spread across the general’s face. “It’s a tug. We’re Captain Spectacular’s fleet.” 
 
    “I don’t know what a Barnburner is, but it kinda sounds like a rock band. Barnburner…wait I know.” 
 
    Macy’s eyes widened with excitement. Finally, she was going to get some help! 
 
    “The Barnburner tug, right?. We decommissioned that about two years ago.” 
 
    This conversation was getting Macy nowhere. She left the general staring after her. If she couldn’t get any help at the party, what was she going to do? Macy stared out the window and took in the sights of San Francisco. There was one option…She couldn’t believe whom she was thinking of going to for help.  
 
    Macy pulled up her phone and stared at it, but if there was one person who would believe her no matter what crazy story she told, Macy knew who it was. 
 
    For better or worse, Macy had to call Captain Jim Jones.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five: Back on the Case 
 
    Halfway to the hotel, Jones stopped at the spacedogs vending cart. Spacedogs were the latest in culinary treats, and Jim couldn’t resist buying one with all the fixings—Martian cheese, Venus relish, and some of that spicy Pluto sauce. Sure, he was on his way to save Captain Spectacular, but he couldn’t do that on empty stomach. 
 
    When his phone rang, Jones quickly swallowed the rest of his space dog before answering. “Macy?” 
 
    Jones wasn’t even aware she still had his number. Last he knew, she had deleted it from her phone and promised—or threatened—never to use it again. 
 
    “Jim,” her voice was laced with something he had never heard before. Not desire, but fear. 
 
    Weird. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Jones felt something he hadn’t felt in a long time: worry about someone other than himself. Maybe his feelings for her were stronger than he’d thought. Hot damn, he had to stop being such a stud muffin. 
 
    “I’m at the hotel. Captain Spectacular was here. I know this is going to sound crazy, but you have to believe me. Please.” 
 
    Jones took a deep breath before answering. “Spectacular was kidnapped by Admiral Fudd, who is working with the space bugs to invade Earth for a few cases of honey and his own hunk of rock—and I ain’t talking about diamonds, sister. I’m talking about an actual rock. How’s that for some rapid exposition, sister?” 
 
    Macy squealed, and Jim had a feeling it was more out of anger than happiness. “How did you—? What? Jim Jones! Wait, a rock?” 
 
    “I’m not just another pretty face, you know. I’m captain of the Barnburner.” 
 
    Macy sighed. “Despite all that, somehow I knew I could trust you. What are we going to do? I tried talking to the general here, but he wouldn’t believe me. Fudd took Captain Spectacular up to his flagship. How are we going to catch Fudd and free the cap?” 
 
    Jim gazed up at the sky and imagined what was past it—the Starlight, Fudd’s ship, and the looming armada of hives-ships hell-bent on enslaving Earth. “We’re going to have to catch them. We need to get the Barnburner out of spacedock and make an unscheduled flight into the stars.” 
 
    Macy groaned. “Isn’t that a little out of the Barnburner’s league? No offense.” 
 
    None taken; she was right, but they had little other choice. “We’ve got to do this. Not for ourselves, and not even really for Captain Spectacular, but for the people of Earth. They don’t deserve to be stung by giant bees or turned into drones, enslaved by the queen.” 
 
    “When you put it that way…. What’s your plan?” 
 
    Jim’s eyebrows furrowed. “My plan is to get the Barnburner and fly into space…to…get Spectacular back.” 
 
    Macy sighed. “We can always count on you, Jim Jones.” 
 
    “That’s why they call me the brains behind this operation, sweetheart. Meet me at the dock. I’m going to grab Stephen and make sure he’s sober enough to join us.” 
 
    “Good luck—and be careful.” 
 
    Careful? That’s exactly what they couldn’t be. 
 
    Jim fired up the comm he wore in his ear and sent a direct message to the Barnburner. “Mort, I want you to start warming up the engines and go through the undocking protocol. When we reach you, we’ll have one hell of a flight on our hands.” 
 
    Morticia sighed. “I can’t.” 
 
    Jones cringed. “I know I’m going to regret asking this, but why can’t you?” 
 
    “They’ve locked me down and disabled my engines. I heard them talking, and they didn’t say anything really nice about you. Some of the things they said were true. Most of them were gross exaggerations. Anyway, they don’t want me to go anywhere. They fit me with an ugly-looking spaceboot, too.” 
 
    A spaceboot! On his girl? That burned Jim’s cookies. “Can we find a way to get it off?” 
 
    “No, Jim. As we’ve often discussed, I don’t have hands, but thanks for the painful reminder.” 
 
    Dammit, she was right.  “Hang on, I’m coming to get you. No one gives my girl the boot!” 
 
    “Thanks for the kind words, Captain, but once you put a spaceboot on me when I tried to abandon you on that deserted planet. I found your outfit highly offensive.” 
 
    “No one boots my girl but me, Mort. But me!”  
 
    “I mean,” Morticia sighed, “who mixes Hawaiian print and plaid?” 
 
    “Ugh!” Jim ended the call and knew they were going to have to come up with something good to distract the workers on Dock 286 so they could remove the boot and fly the heck out of Frisco. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
    When Jones picked Stephen up at the Stargazer Three-Tits Lounge, he was right in the middle of something, and it wasn’t a game of bowling. Stephen’s red shirt had a nasty stain, and he’d have a killer hangover, but it wasn’t anything a kale smoothie couldn’t fix. He gave Stephen his fancy bit of rapid exposition, and by the time they arrived at Dock 286 Stephen was up to speed. 
 
    Somewhere along the way, Stephen had picked up a serious case of the hiccups. “So, your plan is…hic…distract the officers on duty at the dock so Macy and I can pull the spaceboot off the BB—” 
 
    Morticia sighed over their comms, “Please, don’t call me that.” 
 
    “Then…hic….we will fly out of the dock, charge our weapons, and rescue Captain Spectacular while…hic…simultaneously stopping the giant bug armada?” 
 
    Jones flashed him two gun signs with his hands that morphed into two thumbs up. “Bingo.” 
 
    “And how, exactly, do you…hic…plan on distracting the officers on duty at Dock 286?” 
 
    “By giving them the thing we love most in the universe.” Jones’s lips curled into a snarl. “Paperwork.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
    When Jones walked into Dock 286’s front office, he whistled. Not a regular little ditty, but a really happy one. Being that dock officers had no real joy in life, the joyous little tune would really get under their skin. They spent their lives tethered to a job planet-side, pushing paperwork that allowed pilots to go off-world. Everyone knew that dock officers were actually pilots that hadn’t been able to pass the flight exam. 
 
    This was really going to push their buttons. Truth be told, Jones couldn’t wait. 
 
    Inside the office, Jones had a good view of the Barnburner. Sure, it was smaller than all the other ships around it, and maybe it was banged up a little bit—even a little charred in places—but Jim loved his ship. And he’d do anything for it. 
 
    Whistling his little ditty, he placed a giant cardboard box onto the petty officer’s desk. “Good afternoon,” Jones said loudly. 
 
    The little man in his black uniform and matching cap sat in his chair, gazing down at his keyboard. When he looked up, his eyes opened wide with a start. “What’s all this? Who are you?” 
 
    “Captain Jim Jones of the Barnburner. That’s a tug ship, in case you didn’t know, and we work with Captain Spectacular.” Jim pointed his hand like a gun at the deck officer while simultaneously winking and making a click-click noise with his tongue.  
 
    “The Barnburner?” The officer repeated and began to type something. 
 
    Jones winced. “You really shouldn’t do look-ups in your system. I mean, you’re not going to find the Barnburner. She was marked as ‘decommissioned’ for some reason.” 
 
    “Hmm,” the officer said. “It says here that you’ve been decommissioned. Few years back.” 
 
    Wasn’t that just what he said? Off in the distance, he saw Macy and Stephen rushed toward the Barnburner to get to work. So far, so good. 
 
    “True,” Jones said even though it pained him to do so. “But here’s the thing, we were in the service of Captain Spectacular for a few years, and I never once filed a single piece paperwork.” Jim tapped the top of the box. 
 
    As the words began to sink into the dock officer’s head, he grew pasty white and rose from his seat. “So, you would like to file…” 
 
    “All of this paperwork, yup. Needs to be filed I’m afraid.” Jones removed the top of the box, and threw it into the corner of the room, knocking over a fake plastic plant. He pulled out a single piece of paper. “Stardate 8267.12, the Barnburner came in for an emergency docking procedure because its food replicator wasn’t working. States here, it only spat out ice cubes. Now, it’s only spitting out kale. I’m not entirely sure that’s an improvement.” 
 
    The dock officer handed Jim a pen and blinked his eyes. “I don’t think kale ever counts as an improvement.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Jones scrawled his signature on the paper and then handed it over to the deck officer, who rubber-stamped it and stuck it into his arcane filing system. Drawers, papers, folders—shouldn’t have that have been upgraded centuries ago when space travel became the norm? Bureaucracy, Jones hated it. “Do you think anyone will ever come and read these papers?” 
 
    The deck officer shook his head. “Nope.” 
 
    “It makes you wonder why even bother going through all this.” 
 
    “Yup.” The dock officer sighed with a worn out look of depression settling into his eyes. Just what Jones wanted to see. 
 
    Jones picked up the next piece of paper. “Requisition request. We requested a quieter coffee maker so it wouldn’t disturb our AI. Request was denied and so we requested a new AI instead. Which only made her cry, and she disabled our red alert system in response. Then we put in a request for a new red alert system, and we got a refurbished model. Do you know what the refurbished model does?” 
 
    The deck officer shook his head. 
 
    “It beeps softly. Do you know how urgent a soft beep sounds? Not urgent at all.” 
 
    “All that’s on one piece of paper?” 
 
    “Nah.” Jim flipped paper around so the deck officer could see that the paper was indeed blank. “I just needed to keep you here until we were able to free the Barnburner from your spaceboot. Now that’s done, I don’t need to stay here and talk to you anymore.” 
 
    The dock officer blinked his eyes. “The Barnburner’s been decommissioned—” 
 
    Jim really couldn’t take hearing that anymore. He held up the piece of paper and punched his fist clear through it and into the dock officer’s nose. The way it crunched, followed by the man hitting the wall and then folding to the ground like an accordion, was a sight that Jim found extremely satisfying. 
 
    He only wished he could do it again. So, he helped the dock officer back up to his feet and did it again. “Hate to be you, buddy. Hate to be you.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
    It was good to be back on the bridge of the Barnburner. Jones took his seat to the left of the pilot and flicked all the appropriate switches and gizmos until the lights started to flash. Jones had no idea what they did, or what they meant, but he knew flashing was a good sign. It was when the alarms started going off that you really had to worry. “Are the engines warm?” 
 
    Morticia answered. “As warm and bubbly as engines get. I really don’t like being here.” 
 
    Jones could appreciate the sentiment. “Then let’s give her everything she’s got.” 
 
    “I can’t believe we’re actually getting away with this,” Macy said. The engines purred and Macy had a clear grip on the controls. The way she finessed the Barnburner’s joystick was enough to bring any man’s heart rate dangerously high.  
 
    “I can’t believe we get away with anything,” Stephen said from his communications station. 
 
    “Well…” Jones cleared his throat and sent his security code clearance through to the bay doors. 
 
    Except it wasn’t working, and they were getting closer. That was going to be a problem. 
 
    “Mort, talk to that set of doors, won’t you? We have to get through.” 
 
    “I really don’t like talking to doors. They’re shifty.”  
 
    Jones and Macy exchanged a glance. “Shifty as they are, if you don’t convince them to open, you’ll be smeared all over the front of them. That’s no way to spend the next few hours until someone scrapes you off.” 
 
    “Good point. Got it.” 
 
     “Any readings on the Starlight yet?” Jones asked. 
 
    “Not yet, Cap. But there was chatter that General Fudd left the party early, with cargo in tow,” Stephen said. 
 
    “Spectacular,” Jones snarled. 
 
    “We’ll find them, Captain.” 
 
    Just what Jones wanted to hear. But the last thing he wanted to see filling the viewscreen were those bay doors. They were getting awfully close now, and Macy was gritting her teeth, preparing for the worst. 
 
    They had to get those doors open. “Mort!” Jones called out urgently. 
 
    “Working on it,” Morticia said. “I’m almost there, but it’s hard to negotiate with something that wants nothing other than to slide open, then closed, then open…” 
 
    “We get it, Mort!” Jones held his breath and squeezed his eyes shut, peering at the doors as the proximity alarm started to sound. Then, despite all the odds, the doors went from red to green and slowly started to pull open. The space was small and narrow. Jones wasn’t sure if they’d make it through. 
 
    “Hang on tight!” Macy twisted the controls to the side and Jones braced himself on the navigation panel in front of him as the Barnburner rotated to fit through the narrow space.  
 
    He nearly fell right out of his seat. Damn, what he wouldn’t give to have a working seatbelt one of these days. And a working gyro for the artificial gravity. One more thing to add to the repair list… 
 
    They cleared the dock and flew out into space, barely clipping away, and Macy hooted and hollered. “Woohoo! Don’t do that every day, do you?” 
 
    “Thank goodness for small favors,” Mort said. 
 
    Time to do what they set out to do. “Stephen, we really are going to need a location on the Starlight.” 
 
    Stephen held his ear as if a communication was coming through, something he did a lot when he wanted to ignore Jones. This time, however, it seemed legit. “Captain seems the Starlight is hailing us.” 
 
    So, General Fudd knew the Barnburner was on the case. Probably was scared, too. Jones stood, with his chest puffed out and pulled his leather jacket into place. “Patch them through.” 
 
    Within moments, the view screen changed from the bleak darkness of space to the shiny, silver bridge of the Starlight. Everything about it was sterile and impersonal. But, boy, was it cutting-edge. It was just so damn clean and tidy, plus the curve of the navigation screens made Jones want to reach through and stroke them. 
 
    In the center of all that, General Fudd sat in his command chair. He might’ve been a distinguished older gentleman with salt and pepper hair, but he also wore smirk that told Jones everything he needed to know. Fudd assumed he was going to win and the Barnburner was going to lose. 
 
    Jones didn’t like those odds, but he was a betting man. True, he usually lost but he hoped things would be different this time. All the chips, and other gambling metaphors, were going on the table. 
 
    “The Barnburner, is it?” General Fudd smiled. “How quaint. It appears your ship, if you can even call it that, could barely achieve lift off. Maybe you should go back to burning barns.” 
 
    Jones didn’t appreciate his type of humor, and Morticia agreed, “I really don’t appreciate his type of humor, Jim.” 
 
    He raised hand to quiet her. “Seems like you left the party in a big hurry, General. Did you even take your goodie bag? I heard there were some candied almonds.” 
 
    “Lollipops in the shape of Spectacular’s head,” Macy corrected. 
 
    “I had my fill of the party, thank you. And yes, I did manage to take a goodie bag. It was quite large.” 
 
    Jones smirked. “It’s not polite to brag about the size of one’s goodie bag.” 
 
    Macy gave him a sideways glance. “Really?” she muttered out of the corner of her mouth.  
 
    Jones raised his eyebrows at her. He was winging this; didn’t she know that? 
 
    “I actually think he’s correct,” Morticia said. “Bragging about one’s goody bag…” 
 
    “Oh, shut up!” the general said with a laugh. “I know you know that I know what you know about what I’m up to, so I don’t see any reason in pretending any longer. But I can offer you a deal, if you’re willing to play ball.” 
 
    “I’m not athletic, sorry,” Jones said. 
 
    “Well, get sporty, because if you don’t, the Starlight will circle back and blow you to pieces. A tug such as the Barnburner doesn’t have any shields, and in case you haven’t noticed, the Starlight is a capital vessel. You won’t stand a chance. I’ll give you five minutes to think about it, but when I next signal you, I’m going to expect an answer.” 
 
    General Fudd leaned forward, and with that, the screen reverted back to a view of space.  
 
    Jones noticed that they were approaching Uranus. As Stephen and Macy both stared at Jones, there was only one thing he could think of to say. 
 
    “Anybody want some kale for their last meal?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six: Sauvé and Spectacular 
 
    When Captain Spectacular awoke in the brig, he had a headache. How had he allowed this to happen? Caught by some unseen assailant? It wasn’t as though he had just rolled off the turnip ship the other day. In fact, he had never even been on a turnip ship. 
 
    Mostly, he commanded starships. An entire planet hung on his every word and action. He was an experienced officer and fighter. He could sense danger all around. So how was it he had managed to be knocked out?  
 
    They didn’t call him Captain Spectacular for nothing. True, it was his last name and had been given it to him by his mother and father, but not everyone could say they were spectacular and mean it like he could. 
 
    With a long sigh, Captain Spectacular rose from the bed and headed over to the cell bars. One, working them with his hands proved that they were definitely real; and two, he wasn’t dreaming. He had been captured when he hadn’t even been on a mission. Getting captured in the final hour only to make a daring beat-the-clock escape was normal, but this was going to be hard to come back from. A consultation with his PR rep was definitely in order. 
 
    The sound of footsteps approaching put Captain Spectacular on full alert. His chest puffed out and he placed his hands on his hips as he waited his captor to appear. Instead, when he saw his old buddy General Fudd approaching, he relaxed. “General! Surprising to see you, but I sure am glad.” 
 
    Fudd smirked with a chortle. “Not as good as it is to see you. I can’t wait to wipe that self-righteous smile off your face, Spectacular.” 
 
    What? That certainly didn’t sound like his old friend.  
 
    “C’mon, stop joking around and let me out of here. Is there a camera?” Captain Spectacular smiled at the wall, just in case. “Or maybe someone wants my autograph? Just this once, I promise, okay?” 
 
    The general leaned against the bars and gave Spectacular a level stare. “I can’t wait to tell you what is about to happen. I’ve been planning this for a long time. Do you have any idea how hard it is to be friends with Captain Spectacular? Even a simple thing like a tennis game is turned into a global event.” 
 
    Captain Spectacular scowled. “It’s not my fault the tennis balls were really bombs. I saved the galaxy that day.” 
 
    General Fudd sighed. “Just like you do every day. Does it ever bore you?” 
 
    Bored being a hero? “Never.” Captain Spectacular smiled and even in the dim light of the brig, his teeth gleamed and sparkled. 
 
    “Well, never mind. I’ve just come to tell you that I’ve betrayed Earth, and you, blah blah blah, I’m turning them over to The Hive. Soon, Earth will be swarming with giant bees.”  
 
    Captain Spectacular’s eyes widened. “You wouldn’t! You might have a grudge against how amazing I am, but you can’t harm the people of Earth because of it. Sacrifice me if you will but—” 
 
    “Oh, shut up,” General Fudd spat. “If you were half as good as you think you are, you wouldn’t just have the pathetic crew of the Barnburner as the only ones coming rescue you.” 
 
    Captain Spectacular’s eyebrows knit together. “The who?” 
 
    General Fudd shrugged. “Beats me. Horrible little ship. I’d never heard of them before, but they told someone who told someone who told someone that they worked as your tug.” 
 
    Funny. Captain Spectacular didn’t remember any tugs. “The Barn Thrower?” 
 
    “The Barnburner.” 
 
    “The Flame Thrower?” 
 
    The general shook his head. “Still the Barnburner.” 
 
    “Huh.” Captain Spectacular shook his head. “Can’t say it rings any bells.” 
 
    “Typical. All the tugs these days are filled with liars.” 
 
    “Tell me about it.” Captain Spectacular sighed. “It’s hard to find an honest captain these days.” 
 
    “Even harder to find an honest general.” 
 
    Wasn’t that the truth? “But I’ve worked with a lot of ships. A lot of good men. I’m sure any one of them would risk their lives to rescue me. Not that I’m going to need it.” 
 
    General Fudd laughed, but then sucked in his breath as the ship suddenly jolted forward. Moments later, the hall flashed red. “What the hell was that?” 
 
    “My rescue. The people of Earth did not disappoint, General Fudd. I think you will find that if you stand with giant space bugs, you get swatted, squished, raided like the bug that you are.” 
 
    “Enough with the bug metaphors, Captain Spectacular! I get it.” 
 
    “Exterminated.” 
 
    “Stop it.” Fudd pointed his finger at Spectacular. “Not another word out of you!” He stomped down the hall, probably on his way to the bridge. 
 
    Spectacular shook the bars of his cell, looking for a way out. He had to get free. There was no way he would be rescued by the crew of a ship called the Bunsen Burner. Then, he spotted it—the key ring hanging from a little hook on the other side of the room. A plan started to form in his mind, and when the young, gorgeous Ensign Henson came into view wearing her pink, spandex workout clothes, he knew exactly what he needed to do. 
 
    He smiled and leaned on the bars. “Heeeey…” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven: Oops 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Jones asked as he gripped the navigation pane. 
 
    “Sorry!” Macy grimaced. “I saw the Starlight come up on my viewscreen and I’m afraid I panicked!” 
 
    “You hit the wrong button?” Stephen asked. 
 
    “Yup. I fired lasers directly at their engines.” 
 
    Stephen sucked in his breath. “Ouch.” 
 
    “They have shields,” Morticia said. “It didn’t actually penetrate anything.” 
 
    “I was actually talking about us,” Stephen said. “Or what’s going to happen when they return fire.” 
 
    “Nothing,” Jones said. “Because they’re not going to return fire.” 
 
    Macy sized him up. “Even for you, that’s a pretty strong case of denial.” Her eyes darted to her panel and she read over the instruments. “The Starlight is turning about. If I had to guess, I’d say they’re going to attack this ship.” 
 
    “Attack us? We’re just a tug!” Stephen said. 
 
    “Hail them!” When his comm officer didn’t answer, Jones gave the order again, loudly. “Hail them, Stephen!” 
 
    “Aye, sir. Hailing the Starlight.” After a moment, Stephen pushed a few blinking buttons on his console. “Patching them through.” 
 
    An inpatient-looking General Fudd filled the screen. “You just signed your death warrants, gentlemen.” 
 
    Macy held her nose up indignantly. “I’ll have you know, I’m a lady, thank you very much! I mean, I’m wearing a purple shimmering catsuit with my boobs half out! How could you not notice? Are all the men around here blind?” 
 
    Jones stood up and tucked his hands in front of him. “As previously discussed, you know I know that you know, but the real trick is this—I know something you don’t know.” 
 
    General Fudd blinked his eyes, and he wasn’t alone. Two officers behind him blinked, as well, and Macy blinked as she turned to stare up at Jones with a slack jaw. Jones stroked her soft chin and gently pushed it back up. 
 
    Nothing worse than a gawker. 
 
    “Very good then,” General Fudd said. “What is it that I don’t know?” 
 
    Jones laughed. “I can’t tell you that.” 
 
    “And why not?” 
 
    “Because then you’d know what I know that you don’t know,” Jones snorted. “Obviously.” 
 
    The general’s jaw worked its way back and forth. “I’m not exactly sure how to respond to that.” 
 
    Jones nodded. “As you shouldn’t. But if you lower your shields and show us that Captain Spectacular is all right, maybe we can work out a deal.” 
 
    “A deal?” The general laughed. “What makes you think you’re in any position to barter a deal?” He turned to his officers, and ordered, “Lock on target.” 
 
    Macy squealed in horror. “Jim!” 
 
    “Locking onto the Barnburner, sir,” Fudd’s goon confirmed. 
 
    “What I know that you don’t know is important information, General. If you don’t learn what I know, you won’t see the enemy creeping up your back. You’ll be dead before you can say ‘bowl of petunias’.” 
 
    “Why the hell would I ever say ‘bowl of petunias’?” 
 
    “Boom,” Jones said and snapped his fingers. “Dead, just like that.” 
 
    Stephen snickered.  
 
    Fudd held his breath. The longer he held it, the redder his face became.  
 
    “Careful,” Jones mocked, “you might burst like an over ripe tomato…sir.” 
 
    Fudd sighed. “Okay, Jones. I’ll bite. What sort of deal is it that you want to make?” 
 
    It was the moment of truth. Jones licked his lips and held on tight. “Transfer Captain Spectacular to us or we’ll disable your hyperdrive. When The Hive arrives, they’ll find you stranded with information on your computer system that shows you double-crossed them.” 
 
    “What?!” Macy and Stephen asked loudly with their eyes growing wider the longer the conversation went on. 
 
    Fudd just laughed. “Oh, Captain. You are as amusing as a jack in the box! However, I’m afraid we don’t have time for games right now. If you’ll excuse me, I have a prize to deliver to The Hive.” 
 
    “That delivery ain’t gonna to come cheap, General.” Jones leaned over and turned off the transmission. 
 
    Macy squealed and shook her hands at him. “We’re going to die! Oh my God, we’re going to die! I’m too pretty to die, Captain!” 
 
    “No one is going to die, don’t worry. Mort, did you do what I asked?” 
 
    “I’m afraid I did, Captain, but…” 
 
    “Did you or did you not get in touch with that ship’s computer!” 
 
    “I did, but—” 
 
    Jones pushed Macy out of the way and got his hands on the controls. He brought up the targeting system and aimed the Barnburner’s puny lasers at the Starlight’s hyperdrive. 
 
    “That’s not going to work!” Macy said in a huff. “They have shields! You’re going to get us killed, and it’s the Earth that will be made to suffer.” 
 
    “Just watch!” Jones fired and he hoped to God that Mort had done her job. Holding his breath, Jones watched as the computer found its target, and the front of the ship glowed as the beams fired. It was a direct hit, the Starlight’s shields shut down. 
 
    “Oh my God!” Macy screamed with glee. 
 
    “Circle around! Make another pass!” Jones threw himself down into the captain’s chair and prepared for the general to return fire. “Raise shields!” 
 
    “We don’t have shields!” Stephens yelled. 
 
    Right. Jones forgot about that. “Evasive action! Dodge enemy fire. We’re small. It’s time we use that to our advantage. Macy, as soon as you get a clear shot, disable their weapons and life support. If they want a fight, we’ll give them one.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain!” Macy’s voice rose with excitement. 
 
    Jones threw a smile at Stephen as the Barnburner’s lasers stuck the general’s ship hard.  
 
    “Weapons are disabled, but it won’t take them that long for it to get back online,” Stephen announced. 
 
    “Oh, it will.” Jones replied. “Mort is keeping the enemy computer busy.” 
 
    “Busy? Busy with what?” Macy asked. 
 
    Jones smirked. “She’s serenading it.” 
 
    Macy and Stephen chuckled slightly. 
 
    Mort sighed. “I don’t know why my singing is so funny. It’s hard work, you know. He keeps trying to turn me off. I told him I was an expert at hacking his firewalls and defenses, but he didn’t believe me. Which is a typical response for a computer of his type,” she huffed. 
 
    “They’re signaling us, Captain.” 
 
    Jones stood and made sure he was well posed and refined. “Patch them through.” 
 
    This time it, wasn’t the general on screen but Captain Spectacular. He sat in the general’s chair with a prideful, yet smug look on his face. Boy, was it good to see him. 
 
    “Captain Spectacular!” Jones said. “Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes.” 
 
    “As you are, my friends. I must thank you for that little distraction. I was able to break out, convince the crew to follow me, and take command of the ship. I have to say, I could’ve done without being shot at, but I am forever in your debt.” Spectacular’s eyes fell to Macy. “Weeeeell, hello, there.” 
 
    Macy tried to say hello but instead she just squeaked. 
 
    “Sorry about that, Spectacular. We did what we had to in order to secure your release. Do you have any idea what’s going on?” 
 
    “A thing or two about giant space bugs. Blah blah blah, the destruction of Earth. How am I doing? Is all that right?” 
 
    Jones nodded. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Well,” Spectacular grinned, “I guess we better do a thing or two about that. If you could please ask your AI to stop singing. The computer over here is starting to cry.” 
 
    “You heard the man, Mort!” Jones said while staring up at the ceiling and banging his fist onto his armrest. 
 
    “Let’s find those bastard bugs and blow them out of the sky. Oh, by the way, what do you call yourselves?” 
 
    “We’re crew of the Barnburner, Captain.” Jones straightened in his seat with pride. 
 
    “Funny,” Captain Spectacular stroked his chin with pensive reflection. “Once upon a time a ship named Barnburner was a part of my fleet, but it was decommissioned.”  
 
    Macy groaned. 
 
    “One and the same, Captain,” Jones said. 
 
    “Huh,” Spectacular sounded impressed. “First, we need to get all our systems back online. You wouldn’t be able to help us with that, would you?” 
 
    Jones could only come up with one answer to that question and it was a resounding, “You betcha.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight: First Catch of the Day 
 
    Since the Barnburner wasn’t much larger than a shuttle and had no transportation system to speak of, it docked inside of the Starlight. Jones was impressed with the size of the ship and how quickly Spectacular was able to convince the crew to join his side. 
 
    From what Spectacular said, it took him all of three minutes. 
 
    They stood to attention as Spectacular addressed them. He paced the length of the deck, his hands clasped behind his back and gave a rousing speech. “Earth isn’t just a planet, gentlemen. It’s our home. When The Hive comes, intent on burning our home and turning our family into drones, we won’t let them. Instead, we’ll send them screaming for their lives, wishing their Queen Bee had never been their queen bee the first place!” 
 
    The crew cheered, throwing their fists in the air. 
 
    “You don’t do this for me. You don’t do it for you, but you do it for our home. Our families. Now let’s get the job done and get this hunk of junk’s warp drive back online!” 
 
    Beside Jones, Macy sniffed. “He’s really incredible. Absolutely incredible.” 
 
    “He does give good speeches,” Stephens said. 
 
    Jones couldn’t agree more as Spectacular made his way over to them. He waited patiently as the legendary captain gave him the once over. “Jones,” Spectacular offered Jones his hand, “it’s a pleasure to call you friend.” 
 
    Just as Jones was about to shake his hand, Spectacular moved on, his eyes undressing Macy where she stood. And from how Macy held her breath and brought her hand to her chest, it was clear she was a willing participant.  
 
    “Well,” Captain Spectacular flirted with a grin. “Hello, there.” 
 
    “Hi,” Macy was breathless, “I’m Macy.” 
 
    He took her hand and gave it a kiss. “I saw you earlier at the after party. Five cannolis, but you snuck two more inside a napkin.” 
 
    “Wow,” Macy’s eyes widened. “You really are amazing.” 
 
    “And I love a woman who can stuff a whole cannoli into her mouth.” Spectacular pushed up closer to her. 
 
    Jones grunted. His cheeks flamed hot and he just knew he had to separate them. Maybe Macy was too good for the Barnburner, but she was still theirs, and Jones would be damned if she fell for Captain Spectacular. 
 
    “Can we get to work, Captain?” Jones asked. 
 
    Spectacular cleared his throat. “Of course, we can. Come with me and I’ll show you to the bridge, but we must hurry. We have to get this ship ready to warn Earth. And ready to defeat the swarm of super bugs headed straight for us.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
    Jones had never been on the bridge of a capital ship before and it was glorious. Roomier than most apartments and with more blinking lights than Jones had ever seen. The female officers weren’t bad to look at, either, but it was Macy who stole his eye. 
 
    She was crouched behind the pilot’s console repairing a panel—she looked at home. Like she belonged, just as Jones always knew she did. Macy was a good enough pilot for the Starlight and her skills were wasted on the Barnburner. Nothing more than a tug with a first-rate pilot who had no business being on a tug. Jones thought that secret was safe with him, but now it appeared the whole galaxy was about to find out. 
 
    About time. Took long enough. Still, though, he was going to miss her more than words could say. 
 
    Instead, he decided to pull her hair. “Ouch!” Macy threw a glance at him over his shoulder. “Captain!” 
 
    He tried not to hover, but when he tried to push one of the blinking buttons, Macy swatted his hand away. “You know better than to touch a strange blinking light, sir.” 
 
    That he did. Jones smirked. “Sorry. Just would like to be helpful.” 
 
    “You were. You got us here, Captain. You provided what was necessary for Captain Spectacular to escape. You think that’s going to go unrewarded?” 
 
    Reward? Jones’s eyebrows rose. “I hadn’t even been thinking about a reward. I just cared about saving Earth.” 
 
    Macy’s eyes softened. “Oh, Jim…” 
 
    Jones stroked his chin. “But now that you mention it, I could use some new stereo speakers for my cabin.” 
 
    She shook her head. “You sure can be a boatload of trouble, Jones. I don’t know why I put up with you.” Macy rose and gracefully sat in the pilot’s chair, swiveling it around so she could continue her work. 
 
    Jones didn’t know, either, but he had his suspicions. What a girl like Macy saw in a guy like him? Well, it went beyond reason. It was just plain old stupid. 
 
    He headed up the ramp to where Stephen was stationed. He lay flat on his back fixing the communications console. “How’s it going over here?” 
 
    “Fixing wires, Captain. Red, blue, and yellow. Not exciting work but it gives me something to do and a reason to be here. Which frankly, I haven’t had in seven chapters.” 
 
    Duly noted.  
 
    “Anxious?” Stephen sat up and grabbed a smaller ratchet. He followed Jones’s gaze over to Macy. “If you don’t tell her how you feel, we’re going to lose her. I saw the way Spectacular looked at her.” 
 
    Didn’t they all?  
 
    “He probably looks at all girls that way,” Jones said. 
 
    “Probably,” Stephen agreed with a nod of his head. “But she’s the only one you care about.” He went back to work, his head disappearing under the console, and left Jones alone to his thoughts. 
 
    Jones wasn’t comfortable with that, not at all. His thoughts brought him only feelings of isolation and fear. Having Macy around made the Barnburner fun, but what if she really wanted to leave? She always said she did and if it just wasn’t an act, the only girl Jones would have around was Morticia. 
 
    The idea scared him stiff, and not the good kind of stiff, either. 
 
    The forward lift opened and Jones stood to attention with everyone else as Captain Spectacular strolled out. He didn’t seem to notice how everyone stared at him; instead, he walked with an impressive level of calm to the center of the room.  
 
    When he stopped for a report from Macy, she turned her attention to him, flicking her hair back—it was enough to make Jones’s mouth foam with jealousy. She was his pilot, not Spectacular’s. 
 
    They shared a laugh, and Spectacular rubbed his hands together as they chit-chatted. It was hard for Jones to dial the anger back as the legendary captain made his way over to him and Stephen.  
 
    Jones tried to clear his throat as he offered his hand in friendship to Spectacular. “Sir, it’s an honor to be on your bridge.” 
 
    He must have put on a brave face because Spectacular accepted it without pause. “Pleasure to have you here. If it wasn’t for you, I might still be in my cell. Everything going all right over here? Report, Stephen?” 
 
    “Everything’s coming along, Captain!” Stephen said from inside the panel. “Should be back online on schedule.” 
 
    “Perfect. Thanks for your hard work. I won’t keep you with idle chit-chat.” He slapped Jones on the back and made his way to the command chair. 
 
    Everything he did was effortless, even the way he thanked Jones’s crew. Jones was dismayed as he stared at the back of Spectacular’s perfectly groomed hair. 
 
    “You lied to him, didn’t you?” Jones asked. 
 
    “Completely. It’s a mess under here. We fried the whole system. I don’t know how I’m going to get it done on time.” 
 
    “You hear that, Mort?” Jones asked. 
 
    Mort sighed in his ear from down in the docking bay. “I hear everything, Captain, but I was hoping for a little time off. There’s a real friendly food replicator onboard…” 
 
    “Well, think again. Stephen needs your help. If you’re lucky, maybe Spectacular will sign your hull.” 
 
    “I’m not that lucky, sir. In fact, I’m not lucky at all. Good luck, bad luck, I have just no luck.” 
 
    Jones hoped that wasn’t true, but when the proximity alarm began chirping, he thought maybe their luck really had run out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine: The Hive 
 
      
 
    “A Hive Ship has appeared on our viewscreen, sir,” Macy said. 
 
    Captain Spectacular leaned on his elbow as he gazed forward. “Indeed, I see it, too.” 
 
    So did Jones and he almost shit his pants to see the giant yellow beehive boosting through space. 
 
    “Magnification is at one thousand, sir,” Stephens said. “It knows we’re here, but it’s off in the distance. It’s hailing us.” 
 
    Spectacular nodded. “Of course it is. They think Fudd is in charge of this ship and on their side. Answer the hail and send a ship-to-ship transmission that everything is on schedule and we are awaiting their orders.” He rubbed his chin, as if pleased with himself and his plan. 
 
    Jones had to admit, it was top-notch. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Stephen acknowledged. “They’re demanding a face-to-face transmission. Something about General Fudd never being that nice before.” 
 
    Spectacular scowled. “Buy us some time by telling them we’re having some communication problems and it’ll take a few minutes for it to come back online.” He leaned forward and hit a button on his console. “Security team, bring Fudd to the bridge. Tell him he has a little show of support to do.” 
 
    “Aye, sir!” 
 
    “You really think that’s going to work?” Jones asked. 
 
    “I can’t see into the future, Captain,” Spectacular said, “but I need to buy us time so our weapons can be brought online and we can destroy that Hive ship. I’ve fought enough of them to know it’s manned with a thousand single-fighter bees. If those swarm us, we don’t stand a chance without shields. Their sticky weapons will gum up the entire ship in a matter of minutes. I don’t know about you, but I’m not looking forward to nosediving onto Earth as a sticky mess.” 
 
    Well, that was upbeat. 
 
    “But I know we can do it. You know how I know?” he asked as he puffed up his chest. “Because I am Captain Spectacular. All we need is a single shot straight down this tiny, narrow passage. Some call it a trench, but it’s more like a hallway. A direct hit will set off a chain reaction—” 
 
    Jones groaned. Not that again. “Let me guess, a single fighter with no shields and without a trained pilot would be the perfect candidate for the mission.” 
 
    “Precisely! Except this ship has no single fighters onboard. I already checked the manifest.” 
 
    “So, what are we going to do?” Jones asked. 
 
    Spectacular’s jaw went slack and he turned his gazed away. The great Captain Spectacular didn’t know? How could he not know? Didn’t he know everything? 
 
    “You can’t be serious? You don’t have a plan.” 
 
    “I will, when the time comes. This is how it works, don’t worry.” Spectacular slapped Jones’s cheeks. “If it doesn’t, at least we’ll go down in a blaze of glory. Sacrificing ourselves for the people of Earth.” 
 
    “That’s not a plan. That’s a horrible plan. We’ll be dead and so will the people of Earth! We need something better than that.” 
 
    “Who is the captain here?” 
 
    “I am!” Jones shouted. “My crew is onboard your ship—” The intercom went off, interrupting their little argument. 
 
    “Sir, the admiral—he’s dead. He hung himself in his cell with his underwear.” 
 
    Captain Spectacular’s eyebrows rose. “His underwear?” 
 
    “The ultimate wedgie, sir.” 
 
    “Damnit.” Spectacular punched the armrest of his captain’s chair.  
 
    “The Hive ship is hailing us again,” Stephen swallowed hard as the color green crept into his cheeks. “This time with a time limit. They’ve started a countdown.” 
 
    The forward screen showed a picture of a small, digital clock on a nightstand. There were just ten minutes left. 
 
    “Their shields have come online,” Macy said anxiously, and Jones knew her well enough to know that soon, she’d panic. Up next, she could be storming out of the room or flinging shoes. One never really knew. 
 
    Jones had to do something. He excused himself and headed over to the lift. 
 
    “Mort, examine that little corridor…trench…whatever on the Hive ship. Can the Barnburner fit? Are you small enough to—” 
 
    “Well unfortunately—” 
 
    Damnit. 
 
    “—I am. You’re not really going to make me do this, are you? I’ll die in there and I’ll take you along with me. Plus, I think I might be allergic to bees.” 
 
    “But it means saving our crew and maybe saving Earth from ultimate destruction. How can we not try?” 
 
    Morticia sniffled. “Say goodbye to my family for me.” 
 
    “You don’t have family, Mort.” 
 
    “Damn you, Jim Jones. Damn you.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
    Jones sat in the pilot’s chair on the Barnburner. He hit the right switches, lights, and gizmos to get it ready to take off. “Talk to the ship, Mort, and get her to open the docking bay doors. We have to get out of here before the bugs make their move on the Starlight.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    “Mort,” Jones warned. “You do it. No excuses and no complaints.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain. I understand,” Morticia said, but her voice sounded wounded. 
 
    “We’ll get through this together, I promise you. I know sometimes I can be a little rough on you—” 
 
    “Sometimes?” 
 
    “—but I love you, girl.” Jones leaned forward and stroked the ship. “It’ll always be the two of us against the world. That’s a promise.” 
 
    “And if we die trying to save the world?” 
 
    “Then we die together and maybe we’ll take them with us.” 
 
    Morticia sniffled. “My mascara would be running if I had a body. Okay, Captain. Docking bay is opening. Turns out the ship is happy to be rid of me. It figures.” 
 
    “You did do a great job serenading it.” 
 
    “I did, didn’t I?” Morticia’s voice had a smile in it. “Communication coming in from the Starlight.” 
 
    Jones ignored that bit of information as he enabled thrusters, but Morticia put it through. “It’s Macy Grace.” 
 
    Of course, it was. Jones knew that, that’s why he didn’t want to take it. “Not now, Macy. I’m trying to figure out how to steer this thing.” 
 
    “Don’t you joke, Jim Jones! Don’t you joke at all. What the hell do you think you’re doing? Captain Spectacular orders you back immediately.” 
 
    Jones ignored her and piloted the ship through the docking doors. 
 
    “I order you back, Jim. I know what you’re trying to do. Just…don’t do this. We’ll find another way.” 
 
    “There is no other way. You heard Spectacular. We’ll fit. Mort promises.” 
 
    “Just barely,” Morticia reminded him.  
 
    “We’ll get through. We’ll blow the Hive ship.” 
 
    “And you? The Barnburner? I know how much you love that ship, Jim.” 
 
    Jones sighed. Not as much as I love you, sweetheart. “Keep that capital ship at a distance, if any fighters get out, you’re going to need to pick them off. One by one.” 
 
    “Jim,” Macy’s voice shook, “there’s something I’ve never told you. Something I’ve always wanted to say.” 
 
    Here they went. The moment of truth. Jones steeled himself for her words of endearment. “I know what you’re going to say, Macy, and it’s the same for me. It’s—” 
 
    “I used all the coffee creamer,” Macy’s voice warbled. “On a regular basis, I went out of my way to use the last of the coffee creamer.” 
 
    Well, that wasn’t exactly what he thought she was going to say. 
 
    “I knew it’d bug you. And—I…” Macy’s voice quavered. 
 
    “Can we please not use the word bug?” Morticia asked. 
 
    “Goodbye, sweetheart. Remember me fondly, remember me as an asshole, but just remember me.” He switched off communications and flew off into the black. 
 
    Aimed straight at destiny. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten: Red Alert 
 
    Captain Jim Jones might’ve been set on a path of destiny, but Macy was set on a path of frustration. The Hive ship’s shields were raised and it was within firing distance. Meanwhile, Jones had turned off communication, and whenever Macy tried to hail him again, all she got was Mort. 
 
    “He’s not here.” 
 
    “I know he’s there, Morticia. Put me through to him.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Macy sighed. “Please, I know he’s told you not to answer my hails, but—” 
 
    “I can’t hear you anymore. You’re breaking up.” And then, came the static noise that Macy could tell was really just Morticia’s voice. How stupid did Mort think she was? On second thought, Macy didn’t really want an answer to that question. But seriously, Morticia was an AI, couldn’t she find a recording of static? 
 
    Her panel lit up. “Captain Spectacular, the shuttle doors on the Hive ship are opening. The fighters are disgorging!” 
 
    The captain stroked his broad, contoured jawline. “Why would they do that when they could just blast us?” 
 
    “Do you really want an answer to that question, sir?” Macy said, her voice starting to squeak.  
 
    “It just doesn’t make any sense…” Spectacular shook his head. “Evasive action. Get those lasers ready!” 
 
    “What kind of evasive action would you like me to take?” Macy asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, something…evasive-y.” Spectacular spun his chair around as the engine room hailed the bridge. “Go for Spectacular. I hope it’s good news, Jimmy.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain! I have diverted power straight from the amethyst crystals to the shields. It’ll hold, but I can’t say for how long because I got my engineering degree from an online video course series I saw on social media, though it’s got me this far already, so it couldn’t be all bad.” 
 
    “Good work, Jimmy!” Spectacular bounced his fist on his armrest. “What, exactly, do the amethyst crystals do?” 
 
    “I have no bleeping idea, sir! Now, be so kind as to raise the shields!” 
 
    “Shields up!” Captain Spectacular said to pretty much everyone and no one at the same time. 
 
    Macy caressed her console. “Shields up, sir!” 
 
    The bees were in attack formation, like a massive series of bowling pins. If Spectacular missed his guess, a few well-placed strikes would get him the spare they needed. “We have to buy Jones and the Barnburner some time.” 
 
    “Sir, they’re activating their stingers! If we get stung more than ten times—” 
 
    “I know,” Captain Spectacular said calmly. “Don’t quote battle specifications to me, mister. I wrote this stuff on the stars. Macy, target the lead fighter and fire. Put some spin on it.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” Macy sure hoped that worked. If she could stop those fighters and save the ship, she might finally have a real future in the Space Force. But what of Jones? If he survived, could she really walk away from him? No matter how good Captain Spectacular smelled, she wasn’t really sure. 
 
    First things first, survival. If she could help destroy the Hive ship, she might save Earth, and that would mean Macy Grace was on her way to becoming a hero. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven: Damn Big Hero 
 
    Jones was no man’s hero. Far from it. As he pushed the thrusters as hard as he could, the Hive mothership grew larger and larger on the viewscreen.  
 
    To make matters worse, the Hive ship had released hundreds of drone fighters. It was like being caught up in a storm of bees ready to attack and protect the queen—which was probably exactly what they were doing.  
 
    Jones couldn’t turn back. He gritted his jaw and asked Morticia for a status report. 
 
    “We haven’t been picked up by the Hive ship yet, but I’m afraid it’s only a matter of time,” Morticia sighed. 
 
    “Any idea why that is?” 
 
    “I’m guessing it’s because we’re a small, barely registered ship. In other words, because I’m me. If they bothered to check my serial number, they’d even see that I was marked to be decommissioned five years ago.” 
 
    “I don’t think the bugs have access to that kind of information, no offense.” 
 
    Morticia snorted. “Oh, I’m offended just having to share the same breathing air with you. I don’t even need to breathe.” She paused. “Hey, Captain?” 
 
    “Yeah, Mort?” 
 
    “You’re going to want to raise the shields.” 
 
    “Mort, we don’t have shields.” 
 
    “We do now,” Morticia said happily for a change. 
 
    “How? When?” 
 
    “The story demanded it, Captain.” 
 
    Damn it, yes! Just what they needed to get out of this. A little bit of luck! It didn’t take Jones long to see why. The mothership might not have noticed them, but the single fighters had, and they were forming a protective barrier straight in front of them. Jones wasn’t the best shot in the galaxy, so he pushed the engines hard. “Bring life support down to minimum safe levels and divert power to the shields. I’m breaking through these sons-of-bitches and we’re getting into that ship, sticky honey, or no sticky honey!” 
 
    “Whatever you say, Captain.” 
 
    As the Barnburner burst through the fighters, the outer hull pulsed green, pushing shields to the absolute max. Bursts of honey pelts came flying out from the bees and splattered against the shield. Jones shouted in triumph as the Barnburner shot out the other side of the shield, spinning bee fighters in its wake, and boosted toward the Hive ship. 
 
    Next step, deflower the Queen Bee. 
 
    “Plot a course to the trench and let’s get this done!” 
 
    “Yes, Captain, though it really looks more like a slot,” Morticia said.  
 
    A moment later, Jones panel had everything it needed to get the job done. he let out a labored sigh. They really were going to do it. Really were going to get it done. 
 
    The Barnburner dove into the trench. It swayed side-to-side as much as possible to avoid the long, crystalline lances shot from the defensive cannons. When a lance struck the outer hull, the ship glowed a yellow honey color. Too many direct hits and Jones might not make it to the target at all. 
 
    “Zigged where we should’ve zagged. Mort, hold this bucket of bolts together a little bit longer!” 
 
    “We’re more than a bucket of bolts, Captain! We have feelings!” 
 
    Jones rolled his eyes and gripped the navigation panel. They were coming up on the entry port. Then he’d have to make the most daring bit of flying he had ever done.  
 
    This was it. This was going to be their moment of triumph. Jones would never forget this day, if he lived long enough to see it through. 
 
    “Hang on, Mort!” 
 
    “Captain, about the food replicator. The kale…” 
 
    Now wasn’t the time. “I know, Mort. You think I don’t know when my own AI is messing with me just to drive me crazy?” 
 
    Morticia’s voice strained with grief. “I’m sorry, Captain. I promise, if we survive, I’ll make you as many hotdogs and twinkies as you want. I was just worried about your blood pressure. And…” 
 
    Her apology was drowned out. Jones fired his nucleon torpedoes—also a new addition to the ship’s arsenal—straight into the port, like shooting fish in a barrel. He didn’t wait to see if his torpedoes had hit. He just drove straight through, hoping he’d reach the other side, right into the cool darkness of space. 
 
    “Direct hit, Captain! The Hive ship’s reactor is going critical. The bugs are starting to swarm. If we make it out alive, they’ll be on us.” 
 
    “Then let’s make sure they get caught up in a fireball so hot it burns their wings straight off.” 
 
    Jones pushed the Barnburner’s engines as far as they would go. As hot as they would go. He just prayed it would be enough. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve: The Long Good-bye 
 
    Macy didn’t see Jones fly the Barnburner into the alien mothership, but she felt it. Or, it was the cannolis making their presence known. One way or another, she knew it. Her navigation panel agreed with her gut feeling. “Captain, something is going on with that mothership. Readings are off the chart.” 
 
    Captain Spectacular put his hand on her shoulder as he leaned over to read her console. His touch set Macy’s skin trembling, and she couldn’t think of anything other than how wonderful he smelled. Like being in the woods on a perfect fall day. “That ship is going critical. It’s going to explode. Take us as far away as possible, Macy, but close enough to burn up those bugs.” 
 
    “But Captain, the Barnburner. What if—” 
 
    “There’s nothing we can do for them now,” Captain Spectacular threw himself into the captain’s chair and braced himself. “He knew the risks. He knew the odds and he still did it because he wanted to save us and all of Earth. That’s a real hero. A great hero, Macy.” 
 
    It was. God, it was. Who knew that Jim Jones had it in him? Macy never would’ve guessed it, but as she gave her affirmative response to the order. She gazed over at Stephen and he gave her a nod. 
 
    “Aye, Captain.” Macy plotted a course. 
 
    It’s what Jones would’ve wanted. He would’ve wanted to save his crew. And if he was going to go down in a blaze of glory, at least he’d be with his beloved tug. 
 
    “Warp two. Warp three, Captain!” Macy said but it wasn’t going to be enough. The Hive ship reached critical mass and exploded. The explosion caught the Starlight and sent it skipping like a rock across a pond. Fire and lights lit up the viewscreen so bright, Macy squeezed her eyes shut. 
 
    The red alert sounded fast and furious, much more ominous than the Barnburner’s soft beep. “Outer hull temperatures reaching melting point, Captain. The shields are barely holding together.” 
 
    “It’ll hold,” Captain Spectacular said without a hint of anxiety or worry. “Correct our trajectory before we head straight into a death spiral.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain.” Macy fought against her own racing fear and worry to do her job, and she did. She leveled off the Starlight until they coasted like a spaceship on a dinner cruise. She couldn’t believe it, but as she eased up on the controls, it was obvious the Starlight was okay. 
 
    As they stared at the debris that was once the Hive ship, it was also obvious the Barnburner was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Oh no. Macy got a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach. Not Jim Jones. Not the Barnburner. She glanced at Stephen’s heartbroken face and was filled soul-aching regret. For everything she had always said and done… Macy was always embarrassed about her assignment on that tug ship. Now, she wished only to see it one more time. 
 
    “Sir, we’re being hailed,” Stephen held his earpiece tight as his eyes widened. “It’s the Barnburner!” 
 
    Macy nearly leapt out of her seat. How was that possible? She saw something coming across the viewscreen from a great distance. It was tiny, covered in honey, and looked like it had lost a gunfight at the O.K. Corral. There was no doubt in her mind who it was and what they had done. 
 
    “Patch them through.” Captain Spectacular stood with a smile on his face. As Jim Jones appeared on the viewing screen, Spectacular grinned wide and saluted him. “You had us extremely worried, Captain, but may I be the first to congratulate you on a job well done.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” Jones chuckled as his eyes fell on Macy. “Permission to dock and come aboard?” 
 
    “Permission granted,” Captain Spectacular nodded. “Open the docking bay doors. Macy, would you like to—” 
 
    Macy didn’t need to finish hearing the question. She was already halfway to the lift. Nothing was going to stop her from welcoming Jim Jones back aboard. He was a real hero. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
    Barely anything worked on the Barnburner anymore. Jones had to pry every door open with his hands. “I promise we’ll get you fixed right up.” 
 
    “As if I haven’t heard that before. You’ll just forget about me. Like you always do,” Morticia said. 
 
    Jones was about to tell her that she was wrong when he stepped out onto the docking bay and saw Macy running toward him. The sight of her made him forget all about Morticia and her problems. The way her breasts bounced in the catsuit she swore was a regulation flight suit, oh baby…but it was the look in her eye that captivated him the most. 
 
    Could that look really be for him? 
 
    “Macy—” Jones started but when she jumped into his arms, Jones forgot what he was going to say. Instead, he just held her. Her hair was soft as silk and…was that the smell of cannolis? 
 
    Damn, he loved a woman who could eat a good pile of cannolis. 
 
    Macy kissed him. She held his face and just kissed him. Breathless, their lips parted and she leaned her forehead against his. “I was so scared I was going to lose you forever.” 
 
    “I’m right here, Macy. You haven’t lost me.” 
 
    “Promise?” she asked. 
 
    Jones grinned as he saw Captain Spectacular entering the docking bay. “Promise.” He stood to attention and saluted Captain Spectacular, but his other hand…well, Macy didn’t let go. And Jones hoped she never would. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue: Buffet Dinners and a Promise 
 
      
 
    A heroes’ welcome greeted them back on Earth. And, for the first time in forever, the Barnburner arrived on time to celebrate. Jim Jones, Macy Gray, and that red-shirted guy, Stephen, stood on the platform beside Captain Spectacular and waved to the crowd. People chanted their names, and when it came time to get their medals for sacrifice and bravery, Jones thought he might be dreaming. 
 
    “It figures,” Morticia said in their ears, “no one wants to give me a medal. I was brave, too, you know. It was my hull on the line. Not yours.” 
 
    Not even a grumpy AI could get Jones down. As they partied later around the buffet table, Macy held his hand. In her form-fitting red dress, she was a sight to behold. And she was all his. Jones kissed her, even though her mouth was stuffed with whipped cream. 
 
    Or maybe because it was stuffed with whipped cream. 
 
    “I love you, Jim Jones.” 
 
    He grinned and threw her a wink. “You have any idea how happy that makes me?” 
 
    “You could try telling me.” 
 
    “Or…tonight maybe I’ll try showing you,” Jones was about to swat her on the ass when Captain Spectacular strolled up to shake their hands. 
 
    “You’re one hell of a pilot, Macy. If you want to join my capital ship, you only have to say the word.” 
 
    “Thanks, Captain,” Macy said with a glance at Jones. “But I’m going to stay with the Barnburner. It’s my home. It’s where my family is.” 
 
    Spectacular nodded. “You’re a lucky man, Jones.” He shook the captain’s hand. “If you’ll excuse me, I have a mission to attend to. For now, this is goodbye, but when the call comes, when Earth needs you…” 
 
    Jones stood up straighter. “We’ll be there, sir. I promise.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have it any other way.” 
 
    Jones and Macy stood, their arms around each other, as Captain Spectacular made his way through the banquet hall. “You could’ve had him,” Jones said. “I saw the way he looked at you. You could’ve traded up.” 
 
    “I know,” Macy said with a shrug. She threw her arms around his neck. “I guess I just didn’t want to.” 
 
    “You guess?” Jones asked with a rise of his eyebrows. 
 
    Macy laughed. “Just shut up and kiss me, Jones.” 
 
    That was something that Jones could do. He wouldn’t mind if he spent the rest of his life kissing her… 
 
    Except Stephen showed up right then with an expression of fright on his face. “The Barnburner just got an encoded message from a mining colony. Something about giant bees coming up from the ground. They’re in trouble.” 
 
    Macy groaned and rested her head on Jones’s shoulder. 
 
    “Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s go kick some bug ass!” 
 
    The crew of the Barnburner was hot on the trail of an exciting mission once more, and Jones was feeling just fine. Because those damn bees didn’t know what he knew…and it wouldn’t be the last time. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
    —  —  — 
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 Brewing Trouble 
 
    By Amy DuBoff 
 
    Stolen ship? Check. Cybernetic eye? Check. Coffee beans? Check. Insane mission to steal the perfect power source to brew said beans? Work in progress. 
 
    When you go to the trouble of legitimately buying a ship for your illegitimate smuggling operation, and that ship turns out to be stolen from a powerful weapons dealer… well, you might need to figure out why the universe hates you. 
 
    But not Jack Tresler; he’s used to being karma’s whipping boy. 
 
    Given the choice to take on an ill-fitting cybernetic eye and join a crew of thieves on a crazy heist, or die, he takes the unpleasant modification in stride. After all, it’s just another day in the life. 
 
    The thieves are out to steal an innovative energy core—the MEC—and the plan appears to be all too easy. That is until the Vorlox show up to complicate matters. Still, all is not lost. If the gang of zany thieves can get the MEC and keep it from falling into the wrong hands, they just might be able to brew the perfect cup of coffee. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 1: Shot in the Foot 
 
    It all started with a ship. More specifically, a stolen ship. Unfortunately for Jack Tresler, he didn’t know it was stolen at the time he purchased it, or that the rightful owner was the most powerful weapons smuggler in the sector, Svetlana Korinov.  
 
    In retrospect, Jack should have realized the ship’s terms of sale were too good to be true; like with most of his past “business” dealings, he’d shot himself in the foot. However, the turn of phrase took on a whole new meaning as Svetlana pointed a real gun toward Jack’s actual foot. 
 
    “Really, this is all a terrible misunderstanding,” Jack tried to explain. 
 
    “Misunderstanding or not, you’re a dead man.” Svetlana charged her laser pistol while a handful of women in her gang looked on with amusement. “I will incinerate you piece by piece.” 
 
    Jack held up his hands and plastered on the most charming smile his mediocre looks allowed. “While I’m sure killing me would bring you great short-term satisfaction—I mean, who doesn’t like to start out Monday morning with a revenge killing—what else would it really accomplish? Wouldn’t you rather find out who stole your ship in the first place?” 
 
    Svetlana’s violet eyes narrowed to slits beneath her exaggerated eyeliner. “Yes, but how could you possibly be of any use to me?” 
 
    “Me? Useful?” Jack forced a smug chuckle and smoothed back his blond hair with one hand. “Do you have any idea who I am?” 
 
    The weapons dealer activated Jack’s holopin she was holding in her free hand, displaying his credentials. “Jack Tresler, age thirty-four. Outstanding warrants on five planets and banned from a sixth for… inappropriate yodeling?” She raised a quizzical eyebrow. 
 
    “Hey, it was very appropriate at the time. The authorities and I just didn’t see eye-to-eye.” 
 
    “Of course. And what about the forty-eight thousand credits in unpaid debts?” 
 
    Jack made a dismissive flip of his wrist. “Petty cash. That’ll all be settled up after my next job.” 
 
    “The one you intended to complete with my ship?” Svetlana asked. 
 
    “Well, yeah…” 
 
    Svetlana scoffed. “You’re a small-time criminal incapable of following through with his promises. I’d be doing everyone a favor if I end you.” She altered handgun’s aim from Jack’s foot to his head. 
 
    “Whoa, whoa!” Jack raised his hands again with renewed urgency. “You stopped reading too soon. You didn’t get to the part about my being a legendary detective.” 
 
    “You mean your one-time role as Sherlock in a primary school play?” 
 
    Jack lowered his hands. “Wow, you really did read my file.” 
 
    “Your acting career won’t help uncover who stole my ship, which confirms that you’re utterly useless to me.” 
 
    “Did you watch a recording of the play? You have to admit that an eight-year-old detective is adorable.” 
 
    “Enough!” Svetlana took a step forward. 
 
    “Actually—” a woman in her late-twenties standing in the throng behind Svetlana cut in, “—we do need someone to modify for our next venture.” 
 
    Svetlana lowered her weapon part way, which Jack hardly found to be an improvement since that meant it was pointing directly at his groin. Nonetheless, “modify” sounded like a status upgrade from “dead”. 
 
    “If I can be of service…” Jack began tentatively. 
 
    “I don’t know if he’s worth the trouble, Alissa,” Svetlana stated. 
 
    “I’d rather not lose an eye, if I can help it,” Alissa replied. She looked Jack over with her tawny eyes partially obscured by dark, side-swept bangs. “I can handle him.” 
 
     Svetlana sighed and deactivated her laser pistol. “Fine. If he assists and is successful, his debt to me will be forgiven.” 
 
    Jack perked up. “You won’t regret this!” 
 
    “I already do,” Svetlana muttered as she holstered her handgun. “Prep him for surgery.” 
 
    “Oh, right… the ‘modifications’,” Jack gulped. “What exactly—” 
 
    “We need to replace your eye,” Alissa stated with the matt-of-factness of a tax auditor. 
 
    “My eye?” 
 
    She nodded. “Your left eye. You will be fitted with a multispectral camera that will feed directly into your brain.” 
 
    “That sounds…” 
 
    “It’s minor brain surgery, don’t worry,” Alissa said. “Morine has done it at least once before.” 
 
    Jack crossed his arms. “Yeah, about that…” 
 
    “It’s the implant or an execution. Take your pick.” 
 
    “No Option C?” 
 
    Alissa groaned and turned back toward her boss. “Svetl—!” 
 
    “Wait, I’ll do it!” Jack interrupted.  
 
    Alissa relaxed. “Great. You’ll hardly notice a difference! Then we can get to work.” 
 
    * 
 
    Jack’s eye fluttered open. 
 
    A bright light shone down on him, obscuring his view of the room at first. Then, a figure next to his bed came into focus. 
 
    “That is… horrifying.” Alissa’s nose wrinkled. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Alissa took a step backward from his medical bed. “Well, the apparatus didn’t quite fit.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” As Jack asked the question, he realized that the left half of his vision was missing. He reached toward his face and felt a metal protrusion coming from where his left eye used to be. “Great.” 
 
    “I’m sure it’ll seem natural in no time.” 
 
    “Liar.” 
 
    Alissa shrugged. “I tried.” 
 
    Jack sighed and sat up on the medical bed. His head swam. “I didn’t realize this was going to half-blind me.” 
 
    “The implant isn’t activated yet—this was just the installation. We’ll give you another day or two to heal before we turn it on.” 
 
    “When are you going to tell me what it’s for?” 
 
    The woman eyed him. “Someone’s cranky.” 
 
    “Well, how do you expect me to be?” Jack shot back. “I bought a ship that I didn’t know was stolen, you held me at gunpoint, and now you’ve taken my eye—my favorite eye, I might add. Aside from my terrible luck, I don’t know why this is happening or what your aim is.” 
 
    Alissa stuck out her lower lip in a mock display of pity. “It has been a rough day for you, hasn’t it?” 
 
    Jack ignored her and slid off the bed. His sense of equilibrium was basically nonexistent and he needed to keep both his hands on the bed to prevent himself from toppling over. 
 
    After watching him sway awkwardly like a newborn foal for a minute, Alissa came over to him and placed her arm around his waist. “You want to know what’s going on? I’ll show you.” 
 
    She led him out of the exam room—more accurately, a storage closet with a second-hand hospital bed and tarp on the floor—into a drab hallway. Jack took in the details of the corridor and strained to identify any background mechanical sounds that might provide more information about his location. As near as he could tell, they were no longer on Svetlana’s freighter where he’d been interrogated, but rather somewhere in the depths of a space station. 
 
    They traversed the dimly lit hall lined with utility lines and eventually arrived at a hatch. Alissa spun the manual wheel to unseal the door, then leaned her shoulder against it. The hatch creaked open.  
 
    The other side was far more welcoming than where Jack had awoken after the surgery—an open room furnished with two white couches, an assortment of potted plants, and various other furnishings that made it feel like a living room. Most surfaces were white and shiny to a degree that Jack considered completely impractical; even without the worry of tracking mud in from outside, the fingerprint smudges could get way too easily out of control. 
 
    “Where are we?” he asked. 
 
    Alissa re-sealed the hatch using a lever that folded back into a disguised recess within the wall. “This is Luxuria, our main base. If I told you any more, Svetlana would probably have me kill you.” 
 
    “Keeping it vague works for me,” Jack hastily replied. 
 
    “But, now that you’re sporting that neat little piece of hardware, I can share exactly what it is you’re going to do for us.” She stepped over to a low table between the two couches and activated a translucent touch-surface panel inset in the top. She navigated through a menu and made a selection. The tabletop flickered as a hologram of a slowly rotating cylindrical object appeared above it. 
 
    Jack studied the image. “I haven’t a clue what that is.” 
 
    “It’s a micro energy core, or MEC,” Alissa explained. “It’s a new prototype that was developed by GiganCorp Labs.” 
 
    “They’re the giant, corporate research company, right?” 
 
    “The very one.” Alissa scowled with disdain. “MECs were completely theoretical until this prototype was developed. The potential applications are endless—biomedical, backup power, kitchen appliances…” 
 
    “And let me guess: weapons,” Jack completed. 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    Jack shook his head and groaned. “Svetlana wants said prototype, huh?” 
 
    Alissa nodded. “And you’re going to help me steal it.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 2: A Terrible Plan 
 
    Jack gingerly itched around his cybernetic eye. “Break into GiganCorp Labs and steal their prototype?” 
 
    “Correct,” Alissa acknowledged without batting an eye. 
 
    “You said that with a straight face.” 
 
    “Because I’m completely serious.” 
 
    “But that’s insane!” Jack exclaimed. “Their security—” 
 
    “Won’t be that big of a deal,” Alissa cut in. “At least not with the aid of that fancy Thingamado in your head.” 
 
    Jack crossed his arms. “This is all a joke to you, isn’t it?” 
 
    Alissa rolled her eyes. “You’re just going to have to trust me.” 
 
    “Says the woman who cut out my eye!” 
 
    “I’ll admit that wasn’t the best way to start out this relationship. But keep in mind that I did save your life.” 
 
    Jack scoffed. “Yeah, spared me so I could instead rot on a prison planet after we’re caught trying to steal a gizmo from what I can only imagine is a highly secure research facility. Yeah, that was really considerate.” 
 
    “MEC,” Alissa corrected. 
 
    “Oh, so you get to use ‘thingamado’ and I’m not allowed to use ‘gizmo’?” 
 
    “Thingamado is literally the brand name. Clearly you didn’t hear the capital ‘t’.” 
 
    Jack didn’t have a good response to that. “Oh.” 
 
    “Anyway,” Alissa continued, “we won’t get caught.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” 
 
    “Because I’m awesome.” She closed the hologram on the tabletop and the screen returned to its clear, glass-like state. 
 
    “So I’m not doing this alone?” Jack clarified. 
 
    “Oh. Oh no,” Alissa laughed. “No, you’d most certainly be killed. Like, immediately.” 
 
    “I thought security wouldn’t be a problem with my cool eye-thing?” 
 
    She shook her head. “That’s only a small part of it. I mean, honestly, you’re just a tool for me to use so I didn’t have to do that to myself.” 
 
    The words cut deep. “Ouch.” 
 
    Momentary regret flashed across Alissa’s face. “Sorry. I probably shouldn’t have said that out loud.” 
 
    “You think?” Jack sat down on one of the white couches, massaging his temples. “I do appreciate you stopping my execution and all, but I wasn’t trying to wrong any of you. One bad purchasing decision and my life has sort of been derailed in the last twenty-four hours.” 
 
    “You were actually unconscious for three days but…” Alissa shook her head. “That’s irrelevant. Look, we’re going to have to work together, so let’s just start over and make this work.” 
 
    “I guess I don’t really have much of a choice, do I?” 
 
    “Not really, no. Unless you want Svetlana to shoot you.” 
 
    “Still not liking that option.” 
 
    Alissa cracked a smile. “All right. In that case, I should probably show you to your quarters so you can get some real sleep—that anesthesia doesn’t make for quality rest, even if it has been three days.” 
 
    “I was going to say, I feel like I should be way better rested.” 
 
    “Well, you better be after tonight because we have quite the journey ahead of us.” 
 
    “So, this isn’t just a simple theft?” Jack questioned. 
 
    “Hopefully everything will be straightforward once we get there, but we’ll need to stock up on some supplies first, and some of those items won’t be easy to obtain.” 
 
    “Such as…?” 
 
    Alissa winced. “A nano induction module.” 
 
    “You have to be kidding.” 
 
    “I know, I know. I have a plan.” 
 
    Jack raised his one good eyebrow. “There isn’t any reasonable approach for dealing with the Winkelson Brothers.” 
 
    “You know they hate that name,” Alissa smirked. 
 
    “Sorry, but I could never quite get onboard with ‘Lords of Doom’.” 
 
    “Right? They haven’t done one remotely menacing thing.” 
 
    Jack flourished his hands. “Precisely. Frankly, I’ve just always avoided them because of the legendary stench.” 
 
    “Which is not insurmountable,” Alissa pointed out. “That’s why the first step of my plan is to catch them on a shower day.” 
 
    “That’s what, once a month?” 
 
    “Not if we make it a shower day,” she grinned. 
 
    “And how is that accomplished?” 
 
    “Soup.” 
 
    Jack’s eye widened. Clearly she’d lost her mind. “Come again?” 
 
    “Well, chili, technically. There’s this particular brand—they buy it in barrels. Apparently the shelf life is phenomenal.” 
 
    “The stench is suddenly making a whole lot more sense.” 
 
    “I know! So, I’m thinking there’s going to be a little mishap with the delivery.” 
 
    “What kind of mishap?” Jack asked cautiously. 
 
    “Perhaps a simulated eruption of an air bubble trapped during the packaging process, which would just happen to correspond to when the barrel is opened for a quality control check.” 
 
    Jack smiled. “You’re quite devious.” 
 
    “It’s a gift. Needless to say, soup everywhere and showers would be in order.” 
 
    “That’s assuming they have any sense of decency—which is fairly well established that they don’t,” Jack countered. 
 
    “I forgot to mention the defective feather pillows that will ‘accidentally’ be added to their order.” 
 
    “Now we’re talking.” 
 
    Alissa grinned. “So, while they’re busy trying to remove soupy feathers without permanently destroying their drainage system, we should be able to sneak in, crack their vault, and take a nano induction module.” 
 
    “Or all of them, if we’re going to that trouble.” 
 
    “Good point.” 
 
    “But,” Jack raised his finger, “the safe-cracking bit…” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s going to be tricky. That’s why we’ll need Finn.” 
 
    “And where is Finn?” 
 
    “In prison.” 
 
    Jack sighed and shook his head. “Which prison?” 
 
    Alissa inched back on the couch adjacent to Jack. “Hellana,” she said under her breath. 
 
    “Oh, come on…” 
 
    “Look, it’s only hard to break out of. It’s plenty easy to get in.” 
 
    Jack groaned. “But to get someone out you need to break out!” 
 
    “It shouldn’t be a problem for Triss.” 
 
    “And let me guess, Triss is—” 
 
    “Watching a vid nextdoor,” Alissa interrupted. “She’s going ahead to get things prepped in the morning.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Alissa smiled. “So, all we have to do is break Finn out of prison, steal the nano induction module from the Winkelson Brothers, and then gather a little bit of radioactive material from Thandor VII so we can break into the GiganCorp research lab. Easy.” 
 
    Jack frowned. “You didn’t mention the radioactive part before.” 
 
    “I didn’t? Probably because it’s barely worth mentioning.” She shrugged. 
 
    “Alissa, this is a terrible plan.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 3: Popular with the Ladies 
 
    A proper night’s rest left Jack feeling much improved, but he couldn’t help reflecting on the unfortunate turn of events. While things hadn’t exactly been going great lately—or ever—he at least had maintained some sense of autonomy. To be a captive of a possibly crazed weapons dealer and have been rendered half blind made him question his life decisions. 
 
    He decided all of the misfortune could be traced back to that one fateful night on Raylen II with the tequila bombs and anchovy-based finger foods. Granted, he couldn’t actually remember the night, but the gap in his memory seemed like a reasonable place to pinpoint for his decidedly downward trajectory as late. 
 
    The quarters where he’d been deposited for the night was actually an empty closet with a blanket on the floor. He was thankful for the blanket and slightly less thankful that the floor was inexplicably sloped at fifteen degrees and he kept sliding into the wall while he slept. 
 
    Nonetheless, he awoke feeling happy to still be alive, despite his itchy eye implant, and was ready to tackle Alissa’s crazy plan. 
 
    He was roused from his blanket cocoon by a knock on the door. Without waiting for him to reply, the door swung inward and Alissa peered in. 
 
    “Ready?” she asked. 
 
    “After that talk about the Winkelson Brothers, I don’t suppose I could get a shower myself?” Jack asked. 
 
    Alissa nodded. “I was going to request it. This way.” 
 
    She led him down the hall through the living room area to a sliding door. “Wait here a minute,” she instructed and stepped inside. 
 
    Thirty seconds later, a different woman emerged from the room wearing only a towel. She gave Jack a look of distaste as she passed by.  
 
    Alissa exited right behind her. “It’s all yours,” she told him. “We don’t exactly get many male visitors around here.” 
 
    “Not even for fun?” he asked. 
 
    “Ew. Why would we do that when we have each other?” She stepped aside. “Go clean up. I’ll be waiting out here.” 
 
    Jack took a quick shower and ran his clothes through the ultrasonic cleaner. By the time he was re-dressed in his gray shirt, black flight jacket, and charcoal pants he was feeling more like himself, despite the missing eye. He took several minutes to inspect the surgical site and replacement apparatus.  
 
    True to Alissa’s initial assessment, the modification was a touch on the horrifying side. The metal eye protruded from his eye socket, revealing glowing blue lights. An artificial iris at the center was presently closed. The skin around the artificial eye was red and tender, but it appeared that the wound was healing. Knowing there wasn’t much he could do about the disfiguration at this juncture, he decided to invent an epic war story to tell the ladies about how he lost the eye—like saving an entire village from a meteor shower that happened to correspond with an attack from extradimensional aliens. Yeah, he was a hero. 
 
    Smiling to himself as he thought about his fictional escapades, he left the bathroom and found Alissa waiting on the couch in the common room for him. 
 
    “Took you long enough,” she muttered, rising to her feet. She stepped over toward the corridor leading through the far wall. “We’re behind schedule.” 
 
    “For the jailbreak?” Jack asked, jogging to catch up with her brisk pace. 
 
    “More or less. Triss is waiting for us.” 
 
    Jack beamed. “Look at you using ‘us’! It’s almost like we’re a team.” 
 
    “Don’t get any ideas,” Alissa cautioned. “I’m authorized to use deadly force if you so much as look at me funny.” 
 
    “No need to get all defensive.” 
 
    “I’m not—” Alissa cut herself off and groaned. “I should have gotten you a muzzle to go with that freak eye.” 
 
    “What happened to ‘us’?” Jack attempted to bat his eyelashes—normally a surefire move for melting hearts—but the singular eye made the move decidedly more difficult. 
 
    Alissa ignored him and walked faster.  
 
    She led him down the corridor to a lift, which deposited them in another hallway. At the end of that, a large sliding door was marked “Shuttle Bay”. 
 
    “We’re taking a ship?” Jack questioned. 
 
    “Obviously. I think you’re familiar with it.” 
 
    He perked up. “The Lucille?” 
 
    “That was your name for it,” Alissa replied. “Svetlana has always known it as the Little Princess.” 
 
    “That name was never going to work with my image.” 
 
    “Congratulations—consider you image revised.” 
 
    The Little Princess was somewhat larger than its name suggested—stretching fifty meters long and twenty meters tall. It was a mass production model with a generic central body, wide wing base, and four thrusters in the rear. He’d seen countless others like it in his travels. It was one of those ships that a traveler would come across in any corner of the galaxy while going on some crazy adventure or another. 
 
    “You have exceptionally boring taste in starships, you know,” Alissa commented as they walked across the nearly empty hangar toward the vessel. “Of all the ships to steal, you had to pick one of these.” 
 
    “Again, I bought it,” Jack retorted. “Blame the thief for their bad taste. I just wanted something modest and affordable to get my business going.” 
 
    “Were you seriously trying to do something respectable?” 
 
    Jack shrugged. “Well, smuggling is pretty difficult with forged credentials. I at least needed the paperwork to look good in case I was ever questioned.” 
 
    “You can fit maybe four people and a crate of food in one of these. That’s terrible for smuggling.” 
 
    “Lemme guess, you haven’t been out to Corican, have you?” Jack asked. 
 
    “No, why?” 
 
    “Well, the engines are bulky on these guys. But, if you’re okay with slower acceleration, you can swap out one of the turbo tanks for an extra cargo hold—something that no inspector is expecting to look for.” 
 
    Alissa’s eyes widened momentarily. “That is rather clever.” 
 
    “I never got the chance to make the alteration, but it’s something Svetlana might be interested in.” 
 
    “All right, I guess maybe you aren’t as completely useless as we’d predicted.” 
 
    Jack smiled. “See? Live and learn.” 
 
    They made the final approach to the vessel, and Alissa used a control panel under a hatch on the side of the ship to input an access code for the passenger door. It chirped with acceptance and the door folded down from the side wall to form a ramp inside. 
 
    “I think all of your things are still in here,” she said as they entered. “Based on the smell of feet, I’m guessing that includes your laundry.” 
 
    “It’s not equipped with an ultrasonic cleaner—which is surprising given Svetlana’s apparent fastidiousness.” 
 
    Alissa eyes him with a hint of surprise. “That was a big word for you.” 
 
    “That’s not the only big—” 
 
    “I’m going to stop you right there. No.” 
 
    Jack sighed. “Too good of an opening. I had to try.” 
 
    She nodded. “Props for that.” 
 
    Everything did appear to be in order based on how Jack had left it. He passed through the narrow hallway that ran the length of the vessel on the starboard side and entered into the compact living area midship, which consisted of a couch, and couple of chairs, and a kitchenette complete with a small dining table. He scanned over the contents of a cabinet on the back wall, secured by a plexiglass door. 
 
    “It is still here!” Jack slid the door open and pulled out a slim, elongated metal case. It opened on a hinge along the long edge and he extracted a piece of straw from the cradle inside the case. 
 
    “Is that hay?” Alissa asked with one eyebrow raised. 
 
    “Only if you want to be all backworlds about it,” Jack replied as he placed the stalk between his teeth. “This is artisan straw.” 
 
    Alissa’s expression of profound distaste didn’t diminish. “And why is it in your mouth?” 
 
    “It’s sophisticated and gives me character.” 
 
    “Um, no.” 
 
    Jack scoffed. “You’re just envious because you don’t have your own.” 
 
    Alissa let out a long breath between her teeth. “Did someone really tell you that holding a piece of straw in your mouth would make you look cool?” 
 
    “She didn’t tell me—she enlightened me.” 
 
    “She was messing with you.” 
 
    Jack shrugged off the statement. 
 
    “No, seriously,” Alissa insisted. “Pretty sure this is how it went down: you failed hard while attempting to flirt with her, she had some quick wit and the kind of charm you can’t train, and she devised a delightful gag that she still jokes about with her friends to this day.” 
 
    “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    Alissa grinned. “Oh, but I do. I see the doubt in your eye.” 
 
    Jack faltered. “No, I mean… Maybe it was kind of strange how she smirked while she suggested it.” 
 
    “Had you made any sort of lewd comment?” 
 
    “That depends on your definition of ‘lewd’...” 
 
    Alissa nodded with satisfaction, snickering. “Yep, that’s what happened. She wanted to make you look like you had an oral fixation.” 
 
    “A what? No.” Jack shook his head. 
 
    “Yeah, and I don’t mean in the kind of way ladies would find alluring.” 
 
    “Sucking on a piece of straw isn’t—” 
 
    Alissa could barely contain her giggling. “Lemme guess, she suggested that you find the longest, thickest piece of straw you can and slowly—” 
 
    “Stop. Stop! Please.” Jack spat out the straw and stomped on it. 
 
    She paused her cackling for two seconds and then burst into another giggle fit. “This is too good.” 
 
    “No more straw. Happy?” 
 
    Eyes tearing, Alissa regained her composure. “You know, I actually kind of liked it.” 
 
    Jack was trying to think of a witty retort when an alarm sounded in the hangar. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 4: The Misadventure Begins 
 
    “That’s not good,” Alissa said with a frown. 
 
    “What is that sound and why is it so alarming?” Jacked asked, holding his hands over his ears. 
 
    “The Luxuria has been breached.” 
 
    “What?” Jack shouted. 
 
    Alissa removed his hands from over his ears. “The spaceport is compromised. We need to go—now!” 
 
    Jack’s pulse spiked. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “I have no idea. This hasn’t happened before.” Alissa’s previously unflappable demeanor was fraying around the edges. “Seal the door. I’ll get the engines warmed up.” 
 
    Jack nodded and returned to the hatch where they’d entered. He used the control panel to raise the door ramp and then manually locked it down with a lever. The alarm in the hangar was nearly silent with the door closed, though it still reverberated along the hull. 
 
    By the time he was finished, he could feel the vibration from the engines under foot. He ran the short length to the cockpit at the front of the craft. A three-panel window spanned the front of the room in front of two chairs and an instrument panel with a combination of button control and touch interfaces. A HUD on the central window was presently displaying the engine initialization progress. 
 
    “Have you tried asking the station what the alarm is about?” Jack asked her as he took the seat on the right. 
 
    “No response,” Alissa replied, keeping her gaze focused on the systems checks displayed on the HUD. “We’ll meet Triss at our planned rendezvous.” 
 
    “I’m in support of any plan that involves being somewhere other than here.” 
 
    Alissa scowled at the controls. “And we would be somewhere else already if this ship didn’t take an eternity to warm up.” 
 
    “That’s on your boss, not me,” Jack said, raising his hands in defense. “I would have gone for something other than the base model if I’d had a halfway decent budget.” 
 
    “She would have, but—” 
 
    The ship lurched to the side. 
 
    “Uh…” Jack began. 
 
    Alissa rose partway from her seat to get a better view out the front window. She immediately sat back down and strapped into the flight harness. 
 
    Jack only needed a moment’s glance outside to do the same thing. There was a hole in the hangar wall, and it wasn’t an open door. 
 
    He had barely strapped in when the Little Princess careened across the floor toward the vacuum. 
 
    Alissa made rapid entries on the control panel to force a quick-start of the engines—a risky maneuver indoors, but launching on an uncontrolled vector into a potential debris field was way more dangerous. 
 
    “Argh!” she exclaimed with frustration when the systems were nonresponsive. 
 
    “You have to reverse the polarity!” Jack shouted. 
 
    “That doesn’t even make sense!” 
 
    “It works… for some reason. Just do it!” he insisted. 
 
    Alissa made the necessary inputs to modify the power flow through the engines. System lights lit up green across the board. 
 
    “Huh,” she murmured dumbstruck. 
 
    “Fly!” Jack shouted, involuntarily ducking as the ship passed dangerously close to a cargo crane that had been wrenched free from inside the hangar. 
 
    The Little Princess and loose equipment from the hangar passed through the open maw in the side of the station and entered into open space. 
 
    Alissa grabbed the controls and fired the thrusters to begin countering their uncontrolled spin away from the station. With careful maneuvering, the tumbling slowed and she was able to swing the ship around under her control to get a view of the Luxuria. 
 
    Rather, what was left of the Luxuria. 
 
    “Stars…” Alissa breathed. 
 
    Jack released a slow breath as he took in the sight. The hole in the hangar was one of several gashes around the structure. It appeared that the station had resembled a four-pronged star in its whole state, but one of the arms was broken off entirely and it appeared that all power had been lost. 
 
    “I guess that explains why they weren’t replying to your calls…” Jack murmured. 
 
    “Did any of them make it out?” Tears were forming in Alissa’s eyes as she took in the destruction, searching for signs of escape pods. “What could have done this?” 
 
    Her question was immediately answered by a near-miss laser blast across the nose of the vessel.  
 
    Jack spotted the origin of the shot off their port side—a nasty-looking warship with unnecessary spikes along the dorsal support beam, armored plating, and comically large guns. Many, many guns. 
 
    He gulped. “I’m going to suggest we jump to—” 
 
    The stars were a blur outside his window before he could complete the sentence. 
 
    The hyperspace jump had Jack pinned against the back of his seat for the initial five seconds of the jump. As the ship achieved velocity, he was able to breath normally again and took several deep breaths to calm his racing heart. 
 
    “Do you have any idea what’s going on?” he stammered. 
 
    Alissa set the autopilot and slouched in her seat. “I’d been hearing rumors, but didn’t think they’d come after us.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The Vorlox.” 
 
    Jack shook his head. “Can’t say I’ve heard of them.” 
 
    “Consider yourself lucky.” Alissa ran her hands down the side of her face. “Do you think anyone made it out in time?” 
 
    “I have no idea.” It was then that Jack remembered the women on the station were—or had been—her friends. That was a lot of potential loss to process. “I’m sure they’re fine,” he added.  
 
    “We’ll find out when we meet up with Triss, I suppose,” Alissa said. “Just need to stay focused on the mission.” 
 
    “You’re being rather calm about this, considering that your home was just destroyed.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say it was my home exactly. And they were my friends, but not really a family.” 
 
    Jack examined her out of the corner of his eye. “You seemed ready to take some pretty big risks for them.” 
 
    “Not for them,” Alissa clarified. “This was a job for me.” 
 
    “But still...” 
 
    “We all just try to find our way through life.” 
 
    “Wow, that got deep suddenly.” 
 
    Alissa shrugged it off. “It’s been a tough few minutes. Can you not make a joke for once?” 
 
    “Sorry, it’s involuntary.” 
 
    “Yeah, I got that impression.” She sighed. “Look, if the Vorlox are after us, this may change the plan.” 
 
    Jack was unnerved by the idea of having a crazed, heavily armored group of… “Wait, so who or what are the Vorlox, anyway? Aliens or—” 
 
    “Oh, no no,” Alissa cut in. “They’re human, based on every account I’ve heard. They just spent a little too much time on spaceships with subpar radiation shielding. Rumors have been floating around about them attacking space stations and freighters.” 
 
    “So, went kind of…” Jack circled his index finger horizontally near his ear. 
 
    “Yep. And murdery.” 
 
    “That’s unfortunate.” 
 
    “Yeah…” She got a distant look in her eyes. “You’re right, they probably got out.” 
 
    Jack nodded. “That’s the spirit! So where are we meeting Triss?” 
 
    “A secret weapons dealer hangout,” she replied. “Fortunately, Triss left an hour ago so I know she got out before the attack.” 
 
    “That’s a relief.” 
 
    Alissa’s mouth twitched into a subtle smile. “Yeah, it is.” 
 
    “Wait… you two are a thing, aren’t you?” Jack realized. 
 
    “That doesn’t matter,” Alissa shot back and turned her attention out the front window. 
 
    “Oh, come on—you can tell me!” 
 
    “Not important right now,” she said. Her tone had turned serious. 
 
    Then, Jack noticed the warning light flashing on the control console. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “The fuel line must have been damaged in the attack. We’re running on fumes.” 
 
    “Where are we?” 
 
    Alissa grabbed the yoke on the flight controls. “We’re about to find out.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 5: A Stroke of Luck 
 
    The Little Princess dropped out of hyperspace within half a kilometer of an asteroid. 
 
    “Whoa!” Alissa quickly buried the yoke to the left, away from the giant rock. 
 
    “That could have been better or a whole lot worse,” Jack commented as soon as they were clear. 
 
    “Dropping directly into an asteroid would be bad, but drifting endlessly through space without any fuel might be worse.” 
 
    “Well, we’re in luck.” Jack pointed up ahead. 
 
    Alissa’s gaze followed his arm. Their new course was leading directly toward a space station built around another asteroid. “Well, that’s convenient.” 
 
    “I’ll take it.” 
 
    The space station was a rambling sort often found in the more backwaters systems, cobbled together with random parts salvaged from other vessels. Though not pretty to look at, it should at least have a fueling depot to help get them back on track. 
 
    Alissa directed the Little Princess to the tanker at the far end of the station—the most likely location to procure fuel. 
 
    A chirp sounded on the front console. 
 
    “Docking control,” Jack said and accepted the communication request on the holodisplay in front of him. 
 
    “Business and duration?” a woman asked in the monotone of someone who needed to ask the same question dozens of time each day. 
 
    “Fueling and… however long fueling takes,” Jack replied. 
 
    “Go to Berth E-792,” the dock controller replied and ended the call. 
 
    “You really have no idea how to be a functional adult, do you?” Alissa questioned. 
 
    Jack groaned. “What did I do wrong now?” 
 
    “Any worthwhile pilot knows exactly how long it takes to fuel their vessel.” 
 
    “Guess what? I owned this ship for eight hours before Svetlana’s goons came after me, so it’s not like I really had time to read the instruction manual.” 
 
    “Excuses!” 
 
    Jack then noticed the smirk playing on Alissa’s lips. “You’re just messing with me.” 
 
    She gave him a sidelong glance. “Well yeah. You make it entirely too easy.” 
 
    “I really can’t figure out your angle. You save my life—sort of—then make everything worse, then are mean to me, then joke. I don’t know what to think.” 
 
    She was silent for several moments. “This whole thing wasn’t my idea,” she replied at last. “I don’t have a personal problem with you—actually, I find you kind of entertaining in that way you do when watching someone fail in slow motion.” 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    “Sorry.” She blushed slightly. “But in all seriousness, there are no ill feelings on my end. This was a chance for me to use Svetlana’s motivations for my own benefit.” 
 
    “So what are you after?” 
 
    “Now is not the time or place to get into that.” Alissa kept her gaze focused ahead as she maneuvered the ship toward the designated berth highlighted on the HUD. 
 
    “Not even a hint?” 
 
    “Let’s just say that both of our problems will go away if we can pull this off. And it will require us to work as a team. A win-win.” 
 
    Jack examined her in the pilot’s chair. “Okay… So what do I have to do?” 
 
    “Follow my lead, don’t question what I tell you to do even if it seems crazy, and trust that your money problems will soon be a thing of the past.” 
 
    “Sounds like wishful thinking.” 
 
    She shrugged. “You might be surprised.” 
 
    They pulled into Berth E-792 and docking clamps secured the Little Princess to the station. Alissa coordinated fueling with the docking attendant while Jack took inventory of their supplies. He’d been in the process of figuring out his provisions when he’d been stunned and dragged back to Svetlana’s base. Though only a matter of days prior, it felt like an eternity.  
 
    The incongruous sense of time passage was underscored by the odd rapport he’d developed with Alissa. He’d begun the day in the role of prisoner, but over the past hour it seemed like she was viewing him more as a business partner in whatever her master plan may be. Though strange and unexpected, he wasn’t opposed. His life had been on a particularly terrible downward trajectory as late, so he was eager to jump on any opportunity to try something new. Losing an eye was less than ideal, but in the larger scheme of things that was a small price to pay for the possibility of getting out of debt and on the path to success. 
 
    “Should be all fueled up in twenty minutes,” Alissa announced, coming to find Jack in the store room behind a hatch in the living area. 
 
    “We have rations for two weeks. Will that be enough?” he asked her. 
 
    “That should work,” she confirmed. “We can always stock up after we get Finn out of Hellana.” 
 
    “Oh, right. I forgot about that part of the plan.” 
 
    “It really won’t be as difficult as you think,” Alissa insisted. “Triss is really good.” 
 
    Jack made a dismissive shrug. “I guess I’ll just do what I’m told.” 
 
    She smiled. “So you are trainable. Excellent.” 
 
    “Maybe you can make a functional adult out of me one of these days.” 
 
    “Let’s not go overboard,” Alissa said with a chuckle. “But speaking of functional, I should probably activate that implant.” 
 
    “Oh right.” Jack reached up to feel the eye. “What does it do, anyway?” 
 
    “Well, it will be able to detect things that we can’t see with normal vision. Infrared, UV, and also electrical fields. In addition, it can generate signals in specific frequencies and patterns.” 
 
    “Just fooling a biometric scanner?” Jack supplied. 
 
    “You’ve got it,” she confirmed. “It’s half of the key to breaking past GiganCorp’s security.” 
 
    “What’s the other half?” 
 
    “Me, of course.” She grinned. 
 
    “I have no doubt that your charm will win anyone over.” 
 
    “That or my gunslinging. This really could go either way.” 
 
    Jack chuckled. “All right. Well, I’m excited to have more than half my vision.” 
 
     “It’ll be better than before, once you get used to cycling the modes.” Alissa directed Jack toward the couch. She pulled out a slim black case from her hip pocket and selected a slim metal implement from inside. “Hold still,” she instructed as she leaned over in front of him with the metal implement in hand.  
 
    He couldn’t see her what she was doing to his left eye, but he detected a slight pressure on the implant as she poked at it. Then, there was a flash of white light on the left side of his vision, followed by a “Thingamado” logo with a progress bar loading in a circle around it. When the circle was completely full, his left field of vision restored in full color with only slight pixelation to differentiate the image from his organic eye. 
 
    “Oh that’s much better!” he exclaimed. “Never again will I take depth perception for granted.” 
 
    “It’s on Normal mode right now, correct?” 
 
    “Seems that way.” 
 
    Alissa nodded and extended the metal implement toward his cybernetic eye—which was decidedly more unnerving now that he could see it coming toward him. She made contact and his vision switched to infrared. She appeared in a rainbow of color with bright red at her core and a mixture of green and yellow on her hands; in contrast, the ship in the background was mostly cool blue. 
 
    “This is really trippy,” Jack murmured. 
 
    “But super handy for detecting guards in low light.” Alissa made another adjustment and his vision switched to UV.  
 
    The vibrant colors shifted to almost monochromatic, but he could suddenly make out details that were completely invisible to his other eye. 
 
    “What do you see?” Alissa asked. 
 
    Jack looked around the room and his gaze rested on several stains on the couch. “Uh, looks like the UV is working just fine.” 
 
    “All right, and now?” She made another adjustment. 
 
    His vision cycled to a spectacular display of the electromagnetic fields contained within the ship—everything from his own nerve impulses to the power conduits within the walls. Staring at Alissa and being able to almost see her thinking weirded him out while also simultaneously being fascinating. “Whoa,” he managed to stammer. 
 
    “I’ve heard that that one takes the most to get used to.” 
 
    “I’ll say. But it’s awesome!” Jack grinned. 
 
    “Good, because we’re going to need it.” She made a final adjustment and his vision returned to normal. “Now, in theory, you should be able to switch modes by thinking about it. That may take some practice to master.” 
 
    “Awesome.” 
 
    Alissa rose from her crouching position in front of him and smiled. “But for now, we have a jailbreak to plan.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 6: When a Plan Comes Together 
 
    After paying for the fuel through an electronic credit transfer from Alissa’s account, the Little Princess was soon on its way to the rendezvous with Triss. 
 
    Alissa had remained reticent about where the meetup would take place, but Jack was feeling comfortable enough with her that he was content to be along for the ride. Really, anyone willing to pick up the fuel bill was good in his book. 
 
    Two hours in hyperspace transit passed before the ship finally dropped back into normal space. Jack was surprised to see that their destination was absolutely in the middle of nowhere with nothing in sight. “Did you enter the right coordinates?” he asked. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “What did I say about questioning me?” She manipulated the controls to rotate the ship one-hundred-eighty degrees. A ship three times the size of their own was in the space that had been right behind them. “Always drop out on the far side so you don’t accidentally run into each other,” she stated. 
 
    “Oh, right.” 
 
    Alissa directed the Little Princess to an airlock on the starboard side of the larger vessel and lined up their own hatch. With some careful maneuvering, she made the seal. 
 
    “Let’s go.” Alissa rose from the pilot’s chair and led the main hatch off the ship. She double-checked the coupling with the other ship and released the door seal. 
 
    The hatch on the other ship was already open and a red-headed woman was waiting in the doorway. She wilted with relief when she saw Alissa and they ran to embrace one another. 
 
    “I didn’t know if you’d made it out,” the other woman murmured. 
 
    “Have you heard from anyone?” Alissa asked, pulled out of the hug so she could look at her at arm’s length. 
 
    “A few people, yes,” the woman confirmed. “It sounds like everyone was able to get to escape pods, but many were captured by the Vorlox after the attack.” 
 
    Alissa drew her in for a kiss and held her close. She pulled away after several seconds. “We move forward with the plan. We’ll find a way to get them back once we have it.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    The other woman turned her attention to Jack standing awkwardly behind them. “Wow, that implant really didn’t fit well.” 
 
    “You must be Triss,” Jack said. 
 
    “Yes,” Alissa replied. “Triss, Jack. Jack, Triss.” 
 
    “Thanks for volunteering,” Triss said to him. 
 
    “Didn’t really have an option, but all in all it hasn’t been that bad,” he said. “Well, except for the eye. But this one seems pretty cool.” 
 
    “Can we trust him?” Triss asked Alissa. 
 
    Alissa nodded. “He kind of grows on you. Just ignore his innuendos.” 
 
    “I can do that,” her friend replied. “Everything’s been prepped. Let’s get ready to head down to Hellana.” 
 
    “Oh, so we’re actually going down into a maximum security prison…” Jack muttered. “I thought maybe you had some sort of workaround where we could beam Finn out, or something.” 
 
    “Well, we’re not exactly going into the prison,” Triss clarified. “And you don’t have to do much for this part. Just watch and learn.” 
 
    * 
 
    Even from space, Hellana was true to its name. The planet’s surface was an inhospitable Hellscape of volcanic activity and massive blights. A lava field on the scale of an ocean marred the southern hemisphere, and only a tiny valley in a blackened region of the north looked to be remotely habitable. 
 
    “I think I’ll stay here on the ship,” Jack proclaimed as he looked out the main window on the bridge of the ship, the Prancer, which was functioning as their base. 
 
    “Nonsense! It’ll be a good bonding exercise for us,” Alissa contended. 
 
    “In the way that skin bonds to rock when you melt to death?” 
 
    “No, of course not! It’ll only be about sixty degrees Celsius. No melting at that temperature.” 
 
    “It’s a dry heat,” Triss jumped in. 
 
    Alissa flourished her hand. “See? Nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “But there’s also the matter of—” Jack started to object to the insane plan they’d just relayed to him, but Triss shushed him with a loud tisk. 
 
    “We’ll have none of that. It’ll be over before you know what’s happened,” she said. 
 
    Despite his continued objections, Jack was shepherded back to the Little Princess, which had made a tandem hyperspace jump with the Prancer. Alissa and Triss settled into the cockpit of the small vessel while Jack was left in the living room. It occurred to him that he could try to make a run for it—maybe by commandeering the Prancer—but he’d have nowhere to go. Alissa’s crazy plan was better than no plan at all. 
 
    The ship de-coupled from the larger vessel and approached the planet. Within ten minutes, the ship began trembling as it began to break through the atmosphere. 
 
    The radio in the cockpit crackled. “Unidentified craft, identify yourself.” 
 
    “That’s original,” Alissa muttered. “This is the Little Princess inbound with a prisoner for immediate incarceration,” she replied, presumably over the radio. 
 
    “Name on bounty record?” the Hellana official questioned. 
 
    “Jack Tresler,” Alissa stated. 
 
    “One moment.” The radio went silent for ten seconds. “Bounty confirmed. Proceed to the prisoner deposit site.” 
 
    “Roger.” The console beeped as Alissa ended the call. “You’re popular, Jack,” she shouted back to him. 
 
    “Yipee. It feels great to be the bait…” Jack mumbled. 
 
    “There’s a ninety percent chance you won’t lose another eye, so you really shouldn’t worry,” Alissa said. 
 
    “A whole ninety percent? Thanks, that makes me feel much better.” 
 
    The vibrations became more intense as the shuttle descended into the atmosphere, being tossed around on the super-heated air currents influenced by the volcanic activity. Jack held onto the couch using hidden handholds beneath the cushions since there wasn’t a proper restraint system. Many uncomfortable minutes passed as Triss fought to maintain control of the vessel. 
 
    Finally, they made it to the calmer air surrounding the valley that contained the prison facility. 
 
    Moments later, a light bump indicated that they were on the ground. The engines wound down. 
 
    Alissa and Triss came out from the cockpit.  
 
    “Stay quiet and wait for the signal,” Alissa said, approaching Jack. She pulled out the metal implement she’d previously used to adjust Jack’s cybernetic and cycled it to the electromagnetic field setting, per their plan. 
 
    The enhanced vision on his left and normal on his right gave him a headache. “Got it.” 
 
    Triss pulled out a pair of handcuffs from a cabinet while Alissa prepped for debarkation. When the cuffs were in place on Jack’s wrists, Alissa released the final seal on the main hatch. 
 
    A wave of oppressive heat flooded into the cabin, burning Jack’s lungs when he took his first breath of the super-heated air. “Are we seriously going out there?” 
 
    “It’ll just be a few minutes. You won’t die,” Alissa said. She stepped outside and then immediately back in. “Okay, this is pretty awful.” 
 
    “We can’t leave the door open or everything is going to melt. Come on!” Triss said and directed Jack outside. 
 
    It was even hotter outside the ship with a breeze that felt more like bands of heat radiating from a bonfire. Jack was pretty sure his shoes were melting on the black rock of a historical lava flow as he was guided across the open ground toward a door set into a rock outcropping in the center of the valley. The towering walls of the valley cast shadows that were likely the only reason the party wasn’t instantly vaporized. 
 
    When they were five meters away, the door in the rock cracked open and a figure wearing a thermal suit poked their head outside. “Is that Jack Tresler?” 
 
    “Yes. He’s here to trade places with Finn McGloven,” Triss stated. 
 
    The hooded figure looked Jack over. “That doesn’t seem right.” 
 
    Triss sighed loudly. “I thought this had been cleared with management? Gah, this always happens.” 
 
    “Our communication relays burn out, like, all the time,” the figure stated. “Maybe it came through while the network was down. Come on in and we’ll get this sorted out.” 
 
    Triss beamed. “You’re the best! You know how things are with these outlaws—it doesn’t really matter which one of them is locked up.” 
 
    “You’re telling me. Our funding is just based on the number of live bodies we have—doesn’t really matter who,” the guard agreed. “I’m sure the Warden wouldn’t mind mixing things up with some fresh meat to roast.” 
 
    “Great!” Triss nodded. 
 
    She nudged Jack forward and they passed through the partially opened doorway, followed by Alissa. 
 
    Inside was moderately cooler than out in the open, but still far above a livable temperature by most standards. 
 
    The figure that had greeted them removed the thermal suit, revealing an oafish man with reddened skin. “You know, we don’t get all that many trades.” 
 
    Alissa nodded. “It was kind of a strange order for us, too. But I guess they decided that Finn was an okay guy and ol’ Jack here was a trouble-maker.” 
 
    “I am,” Jack stated. 
 
    Triss kneed him in the back of his leg. “Thinks himself rather witty, too.” 
 
    “Well, a day in the sun would change that,” the guard said. “Well, uh, let me go talk to the Warden and see if we can find any record of the trade request.” 
 
    “Great! You’re the best,” Triss exclaimed with exaggerated enthusiasm. 
 
    The guard wandered off down the hall. 
 
    As soon as he rounded a bend, Alissa turned to Jack. “All right—where’s the control conduit?” 
 
    Jack scanned around the hall, focusing on the image conveyed by his left eye. A glowing electrical conduit came forward through the wall. He pointed to it. “Over there.” 
 
    “I need it to be a lot more precise than that,” Triss said. “Show me. Hurry!” 
 
    He ran over to the wall and used his hands to trace the outline of a segment of the conduit. Triss made some markings on the wall. 
 
    “All right, stand back,” she said. She slipped a metal rod with a trigger on one end out from along her thigh. In one motion, she jammed the rod into the wall. 
 
    Jack’s vision lit up with a bright electrical charge as the rod made contact with the interior wires.  
 
    Triss depressed the trigger on the end of the rod and clipped on a control panel that she’d been carrying in her inner coat pocket. She made a series of furious entries. “Okay, I’m in. Locating Finn now.” She scanned over the search results. “Got him. And… unlocking.” 
 
    “How is he going to make it up here?” Jack asked, even though he’d tried to ask during the planning session. 
 
    Like before, Triss’ answer was the same, “You don’t know Finn.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” The words came from down the hall deeper into the facility. 
 
    Jack looked over to see that the guard had returned with an older man, who’d been the one to speak. 
 
    “Well, they got here a lot faster than I expected,” Triss muttered. 
 
    Alissa pulled out an electrified nightstick from under her coat. “Change of plan.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 7: Jailbreak 
 
    “What are you doing?” the older man—whom Jack assumed was the Warden—repeated. 
 
    “Just picking up a friend. Don’t mind us,” Alissa replied with a charming smile. 
 
    “Get reinforcements!” the Warden shouted to the guard. 
 
    The guard hesitated. “Well, Tony is on break, and Alberto is out sick. Robby would probably help out but he’s having troubles with his lady and has been pretty distracted. And Brian? Well, Brian is just lazy.” 
 
    The Warden stared at him with disbelief. “That’s probably the most honest statement I’ve ever heard.” 
 
    The guard shrugged. “I try.” 
 
    “Hey guys!” someone else called from down the hall. 
 
    “Hey, Finn. Just finishing up here,” Triss said. She returned her attention to the Warden. “So, we’re going to take our friend and we’ll be on our way.” 
 
    “Not so fast,” the Warden growled. “We’ll—” 
 
    The guard ran away down the hall, sidestepping Finn. 
 
    “—I’ll stop you!” the Warden completed. He un-holstered a laser pistol strapped to his hip. 
 
    Alissa lunged toward him. 
 
    The Warden fired, but Alissa made an acrobatic tumble and tackled him. The laser pistol flew out from his hand and he was knocked to the floor with his head gripped between Alissa’s thighs. She flipped him to his stomach and looped his arms at the elbows using her nightstick. 
 
    “Like I said, we’re just here to pick up a friend,” Alissa said with a victorious smile. “How you doin’, Finn?” 
 
    “Fine and dandy,” Finn replied, jogging up to them. “I see your hacking is still good as ever, Triss.” 
 
    “This was child’s play,” Triss snorted. 
 
    “And who’s this?” Finn asked after looking Jack over. “And what in the planets happened to his eye?” 
 
    “Morine got creative,” Alissa said. 
 
    “It has all these cool settings!” Jack chimed in. 
 
    “Well, you look like a monster,” stated Finn. 
 
    Jack shrugged. “I’m just embracing it.” 
 
    Finn nodded. “You know what? Good for you. Not everyone could have your kind of confidence while looking like that.” 
 
    Jack smiled. “Thanks!” 
 
    “You’re all a special kind of crazy,” the Warden muttered from between Alissa’s knees. 
 
    “Yeah, we like it that way,” she replied. “So, we’re gonna go now.” 
 
    “All right,” the Warden agreed.  
 
    “Cool.” Finn headed for the main door. 
 
    Alissa got up off the Warden and Triss pulled her rod from the wall. Jack wandered out after them as the Warden waved goodbye. 
 
    Jack shook his head. “Huh. That really was surprisingly easy.” 
 
    “Yeah, this place talks a big game but it’s really poorly managed,” Triss said. “A little light hacking is all it takes to catch them off-guard. This is the fourth time we’ve done this and they have done nothing differently.” 
 
    Alissa sighed. “Good help is so hard to find these days.” 
 
    The four of them dashed across the tarmac as quickly as possible in the oppressive heat. Triss had to use her rod to enter in the access code for the hatch, as the hull had heated up too much to touch with bare hands. The door swung down and they ran up the ramp, then re-sealed the door. 
 
    “Air conditioning. Now,” Alissa said while running into the cockpit to initialize the ship’s systems. 
 
    “Ahh, it’s good to be free!” Finn cheered while stretching his arms wide. “Thanks for coming for me, Triss. It’s good to see you.” 
 
    “You really need to stop getting yourself arrested,” his friend replied. 
 
    “No risk, no reward. I couldn’t possibly stop having fun now.” 
 
    “You can continue your fun. In fact, please do,” Triss clarified. “Just get better at being sneaky about it.” 
 
    “You know I have a flair for the flamboyant.” He preened his hair. “That said, this jumpsuit does nothing for my figure.” 
 
    “We’ll get you something fabulous,” Triss assured him “But first, we need to steal a nano induction module.” 
 
    Finn raised an eyebrow with interest. “Taking on the Winkelson Brothers, eh?” 
 
    “We’ll distract them, but we need you to crack their safe.” 
 
    Finn stroked his chin. “They have an Anticrack 9000—top-of-the-line auths. They say they’re unbreakable.” 
 
    “And what do you say?” Triss asked. 
 
    He grinned. “What’s my cut?” 
 
    “Ten percent.” 
 
    He nodded thoughtfully. “Give me five minutes with it and you’ll have all their goodies.” 
 
    “What’s my cut?” Jack interjected. 
 
    Triss crossed her arms. “Uh, not being dead?” 
 
    “Well, I’m risking my life now being here,” Jack said. “I lost an eye—” 
 
    “And got a pretty sweet new one,” she cut in. 
 
    “Still, I think I’ve earned my keep. I’ve done everything you’ve asked of me.” 
 
    Alissa returned from the cockpit. “He has. I think we should cut him in. What better way to motivate performance?” 
 
    “Threat of death can be pretty motivating,” Triss pointed out. 
 
    “Still,” Alissa continued, “he’s right. He’s in this as much as the rest of us now. With the Luxuria destroyed, we’re not under Svetlana’s thumb.” 
 
    Triss sighed. “All right, he can be part of the team.” 
 
    Finn frowned. “I have to share my room, don’t I?” 
 
    Alissa smiled. “I’m sure you’ll be best buddies in no time.” 
 
    Jack clasped his hands. “Great! So do I get ten percent, too?” 
 
    The three others exchanged glances. “How about five?” Alissa offered. 
 
    Jack shrugged. “Is there any room for negotiation?” 
 
    “No,” the others declared in unison. 
 
    “Then I’ll take it!” 
 
    “Excellent,” Alissa nodded. “Now go get settled in. We have a long trek ahead of us.” 
 
    Jack and Finn headed down the hall toward the sleeping cabin. 
 
    Finn placed his hand on Jack’s shoulder. “So, this would probably be a good time to tell you about my night terrors.” 
 
    * 
 
    As it turned out, Finn’s night terrors were more terrifying for observers than they were for him to experience. 
 
    Jack spent the next six hours huddled at the back of his bunk with a blanket pulled up to his chin while Finn cycled through a pattern of sounds consisting of a barking dog, a parrot imitation asking “who’s your daddy?”, whistlings, and a snore reminiscent of someone with sleep apnea. At several points, Jack attempted to leave the room to go sleep on the couch in the common area, but whenever he crept from his bunk Finn’s eyes would open and he’d stare unblinkingly at Jack. If Jack made any move toward the door, Finn would begin to snarl. Fearing for his life, Jack would ultimately cave and return to his safe place on the lower bunk. The cycling would then reset. 
 
    After six hours, Finn stretched on the top bunk and hopped out of bed. “That was a refreshing sleep!” He noticed Jack rocking himself back and forth. “What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    “Your terrors, they’re…” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, I’ve heard it can be kind of wild. Don’t worry, I won’t bite.” 
 
    “It certainly didn’t seem that way.” 
 
    Finn shrugged. “I’ve only drawn blood once. Anywho, we have some loot to steal!” 
 
    Jack hauled himself off the bed and followed Finn out into the common area. Alissa and Triss were seated on the couch. 
 
    “You look like you’ve been up all night,” Alissa commented to Jack when she saw him. 
 
    “That’s pretty accurate.” Jack tousled his blond hair. 
 
    “Well, let’s get you some coffee,” Alissa offered, rising from the couch to head for the kitchenette along the opposite side wall. She poured him a mug from a metal pot and handed it to him. 
 
    Jack cradled the mug in his hands. “Thanks” 
 
    “I should really call it ‘caffeine water’ rather than coffee,” Alissa said with a scowl. 
 
    He sniffed the liquid in the cut. “Smells… coffee-ish.” 
 
    “Alissa is something of a coffee connoisseur,” Triss chimed in.  
 
    “I’m homing in on the perfect space brew,” Alissa said with a committed glint in her eyes. “I’ll have it perfected soon.” 
 
    Finn groaned. “Oh stars, you’re not still after vapor fusion conversion, are you?” 
 
    “It’s possible! You’ll see!” Alissa declared. 
 
    “What’s this now?” Jack asked. 
 
    Finn shook his head. “Alissa got this crazy idea that it’d be possible to brew coffee using a fusion reaction directly between the coffee bean and water. It has no basis in science.” 
 
    “With enough energy it’s possible!” she insisted. 
 
    Finn laughed. “Maybe with a micro energy core, if those were real—oh wait. We’re not stealing the MEC prototype for Svetlana to manufacture weapons, are we?” 
 
    Alissa’s face contorted into a power-hungry grin. “After we have that core, we’re going to start our own empire of Spacecups.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 8: Adventures in Food Service 
 
    “I have to say that working as a barista wasn’t one of my career goals,” Finn began. 
 
    “No, don’t you see?” Alissa continued. “We have the perfect team to get this venture off the ground. Once we have the MEC, there’ll be nothing to stop us.” 
 
    “I told you not to jump too far ahead,” Triss cautioned. “We won’t even know if your brewing method works until we get the MEC.” 
 
    “It’ll work, and it’ll make us richer than any amount of arms dealing ever could.” Alissa’s tone was one of complete confidence. “I mean, it’s a highly addictive, legal drug. That’s business gold right there.” 
 
    “She does have a good point,” Jack admitted. 
 
    “And this cut we talked about earlier—that’s actually for a share in the business?” asked Finn. 
 
    Alissa nodded. “Exactly. When the company takes off, we’re all going to be billionaires.” 
 
    Jack got a sinking feeling in his chest. “So when you said my money troubles would be over…” 
 
    “Yep! Five percent shareholder in Spacecups.” 
 
    “So what’s the ROI on that? Because… debts,” Jack asked tentatively. 
 
    “We should have positive cash flow and be paying dividends in two years, tops.” 
 
    “Yeah…” Jack looked down. “Any chance I can get an advance on that?” 
 
    “We’ll talk about it later,” Triss said. “Right now, we need to get ready for our meet and greet with the Lords of Doom. They have an urgent soup delivery headed their way.” 
 
    The team ate a quick breakfast and then ran over the details of the plan for the day. Jack was once again not pleased with being cast in a questionable supporting role, but like other recent events he decided to just go along with it. Admittedly, he rather enjoyed being part of a successful op after years of failure on his own. 
 
    Four hours later, everything was ready. They executed the hyperspace jump to take them to the Winkelson Brothers’ outpost at a station orbiting a red dwarf. 
 
    As they neared the station, Jack stared out the window in the common room at the cylindrical structure. “They’re really out in the middle of nowhere, aren’t they?” 
 
    “Adds to the mystique,” Triss commented from the cockpit. “If anyone bothered to come out here, I don’t think the brothers would be in business for long once they saw what the operation was really like.” 
 
    “I guess we’ll be the ones to officially ruin their image,” Finn observed. “But, we get to become legends in the process.” 
 
    “See? That’ll give us all sorts of street cred for Spacecups,” Alissa chimed in. 
 
    “Taking out black market dealers and coffee are not the same thing,” Finn sighed. 
 
    Jack considered it. “Well, black market, black coffee… It might—” 
 
    “Don’t encourage her!” Triss pleaded. “Let’s get the MEC before we plan out a whole business for something that may not even be chemically possible to do.” 
 
    Alissa sighed. “You’ll see. You’ll all see!” 
 
    “Shh, time to call them,” Triss said and waited for everyone to stop muttering responses to Alissa’s declaration under their breaths. She opened a comm channel to the station. “Chili delivery for the Lords of Doom.” 
 
    “You’re not our normal delivery person,” a man said after ten seconds. 
 
    “Filling in for a friend,” Triss said. She paused, then resumed with a breathy tone, “I really need the money. If there are any extra services I can provide while I’m here, do let me know.” 
 
    A response came almost immediately. “We’ll open the bay door for you.” 
 
    “You know, things are way easier when you just ask to be let in rather than trying to be all sneaky-like,” Jack commented when the comm channel was closed. 
 
    “It’s kind of ridiculous, isn’t it?” Triss replied. “I mean, half the hacking I do these days is just pretending to be an IT person and asking people to verify their password.” 
 
    “That works?” Finn asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Almost every time. Believe me, I’m still stunned,” she confirmed. 
 
    “Well, we’ll have to put on a good front here,” Alissa reminded everyone. “The delivery needs to look completely legit until they open the soup containers.” 
 
    “What’s the trigger for the detonation?” Finn asked. “I think I was zoning out when you went over it before.” 
 
    “I have a remote trigger set up,” Alissa told him. “Duck when I do.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” Finn nodded. 
 
    The ship pulled into the cargo bay on the space station and the engines wound down. 
 
    Jack took a deep breath to center himself in preparation for the upcoming encounter. He slipped on a generic workman’s jumpsuit over his trademark black jacket and gray pants—both to hide his holstered laser pistol and to protect his clothing against the upcoming soupy mess. Around the room, the others were donning similar apparel. 
 
    “This fabric is itchy,” Triss complained as she zipped hers up, leaving the top undone to reveal just enough cleavage to keep things interesting. 
 
    “They were on super deep discount,” Alissa replied. “I think they may have been used at a fiberglass manufacturing plant.” 
 
    Finn frowned. “This is what we get for trying to operate on a budget.” 
 
    “You can take it off soon. Come on.” Alissa unsealed the door and led the way outside. 
 
    The hangar was a cavernous space of matte steel and pully systems for maneuvering large cargo. The edges of the room were stacked with various crates and barrels that had questionable styling and were likely overpriced. 
 
    Alissa allowed Triss to take the lead as the four of them stepped into the center of the hangar where two girthsome men were waiting for them. It didn’t take long for the scent of stale sweat and fermented peppers to waft over to the ground, but everyone managed to maintain a neutral expression. 
 
    Triss put on her most charming smile and swayed her hips as she walked. “Hello, there. I’m glad we could work out a docking arrangement.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ll show you docking maneuvers any time you want,” the slightly thinner man on the right, Don, stated as his eyes undressed Triss. 
 
    “I’m an excellent pilot,” Bill added. 
 
    Jack resisted a gag reflex as a he watched the scene unfold. 
 
    Triss’ lips curled into an alluring smile. “Well, let me show you the goods.” 
 
    She sauntered toward the cargo hold in the side of the Little Princess—barely large enough to hold the two soup barrels, but sufficient to suit their present purposes.  
 
    Alissa and Finn opened up the compartment on cue and rolled the barrels on their bottom edge until each was lined up on the ground in front the craft. They then stacked several down pillows next to the barrels, which had been stashed at the back of the hold. 
 
    The two men scowled as they approached the cargo. 
 
    “What are those?” Don asked as he eyed the stack of fluffy, white objects. 
 
    “Pillows,” Alissa replied, standing akimbo in an attempt to emphasize her assets hidden beneath the jumpsuit. 
 
    “We didn’t order any pillows,” Bill stated. 
 
    Triss flipped her red hair. “Well, maybe we can find some use for them.” She leaned over one of the soup barrels and slowly unclasped the lid, making occasional eye contact with the men as she did do. “I imagine you want to give it a taste.” She flipped the lid over onto the other barrel and stepped back. 
 
    Still watching Triss, the brothers approached the soup barrel, unaware that the members of the Little Princess’ crew were inching away from them. When the brothers were just about to lean over to take a taste of the chili, Alissa flipped the hidden trigger. 
 
    Soup rocketed into the air and showered the brothers. They yelped with surprise as the chunky, orange liquid coated them from head to foot.  
 
    Bill toppled sideways and landed on the pile of pillows. Due to intentionally weakened seams, the force of him falling caused the pillows to break apart into a giant poof of feathers. The feathers settled on top of the soup coating, resulting in a horrifying impression of a snow-covered golem. 
 
    Triss gasped with feigned surprise. “Oh no! There must have been some residual carbonation from the packaging process. These eruptions almost never happen.” She looked down at her jumpsuit. “I got all dirty.” She ran her finger through a blob of chili on her bosom. 
 
    The brothers lay on the ground in stunned silence for twenty seconds before Don rose awkwardly to his feet. “It… burns.” 
 
    Triss gave a cutesy shrugged. “Well, you did order it extra spicy.” 
 
    Bill rolled side-to-side until he had enough momentum to make it to his stomach. He rose to his feet using the barrel for help. “I have to clean up.” 
 
    “Here, I’ll help you.” Triss walked with them across the hangar, leaving a trail of soupy footprints across the metal floor. As they passed through a door in the wall, she made a quick nod toward the others then disappeared. 
 
    “Okay, let’s move!” Alissa said, stripping off her outer jumpsuit. 
 
    “You know, it would have been a lot easier if we just stunned them,” Jack muttered, peeling off his own jumpsuit. Fortunately, the subpar fabric appeared to have been effective at keeping his other clothes clean. 
 
    Alissa nodded. “Yes, but A, this is more fun for Triss to lead them on, and B, rather than immediately knowing there’s a problem, this way it will likely take days for them to notice. Safes aren’t something that most people access every day.” 
 
    “And what if they have security cameras and watch us having this conversation and then cracking the safe?” 
 
    “Fair point,” Alissa conceded. “But… exploding soup.” 
 
    “That was a pretty good move,” Jack admitted. 
 
    “Clock’s a tickin’!” Finn shouted and ran toward the far side of the hangar. 
 
    Jack followed him to help carry back the nano induction modules once he got into the safe while Alissa stayed behind to keep watch on the Little Princess and prepare for a quick getaway. As he ran, Jack noticed that while his clothes were clean there was a slight squishing in his shoes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 9: Petty Theft… And Felonies 
 
    The safe was behind a rather tasteful nude painting in a cluttered office at the top of a staircase down a corridor through two doors in the general direction of the center of the space station. Due to its less than accessible location, Jack and Finn were fairly confident that the Winkelson Brothers rarely accessed the room—namely due to the staircase and narrow nature of the halls. 
 
    “Time me! I want this to go down on record,” Finn said as he pulled out a hand-held electronic device and a vaguely stethoscope-looking apparatus from under his jacket. He placed the end of the stethoscope-thingy on the door of the safe with the electronic pad below it. 
 
    Finn began running through combinations on the pinpad to the safe while watching the results on the electronic readout. 
 
    Jack was curious about what he was doing but decided that it was an inappropriate time to ask questions. 
 
    Speaking of time, he realized he’d never started a counter and actually had no means of doing so. For lack of anything else, he began counting “one-thousands” in his head. Unfortunately, he got distracted at twenty-seven and needed to guess how long he was daydreaming about eating a warm cup of chili. A similar incident happened at one-hundred-thirteen when he was overcome with a really bad itch on his ankle. He had just reached two-hundred-sixty two when Finn let out a victorious shout. 
 
    “Done!” The safe hissed open. “What’s the count?” 
 
    “Uh…” Jack tried to add up the various chunks of unaccounted time. “Three hundred seconds...?” 
 
    “Wrong! Two-hundred ninety-two. There’s an electronic counter here; I just wanted to keep you distracted.” 
 
    “Honestly, I thought I’d be way further off,” Jack admitted. “There were some… incidents.” 
 
    “Yeah, that itch seemed like it was going to do you in for a few seconds there.” 
 
    “You noticed that?” 
 
    Finn grinned. “I miss nothing. Like, for instance, that there’s a pressure plate under these modules.” 
 
    Jack turned his attention to the interior of the safe. Two dozen nano induction modules—he estimated that to be a street value of well over ten million credits—were resting on a telltale plate that was almost certainly wired into a security system. What that system would do when activated was a complete mystery. 
 
    “How do we counter it?” he asked. 
 
    Finn examined the equipment. After a moment he grinned. “Duck tape.” 
 
    “Duct tape?” 
 
    The thief nodded. “Duck tape. I mean, the pressure plate just needs to be immobilized. The idiots have it completely depressed, so we just need to strap it down snug and throw some books on top of it. Should be fine.” 
 
    “Oh. That’s easy.” 
 
    “Well yeah… look around. The ‘Lords of Doom’ pretty much half-ass everything, aside from their meal schedule. They bought a top-of-the-line safe and called it good.” 
 
    “You cracked it pretty quickly,” Jack pointed out. 
 
    “But I’m Finn McGloven, King of Safecracking, Breaker of Locks, the Unjailed, Father of… hopefully no one I don’t know about.” 
 
    Jack smiled. “Kind of egotistical to read off your own titles, isn’t it?” 
 
    “And this is why everyone should have a squire,” Finn grumbled while pulling some of the adhesive tape from his bag. 
 
    “Wait, you have duct tape with you?” 
 
    Finn stared at him. “Well yeah. You mean you don’t always have a roll on you? And I think you intended to say ‘duck tape’.” 
 
    “No…” Jack replied. “Actually—” 
 
    The other man placed a finger on Jack’s lips. “Shh. This explains so much.” He set about his work.In a matter of two minutes, Finn had slathered on enough tape over the pressure plate that it would be able to withstand the force of a rocket blast. Just for good measure, he grabbed some metal blocks that happened to be in the corner of the cluttered room and placed them behind the rack of nano induction modules, sliding the two trays of electronic chips forward out of the safe as the blocks were put in place. Everything seemed to be fine. 
 
    “Well done, partner!” Finn said as he closed the safe and removed his cracking equipment. 
 
    Jack was just about to reply when sounds of laser pistol fire sounded in the distance. 
 
    “At least it wasn’t us,” Jack said with a shrug. 
 
    “There is that,” Finn agreed. 
 
    They scooped up the two trays and made a run for the door, each drawing a laser pistol in their free hand. 
 
    At a full sprint, they raced down the staircase and through the corridor leading back into the hangar. When the open room came into view, Jack saw that Alissa had taken cover behind the soup barrels and Triss was behind a crate midway between the Little Princess and the door where she’d left with Don and Bill. They were firing at five men in various positions around the hangar. 
 
    “Time to join in the fight,” Finn said a moment before he skidded across the floor to seek cover behind a stack of crates. He got off two shots at a man crouched in a catwalk near the ceiling of the hangar. 
 
    The man pretended like he’d been hit—clutching his shoulder—then laughed and fired back at Finn. 
 
    Jack took the opportunity to run behind a crate near Finn, then onto another one several meters from Alissa. 
 
    “What happened?” he called out to her, joining in her fire against two men behind a grouping of barrels near the door Triss had used. 
 
    “Apparently none of us bothered to ask how many brothers were in the Winkelson family,” she replied, pulling her head behind the cover just as a laser blast whizzed by. “The answer is seven, by the way.” 
 
    “Ah, yeah. Should have thought of that.” Jack reached around the corner to fire at the shooter to the right of the door. 
 
    “Hindsight, right?” Alissa fired three times and one shot finally connected with the left shooter.  
 
    The man collapsed on the floor, motionless. 
 
    Seeing his fallen brother, the right shooter began firing blindly toward Alissa and Jack. 
 
    Alissa sprayed laser fire in his general direction and the man ducked down, giving Jack the opportunity to aim. He took a headshot and the beam connected. 
 
    “Help Triss,” Alissa said while checking the charge on her pistol. “I’m almost out. I’ll get the ship warmed up.” 
 
    “I’ll cover you.” Jack targeted the men who had Triss pinned down while Alissa darted alongside the Little Princess toward the main hatch. 
 
    When she was safely inside, Jack dove for a crate closer to Triss. It didn’t offer much cover but it afforded much better sight lines to the two gunmen. 
 
    “I’ll take the guy on the left,” Jack called to her while gently cradling the rack of modules in the crook of his left arm. 
 
    “Got it,” Triss replied, shifting her attention to the right shooter. She fired four rapid shots and the man went down. 
 
    Jack was lining up a kill shot of his own when his target suddenly dropped dead with a singed hole through his forehead. 
 
    Surprised, Jack looked to his left to see Finn standing in the open with his pistol raised in one hand and the nano induction modules tucked in the other. 
 
    “Way to steal the glory,” Jack groaned and rose from the hiding place. 
 
    Finn grinned. “I’m a showoff, what can I say?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 10: The Best Laid Plans 
 
    With their foes vanquished, Triss, Finn, and Jack joined Alissa in the common room of Little Princess. 
 
    “So, where did things go sideways?” Jack questioned once the main hatch was sealed. 
 
    “Well, it started out okay,” Triss replied. “Until I noticed the third brother.” 
 
    “That would be a good clue things weren’t going to plan,” Jack agreed.  
 
    Triss sighed. “In retrospect, this was a terrible plan.” 
 
    Jack couldn’t help but make an I-told-you-so eye roll. “Didn’t I say that, Alissa?” 
 
    Triss let out a long breath. “Anyway, on our way to the shower we ran into the third brother—the first of several we didn’t know would be here. I tried to work my charms on him, but either I’m not his type or the three-way competition wasn’t going to work. At any rate, that’s when the third brother—whose name was Derek, I guess—took out a radio to call up the other four. That’s when I knew things were really off, so I faked twisting my ankle to buy some time.” 
 
    “Oh, not that routine…” Alissa groaned. 
 
    “Well, it was very effective,” Triss shot back. “Derek held off on calling the other brothers, which gave Finn the time to crack the safe. We may even have been able to get the modules back on the ship without anyone being the wiser if it weren’t for their stupid gerbil.” 
 
    Everyone except Jack nodded solemnly.  
 
    “Figures they’d have one,” Finn said. 
 
    “Am I missing something?” Jack asked. “What about a gerbil?” 
 
    “Gerbils are known to be very protective of their human caretakers,” Alissa explained. “They have an uncanny ability to detect ill-intent and will go to great lengths to warn about an impending double-cross.” She returned her attention to Triss. “Lemme guess—it started barking?” 
 
    Triss nodded. “Yep.” 
 
    “Barking, huh?” Jack’s brow furrowed. 
 
    “Well, it’s more of a soft cooing,” Triss clarified. “But anyway, my cover was blown. So, I knocked Don’s and Bill’s heads together and started a firefight with Derek.” 
 
    “What happened to Don and Bill?” Finn asked. 
 
    She shrugged. “Not sure. Derek and I ran out here shooting at each other, where the remaining brothers joined in the fun. You know the rest.” 
 
    Alissa frowned. “So that means…” 
 
    The pew-pew of laser pistol fire sounded in the hangar outside as the shots struck the Little Princess’ hull. 
 
    “And they’re awake,” Triss completed everyone’s thoughts aloud. 
 
    “Time to go!” Alissa dashed to the cockpit with Triss. 
 
    “I do feel a little badly about killing their brothers,” Finn admitted. “I’ve always been more of a thief than a murderer.” 
 
    “For what it’s worth, they would have killed you if you hadn’t,” Jack told him. 
 
    “I know, but we broke into their station. Of course they’d try to defend it.” 
 
    The ship’s engines hummed and it lifted off the ground. Laser blasts continued to bombard the hull outside. 
 
    “Uh oh, Finn isn’t getting all remorseful, is he?” Alissa called out. 
 
    “A bit, yeah,” Jack replied. 
 
    Triss groaned. “This happens every time. Just tell him about the Plot Device Principle.” 
 
    “The what?” asked Jack. 
 
    “It’s a term I coined just now,” Triss continued. “Life would be pretty boring if everything always went according to plan.” With that, she activated the main laser array on the Little Princess and cut a hole in the side of the cargo bay. 
 
    Everything not tied down was sucked across the floor toward the new opening, including Don and Bill. 
 
    “Oops. Did I do that?” Triss stopped firing. 
 
    Alissa directed the ship toward the hole. “And that’s how you make an exit.” 
 
    The ship passed through the opening with almost no room to spare, but Alissa’s precision piloting got them clear of the station and random pieces of cargo drifting out into space following the rapid decompression. 
 
    “Okay, so everyone’s dead,” Jack stated. “What do we do about the station? Someone is going to stop by for a delivery or something eventually, and we didn’t exactly make any effort to hide our presence.” 
 
    “That’s a good point,” Finn realized. “I really don’t want to go back to prison.” 
 
    “Uh guys…” Alissa began slowly. “I don’t think that’s going to be an issue.” 
 
    Following her lead, everyone looked out the portside window at the massive Vorlox ship posturing over the Winkelson Brothers’ space station. 
 
    “Where’d they come from?” Jack wondered aloud. 
 
    “An excellent question,” Finn replied, “but I suggest we don’t stick around to ask.” 
 
    “I’m with Finn.” Alissa activated the hyperspace drive. 
 
    The engines whined in preparation for the jump and then made a sad sputter followed by a clunk. 
 
    “We’re not in hyperspace,” Finn observed. 
 
    “You think?” Alissa’s hands raced over the controls as she brought up systems reports in an attempt to identify the problem. 
 
    “I think I know what’s wrong.” Jack gestured at the containment net that had been cast around the Little Princess. 
 
    Alissa paused her work. “Yeah, that would do it.” 
 
    “Is there any way out?” Finn asked. 
 
    Triss grimaced. “Nothing that might not leave us in a worst position than we’re in now.” 
 
    Before anyone could offer further commentary, the radio crackled to life. “We have your friends. We know you’re after the MEC,” a gravelly, male voice growled. 
 
    Alissa paled. “What do you want?” 
 
    “The MEC, same as you,” the Vorlox representative replied. “Bring it to us and your friends will live.” 
 
    “We need proof of life,” Alissa continued. “Live video, now.” 
 
    The line muted for ten seconds. “Very well,” the Vorloxian conceded.  
 
    Several moments later, an incoming video request came through on the front HUD and Alissa accepted. Jack and Finn crammed into the cockpit, huddling around the back of her chair to see. 
 
    Onscreen, Svetlana and a dozen women were seated cross-legged on the floor of what appeared to be a dormitory. 
 
    “Svetlana! Are you okay?” Alissa asked as soon as she saw her. 
 
    “Could be worse,” the other woman replied. “Mostly just pissed about the Luxuria getting all shot up.” 
 
    “Did everyone make it out?” Triss asked. 
 
    Svetlana didn’t reply at first. “Just do what the Vorlox are asking.” 
 
    “You always told us never to negotiate lives, not matter what,” Alissa countered. 
 
    “This is different,” Svetlana insisted. “The Vorlox aren’t—” 
 
    The video cut out and the original voice stated, “You have proof of life. You friends won’t be harmed if you bring us the MEC.” 
 
    “We don’t have it yet,” Triss stated. 
 
    “You have two days” The radio disconnected. 
 
    Out the window, the Vorlox ship fired six blasts from the oversized lasers mounted on the side, which annihilated the remains of the space station. 
 
    “There goes our physical evidence problem,” Jack said. 
 
    The enemy ship maneuvered away from the wreckage and jumped to hyperspace in a flash. 
 
    Alissa stared out the window, her face drawn with worry. “What would the Vorlox want with the MEC?” 
 
    “What wouldn’t they want with it?” Triss countered. “They could use it for anything from a weapons system to power a biosphere.” 
 
    “Has anyone else noticed that they seem really organized and have great tech for being supposedly radiation-crazed people?” Jack observed. 
 
    “I do have to agree—this encounter did not support my previous impression of them or their reputation,” Alissa agreed. 
 
    “Yeah, aside from being a little trigger-happy with their laser array, they seemed pretty rational.” Triss thought for a moment. “What do we really know about them?” 
 
    “The trigger-happiness isn’t an isolated incident,” Alissa said. “At least five other space stations have reportedly been taken out by them in the last several months.” 
 
    “You might shoot me for saying this,” Jack began cautiously, “but were there criminals operating those space stations? Don’t get me wrong, you’re—we’re—not the bad kind of criminals, but what we’re doing isn’t exactly legal, either.” 
 
    Triss was about to punch him in the arm but Alissa stopped her. “You might be onto something, Jack. I knew of the stations that were targeted because they were known black market trade posts for weapons and defense tech.” 
 
    “With the exception of the GiganCorp research center,” Triss pointed out. 
 
    “Maybe it’s all connected. Who knows?” Finn speculated. 
 
    Alissa pursed her lips. “Svetlana was starting to say something about the Vorlox not being something.” 
 
    “ ‘Who they seem’, maybe?” Triss completed. 
 
    Alissa shrugged. “As good a guess as any.” 
 
    “Then who are they really?” Jack questioned. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Finn cut in, “but we have two days to deliver the MEC to… somewhere. They didn’t actually tell us. But if we’re going to have it in-hand by then, we need to get going.” 
 
    “He’s right. We have a mission to finish.” Alissa turned back around in her chair to face the controls. “Now that we have the nano induction modules, we need to mine some thorium and get to the GiganCorp lab ASAP.” 
 
    “Right, the whole mining radioactive substances thing…” Jack muttered. 
 
    “Oh, it’s barely radioactive. We just need a slight trace.” 
 
    Jack frowned. “All the same, I really thought you were joking.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 11: Positively Glowing 
 
    Jack stared with dismay through the window at the asteroid gently tumbling through space a kilometer away. “You really weren’t joking.” 
 
    “Seriously, this isn’t a big deal,” Alissa repeated. “Of everything we have to do for this mission, this is the easiest part.” 
 
    “Famous last words,” Jack muttered. 
 
    “All right! The extraction assembly is ready,” Triss announced from her seat in the cockpit. 
 
    Alissa took the controls again. “I’ll bring us in. Take the shot as soon as you can—it’ll be tough to hold us in position with those rocks orbiting the asteroid.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Triss acknowledged. 
 
    Jack took a seat and grabbed onto the handholds beneath the cushions as a precaution. Regardless of Alissa’s insistence that everything would be fine, he’d been through too many “sure bets” to believe such statements. 
 
    “This might be a little bumpy…” Alissa warned as she directed the Little Princess closer to the four-hundred-meter-long rock. 
 
    The ship shuddered as its shields were bombarded by the cloud of rocky debris and dust surrounding the asteroid. The grapple line for the extraction assembly only had a three hundred meter reach, meaning that they had to fly closer to the asteroid than any flight manual would advise. In fact, in the fifth edition of How to Avoid Huge Spacerocks, the author had specifically warned against the very maneuver they were about to attempt. 
 
    Jack’s objections had been overruled, of course, because his companions were insane, by his estimation. However, they were also the competent type of insane so he had reasonable confidence they’d get out of the mission alive. 
 
    Alissa aligned the ship above a thorium deposit using the targeting overlay on the HUD. 
 
    “A little closer…” Triss urged. 
 
    “I’m trying!” Alissa grit her teeth as she fought against the controls. 
 
    “Almost…. Got it!” Triss fired the extractor. 
 
    The claw-like assembly and tether shot out from the belly of the Little Princess and embedded in the asteroid. 
 
    “Drilling underway,” Triss stated. “We need a minute and then we should be all set.” 
 
    Alissa remained focused on maintaining enough slack on the tether to keep it from prematurely ripping the assembly from the rock. 
 
    After a minute, Triss beamed. “Extraction successful! Now to reel it in.” She pushed the button to activate the servos. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    “That’s not good,” she murmured. 
 
    Alissa groaned. “Nothing ever went wrong before you were here, Jack.” 
 
    “Hey, I warned—” 
 
    “Not now!” Triss cut him off. “I can’t override the servos from here. They may have been damaged in the laser fire on the station. 
 
    “How securely is the extractor connected to the cable?” Alissa asked. 
 
    Triss nodded. “I was thinking the same thing. It should hold.” 
 
    Gently, Alissa began pulling away from the asteroid, increasing the tension on the cable connecting the ship to the container now filled with a sample of thorium. 
 
    “If we lose that sample…” Triss warned. 
 
    “I know, I know. Quiet.” Alissa’s gaze darted between the readings on the HUD and out the window for visual confirmation of their position relative to the tether point. “Almost…” 
 
    The taut tether snapped free of the asteroid and whipped back toward the ship, the extraction claw still attached to the end. The metal claw crashed into the portside window of the cockpit next to Alissa. The window held but small cracks radiated from the impact site. 
 
    Alissa pointed the ship away from the asteroid into open space and cut the thrusters. “That was way too close.” 
 
    “Someone has to go out there to retrieve the canister,” Triss said. “And we should probably seal that window before the crack spreads.” 
 
    “Not me!’ Finn said. “Those EVA suits are too claustrophobic.” 
 
    “I should monitor the servos from in here,” Triss suggested. 
 
    “And I’m the pilot, so…” Alissa looked to Jack. 
 
    “Oh man. Seriously?” Jack let out a heavy sigh. 
 
    “Let’s get you suited up, come on,” Alissa said and led him to the airlock at the rear of the craft. 
 
    Dragging his feet, Jack followed her. “I hate EVA.” 
 
    “New guy gets the short straw,” she replied as she pulled a gold-tinted suit and helmet from a storage closet. 
 
    “This smells like bile,” Jack commented when he caught a whiff of the helmet. 
 
    “There may or may not have been an incident during the last EVA.” Alissa shrugged. “I’m sure you won’t notice it as soon as it’s sealed up.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Jack donned the suit and slipped on the helmet. Contrary to Alissa’s statement, the smell was in fact much, much worse once the suit was sealed. Nonetheless, he didn’t like the idea of a crack in the window of the spaceship so he was driven to complete the job at hand. 
 
    After securing some tools to his waist belt and a comm check with Alissa, he entered the tiny airlock toward the stern of the ship and waited for the pressure to drop. When all the air had been vented, the light on the outer door turned green and he opened the hatch. 
 
    “Heading out,” he said into the comm. 
 
    “Slow and steady,” Alissa said on the other end. 
 
    Jack strapped into a lead line and connected it to an anchor outside the door. He then carefully exited the ship, hanging onto handholds that seemed far too shallow in the feeble grasp afforded with the gloves of the EVA suit. 
 
    He inched along the side of the craft, gulping as he saw the tether line for the extractor stretching out into space next to the ship. Any sudden change of direction and the line could easily pin him against the hull and slice him clean through. 
 
    First, he passed by the anchor for the tether to inspect the crack in the front portside window. It wasn’t pretty, but the crack appeared to be isolated to only the outermost of the two layers of reinforced plexiglass windowpanes. He unclipped a canister of sealant from his belt and sprayed it in the crack. The material oozed into the cracks and within moments the impact site was invisible. 
 
    “Good. Now for the hard part,” Alissa said. 
 
    Jack backtracked toward the tether. Once in position next to the reel, he locked the gravity boots on his EVA suit and began bashing his fist on the reel’s external control panel. The random button mashing did nothing, so he flipped out a hand crank to reel it in manually. 
 
    “You owe me a shoulder massage after this,” Jack panted as he cranked the reel, trading off hands when one arm tired. 
 
    “I’ll get Triss right on that. She gives amazing massages,” Alissa replied. 
 
    “I’ll bet you’d know.” 
 
    After seven minutes of vigorous cranking, the end of the tether was finally close. Jack slowed down as the final length of line came in, and he retrieved the canister from inside the claw. Holding the canister in his left hand, he made the final cranks to return the claw to its casing in the hull and closed the cover for the control panel. 
 
    Cautiously, he unlocked his boots and made his way back inside. 
 
    “Great job!” Alissa praised when he was safely back in the airlock. 
 
    Jack sealed the door and began to repressurize the chamber. While he waited, he examined the material inside the canister through the transparent window in the side. “Huh. Is it supposed to be glowing like that?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 12: A Tasty Detour 
 
    “No. No it is not.” Alissa’s concern was audible over the comm. 
 
    Jack took a closer look at the canister containing the sample they’d collected from the asteroid. He knew it was supposed to be thorium, but as far as he knew thorium didn’t glow. 
 
    “Don’t take off your suit just yet,” Alissa stated. We need to figure out what’s going on. 
 
    The light blue glow emanating from the canister looked almost magical in the dim lighting of the airlock. 
 
    “It’s kinda pretty,” Jack commented. “What do you think it is?” 
 
    “I’m not sure…” None of the concern had left Alissa’s tone. 
 
    “What color is it glowing?” Triss asked, jumping on the comm. 
 
    “Pale blue,” Jack replied. “The material itself looks to be kind of metalic white.” 
 
    Triss’ face appeared in the tiny porthole window in the airlock door. “Show me.” 
 
    Jack held up the canister for her to get a better view. 
 
    Her eyebrows drew together. “Uhh… that looks like actinium.” 
 
    “Sounds fancy.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, it’s not supposed to exist on its own in nature.” 
 
    Jack frowned. “That’s curious.” 
 
    “It’s also highly radioactive. Like, super-hot radioactive.” 
 
    “So it’s probably bad I’m holding onto it.” 
 
    “Not the greatest, no. I mean, the canister should contain it. And the airlock is sealed against radiation, same shielding as the hull.” 
 
    Jack set down the canister near the back wall. “I don’t want to be in this room with the radioactive nonsense, Triss. Let me out! Alissa, make her let me out!” 
 
    “Okay, just hold on,” Alissa soothed. “We’ll go into the sleeping cabins while the door is open. Re-seal the airlock when you’re inside.” 
 
    “What about my suit?” 
 
    “It’ll be… fine,” Triss replied. “Just toss it in the closet.” 
 
    “Alright…” Jack agreed. 
 
    The others ran away from the door and gave him an all-clear signal when the cabin doors were closed. He opened up the interior airlock door and re-sealed it, then stripped off the EVA suit as quickly as possible. A decontamination routine activated on the suit when it was in storage. 
 
    “That’s a terrible design,” he grumbled. 
 
    Alissa, Triss, and Finn crept out from the two sleeping cabins. 
 
    “Well, this is going to make the break-in significantly more difficult,” Alissa said. 
 
    “You’re welcome, by the way,” Jack said. 
 
    “Yes, thank you for going out there,” Alissa acknowledged. “But seriously, though, the plan counted on a stable radioactive compound. With the grapple shot, we don’t have another chance to extract what we need.” 
 
    “Why did you need it?” Jack asked. 
 
    “To throw off the security sensors in the GiganCorp labs,” she explained. “The presence of a radioactive substance diverts some of the resources away from normal bio-detection—like a decoy.” 
 
    “Well, this would make one heck of a decoy!” Jack exclaimed. 
 
    Alissa sighed. “Way too much. I think the entire lab would lock down as soon as something that potent was detected.” 
 
    Jack thought for a moment. “What are the procedures when there’s a dangerous containment breach?” 
 
    “Everyone immediately goes into secure bunkers. Emergency doors seal.” 
 
    “What kind of visibility do those bunkers have to security cameras and the like?” Jack prompted. 
 
    “Not the full control center, but probably some,” Alissa replied. 
 
    “But looping footage of an empty hallway is easy,” Triss cut in. “And Finn and I can bypass any lock.” 
 
    “Yeah we can!” Finn cheered. 
 
    Jack grinned. “Alissa, I think getting this actinium might be a happy accident. We can clear out the whole lab and take what we want. Be in and out before anyone really knows what’s going on.” 
 
    A smile slowly spread across her face. “This could work. Handling the material is going to be tricky, though. We’ll need extra radiation suits.” 
 
    “They probably have some stashed away at GiganCorp, right?” Triss prompted. 
 
    “Almost certainly,” Alissa confirmed. “But it’s possible all of them will be taken by staff as soon as the alarm is triggered.” 
 
    Jack smirked. “Easy. We just need to make sure the alarm triggers when the facility isn’t fully staffed.” 
 
    “We have two days to get this done,” Alissa reminded him. It’s not like we can wait for the weekend. And overnight, the security systems follow different protocols and we’d be screwed.” 
 
    “So we time it right during normal operating hours but make sure to clear it out,” Jack stated. 
 
    Alissa raised an eyebrow skeptically. “And how do we do that?” 
 
    Jack waved his hand. “By declaring a bottomless margarita happy hour at the nearest bar, of course! And ‘all you can eat’ taquitos for three credits. That’ll empty the place.” 
 
    “I’m beginning to realize that most of our ideas revolve around food,” Finn observed. 
 
    Jack nodded. “I really am bummed about all of that chili going to waste earlier.” 
 
    Alissa shrugged. “Cost of doing business.” 
 
    Triss had a mischievous glint in her eyes. “Jack, this idea of yours will work. Just mentioning taquitos is making me hungry.” 
 
    “Me too,” Finn agreed. He looked around the group. “Should we go for taquitos right now?” 
 
    “I think we need to test out to bar to make sure it has sufficient draw to serve our purposes in the plan,” Alissa said. 
 
    “Yes, just vetting the plan,” Triss concurred. 
 
    “Why do I not have taquitos in my mouth right now?” Alissa cried as she dashed for the cockpit. 
 
    “I’m soooo hungry now that I’m thinking about it,” moaned Triss. “How far away is the GiganCorp lab with the MEC?” 
 
    “About four hours in hyperspace,” Alissa said with a frown. 
 
    “Four hours?! I’ll never make it,” Finn wailed. 
 
    “We could have a snack to hold us over—” Jack started to suggest, but the others fixed dagger-eyes on him. 
 
    “Taquitos are a snack. An ultimate snack! We can’t snack and then have another snack,” Triss stated. 
 
    “You know…” Finn clasped his hands. “What if we stop off at a nearby station to have some taquitos and then go to the place near GiganCorp to get more taquitos?” 
 
    Alissa’s face lit up. “Finn, you are a brilliant, brilliant man.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 13: Hidden Past 
 
    Jack wiped his hands on a napkin and eased back onto the couch. “That was so good.” 
 
    Triss reclined next to him. “I forgot how much I love taquitos.” 
 
    “Must... resist... food coma…” Alissa hauled herself out of the chair at the foldout table near the kitchenette. 
 
    “She’s right, we need to get to the system with GiganCorp’s lab,” Finn said from the chair across from here. “Wake me up when we’re at the next taquito place.” 
 
    “Must focus.” Alissa shook her head side-to-side rapidly and rubbed her eyes. “Okay, hyperspace.” She plodded into the cockpit. 
 
    Triss winced and then forced herself off the couch. “I shouldn’t have gotten the double portion.” 
 
    “You can have too much of a good thing,” Jack said. 
 
    “Lies.” Triss followed Alissa into the cockpit. 
 
    Jack held on to the handholds in the couch as the ship made the jump to hyperspace. The pressure during acceleration was significantly more uncomfortable than normal with his full stomach, but he felt much better as soon as they completed the initial acceleration. 
 
    As much as he wanted to nap during transit—both as a result of his large meal and from being up all night thanks to Finn’s bizarre night terrors—he knew there was a break-in to plan. 
 
    Alissa left Triss in charge of piloting the ship while she helped Jack and Finn map out the details. 
 
    Jack was surprised by Alissa’s intimate knowledge of the facility. He asked dozens of random questions while they were going over the building schematics and security systems, and somehow she had a definitive response. Eventually, his curiosity got the better of him. 
 
    “Alissa, how do you know so much about such an ultra-secure facility? I mean, I know it doesn’t seem all that secure because we’re talking about all the ways we can outsmart the systems, but we are the best.” 
 
    “Well, we’re the best. You’re Jack,” she countered. 
 
    “Now you’re just dodging my question.” 
 
    She looked down at the tabletop. 
 
    “Did you used to work there?” Jack pressed. 
 
    “Yes,” she replied at last. 
 
    Finn’s eyes widened. “You never told me that before! I thought you just had an in with security or something.” 
 
    “No, not exactly.” Alissa hesitated. “When I left the company, my access credentials were never fully deactivated.” 
 
    “That seems like a pretty big oversight,” Finn commented. 
 
    “It was. Especially considering it’s been seven years,” she replied. 
 
    Jack eyed her. “How do you know you still have access?” 
 
    “I can still log into the VPN, which means I’m in the system. I’ve been regularly logging onto the account over the years to keep it from going dormant,” Alissa revealed. “The communications forwarded through that account are how I learned they’d constructed the MEC prototype.” 
 
    Finn nodded thoughtfully. “That explains a lot.” 
 
    “That means my old keycard should be able to help get us in through the front door,” Alissa continued. “However, since it’s an old account, we’ll need to trick the system.” 
 
    “Hence the nano induction module,” Triss supplied from the cockpit. 
 
    “Exactly,” Alissa confirmed. 
 
    “You must have had some pretty high-level security clearance if you were receiving messages about a product that hasn’t been publically announced,” Jack realized. 
 
    “Yeah, you could say that.” Alissa shrugged. 
 
    Jack wasn’t convinced that she was telling the whole story. “What was your job at GiganCorp?” 
 
    “What did you say, Triss?” Alissa called out in an obvious evasion. “You need me to look at what?” 
 
    “I didn’t—” Triss cut her off. “Right. The, uh, forward inertial dampeners are giving some readings slightly outside of spec. You should totally double-check that right away.” 
 
    “That sounds urgent,” Alissa said and rose from the table. “I think we’ve gone over the important parts of the plan. We’ll be there soon.” 
 
    Jack and Finn exchanged bewildered glances as Alissa retreated into the cockpit with Triss. 
 
    “That was weird, right?” Jack whispered. 
 
    “Very odd,” Finn agreed in a hushed voice. 
 
    “What do you think she’s hiding?” 
 
    Finn shook his head. “This is the first I’ve ever heard about her being a corporate employee. I’ve known her for about five years and in that time she’s been all about skirting the law. Frankly, I can’t imagine her being one of those suits.” 
 
    “Me either. And why won’t she talk about it?” 
 
    “Most of us have some element of our past we’d rather forget,” Finn stated. 
 
    “True enough, but that reaction… There’s something she really doesn’t want us to know.” 
 
    Jack and Finn decided it was best to not go down the dangerous path of idle speculation so they let the issue drop for the time being. However, Jack was committed to getting the truth out of Alissa at the first possible opportunity. 
 
    The rest of the jump passed by quickly. Like many of the inhabited systems in the middle zone between the central worlds and outermost colonies, the system consisted of one main terraformed planet, several space stations, and a moon designated as the dumping ground for anything that wasn’t wanted by the other establishments. The GiganCorp research lab was naturally situated on an equatorial continent of the planet that afforded the nicest climate and beachfront. Fortunately, being the main attraction to the planet, it was also located next to a port on the surface, and in proximity to the restaurant on which Jack’s plan to clear out GiganCorp’s lab hinged. 
 
    The Little Princess entered the atmosphere and descended to the port. Controllers directed them to a berth. 
 
    “Just a quick taste,” Alissa told everyone once they were docked. “No more double portions.” 
 
    “You’ll have to handle the ordering, then,” Triss told her. “I don’t trust myself to order responsibly.” 
 
    “Me either,” Finn admitted. 
 
    “I’m really not that hungry again yet,” Jack ventured, but he quickly backpedaled when he saw the utter appall on the face of the others. “Kidding, of course.” 
 
    Everyone relaxed. 
 
    Triss chuckled. “I was going to say… No one turns down more taquitos!” 
 
    They secured the Little Princess at the port and took a moving walkway from the docking area to a commercial district. The target establishment, Mexcelente, had a front facade finished in faux stucco with sombreros and maracas painted in red, green, and blue. Synth mariachi music filled the hall. 
 
    “I smell them!” Hunger was in Triss’ eyes. 
 
    “I’m ordering, remember,” Alissa told her and took the lead into the restaurant. 
 
    Several small groups were waiting in the lobby and Alissa needed to force her way to the front host stand. 
 
    An unenthused red-headed man wearing a fake black moustache greeted them, “Welcome to Mexcelente, home of the most mexcelente burritos. How many in your party?” 
 
    “Four,” Alissa replied. 
 
    The man consulted the holoconsole in front of him. “It’ll be about a forty-minute wait for the dining room.” 
 
    Triss gripped Alissa’s arm. “I can’t wait that long.” 
 
    “What about the bar?” Alissa asked the host. 
 
    “Bar is open seating. Help yourself,” he told them. “Next customer.” 
 
    Triss forged ahead to the bar off the right side of the lobby. She spotted a tall table near the middle and beckoned everyone over. 
 
    “You really have no impulse control,” Alissa commented as she took a seat at the table. 
 
    “I’m sorry. Me and taquitos are like you and coffee,” Triss said. 
 
    “I’m all for the bar seating.” Finn began perusing the drink menu. 
 
    Jack settled into the final chair and looked over the main food menu. It seemed fairly typical at first, until he noticed that some of the proteins were somewhat unusual. “Frog tacos?” 
 
    “It’s French-Mexican hybrid from Old Earth,” Alissa told him without looking up from her own menu. 
 
    Jack wrinkled his nose. “That’s so unnatural! I think I’ll stick to the synthobeef.” 
 
    As he set down his menu, Jack noticed that a man was eyeing their table from across the bar. “We have company.” 
 
    Alissa glanced up from her menu and spotted the man. She immediately looked back down and tried to hide behind her menu. 
 
    The man rose from his seat and approached them. “Alissa?” 
 
    She swore under her breath and slowly lowered the menu, forcing a smile. “Hey, Ed.” 
 
    “Wow, long time no see!” Ed exclaimed. “I didn’t expect to see you around these parts.” 
 
    “Well, business…” she said with a shrug. 
 
    “Huh.” He nodded. “Do your parents know you’re back?” 
 
    “No, and I wasn’t planning to reach out to them,” Alissa stated flatly. 
 
    The man frowned. “Well, a lot of people would be happy to see you. It’s not every day that the genius daughter of one of GiganCorp’s leading researchers returns to town.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 14: Team Bonding 
 
    Jack and Finn openly gawked at Alissa. 
 
    “You’re the daughter of one of the GiganCorp executives?” Jack stammared. 
 
    “I’m no one,” Alissa said and got up from the table. “Don’t tell anyone I was here, Ed.” She started for the exit. 
 
    Triss caught her hand and drew her back. “No more running. You promised.” 
 
    Alissa let out a slow breath and returned to her seat. 
 
    Ed searched Alissa’s face. “What made you leave the company so suddenly?” 
 
    “Some matters of business aren’t worth the personal sacrifice,” she responded cryptically. 
 
    Jack noticed Triss squeeze her hand under the table. 
 
    “Well, sorry to have interrupted your dinner,” Ed murmured. “Good to see you, Alissa.” He returned to his seat. 
 
    Finn waited until Ed was beyond earshot. “I get not wanting to explain yourself to him, but I think it’s time you tell us what’s really going on here.” 
 
    Alissa nodded. “I was hoping we could be in and out without running into anyone who knows me, but I know that was shortsighted.” She took a deep breath. “Yes, my parents work for GiganCorp, and so did my grandparents, and great-grandparents, etcetera. I went to college to study engineering, just like I was supposed to, and began working in the research division as soon as I graduated. Things were fine for a couple of years, but then Competron came into the mix.” 
 
    “They’re GiganCorp’s main competition, right?” Finn prompted. 
 
    “Yes. Really, the only competition,” Alissa confirmed. “But it’s not just competition in terms of the products. Competron has a fundamentally different business model—they’re all about freemium business models so no one has to go without, but those with the means can get whatever they want. 
 
    “Obviously, this caused some problems in the executive ranks of GiganCorp. How could the company compete if someone else was giving away the same product for free?” 
 
    “Free is nice,” Jack said. 
 
    “Exactly.” Alissa nodded. “So, being the unimaginative lot that they are, they decided to send me to Competron as a mole. That’s when I learned that Competron is actually a pretty nice place to work and they have a winning mission statement and all that.” 
 
    “So you defected?” Finn said. 
 
    “In a roundabout way. Triss and I met at Competron, where she was one of the engineers working on AI integration,” Alissa explained. 
 
    Understanding registered in Finn’s eyes. “Ah, that’s how you got so good.” 
 
    “I wasn’t nearly as good before I met you,” Triss smiled. 
 
    Finn ducked his head bashfully. “Aw, shucks.” 
 
    “Anyway,” Alissa continued. “GiganCorp wanted me to come back and spill everything I’d learned about Competron, but I wanted to stay. After some long, boring conversations about noncompetes, I stumbled across a job posting on a board looking for volunteers to help the disenfranchised. I was annoyed enough with corporate interests that it sounded appealing. Things started out innocently enough, but Triss and I eventually found ourselves at the inner circle of Svetlana’s little empire. By that point, we were in too deep to back out.” 
 
    “Then this job with GiganCorp came up,” Triss added. “It was a chance to take some tech that could allow a third player to enter into the competition mix in a big way.” 
 
    “Through coffee?” Jack raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “That’s one application,” Alissa said. “Obviously that wasn’t going to be the only thing.” 
 
    “But now the Vorlox are after the same thing, for unknown reasons,” Finn said. “So that makes things tricky.” 
 
    “It does. I still don’t know their angle,” Alissa admitted. “But I do know is that GiganCorp is not the company that should have sole use of the MEC,” she whispered the last part so it couldn’t be heard beyond their table. 
 
    “Okay, so we carry out our plan and then…?” Jack prompted. 
 
    Alissa shrugged. “Confront the Vorlox and find out if they’re friend or foe, I guess.” 
 
    “Yeah, confront the big, angry, mudery people in the giant ship with spikes and huge guns. That’s a great plan,” Jack muttered. 
 
    “They might be very nice,” Triss pointed out. 
 
    Jack sighed. “Yeah, sure…” 
 
    A minute later, the waiter came to take their order. 
 
    “Taquitos all around,” Alissa ordered without her previous enthusiasm for the item. 
 
    “Single or double?” the waiter asked as she consulted her handheld touchpad. 
 
    Alissa slumped in her chair. “Singles for them and a double for me.” 
 
    “Now who’s the one with self-control issues?” Triss said with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Comfort food,” was Alissa’s only response. 
 
    “Okay, three singles and a double order of taquitos. What meat?” the waitress asked. 
 
    “Surprise us,” Finn replied. 
 
    Jack’s pulse spiked. “You did see the menu, right?” 
 
    Finn flipped his wrist. “Variety keeps things interesting.” 
 
    “Surprise it is…” Jack conceded. 
 
    The waitress made a notation. “And anything to drink?” 
 
    “Premium margarita for me!” Finn said with a raised finger. 
 
    “No drinking. We have work to do,” Alissa objected. 
 
    “Not until tomorrow afternoon,” Triss pointed out. “Everything has been prepped.” 
 
    Alissa melted when she saw Triss’ pleading eyes. “All right, premium margaritas all around.” 
 
    Finn grinned. “A right proper party!” 
 
    One drink quickly turned into four and the group confirmed that a bottomless margarita offer would make an excellent distraction for the GiganCorp employees. The taquitos, likewise, were suitably satiating and a nice upgrade from the budget place they’d hit up after leaving the former Winkelson Brothers’ station. 
 
    With several drinks in him, Jack was feeling warm and happy even though the world was a little wobbly around him. “Guys… thanks for taking me in.” 
 
    “Uh oh, I sense a sentimental speech coming on,” Finn quipped. 
 
    “No, really!” Jack insisted. “Things were pretty rough after my childhood stage acting dreams didn’t work out. I got involved in petty crime, and I was floundering for a long time. Deep in debt, few friends, and no one I could trust… I just wanted a fresh start. I know you were just using me at first, but over the last few days I’ve started to feel like one of the team—and this cybernetic eye has even grown on me.” 
 
    “Well, you’ve grown on me, too,” Alissa gave him a gentle punch in his arm. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re alright,” Triss smirked. 
 
    “I vote we keep him,” Finn said. His words were fairly slurred, being three drinks deeper than everyone else. 
 
    “Really?” Jack’s eyes lit up. “I can stay after this mission is over?” 
 
    Alissa shrugged. “If we’re still alive, sure. You’ve been a good boy.” 
 
    Triss reached over the table and ruffled his hair. “That’s a good boy!” she said in the same tone as one might praise a dog. 
 
    Jack yanked his head away from her but secretly he didn’t care. He was the new guy and a little hazing was to be expected. For once, it was nice to be part of a team. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 15: Hazy Recollections 
 
    Jack awoke with an impressive hangover. The spinning of the world around him from last night had subsided, but his head ached and his stomach felt like he’d spent all night in zero-g. 
 
    He assessed his surroundings and found that he was in his bed on the lower bunk in his cabin.  
 
    However, Finn was passed out half on Jack’s bed and half on the floor. “Where’s the cake?” he said as he woke with a start. “Ugh.” He clutched his head. 
 
    Jack forced himself into a sitting position, making everything feel worse. “How many did we have last night?” 
 
    “I lost count.” Finn rubbed his eyes. 
 
    “Me too. I wonder how Alissa and Triss are doing?” 
 
    “I doubt they’re up yet.” 
 
    The two men slowly stood up and stumbled toward the door. 
 
    “I think I’m still a little drunk,” Jack commented when he got to his feet. The world seemed like it was tilted at an angle. It was then that he realized his cybernetic eye implant had been knocked off-center. He twisted it back into position. “Never mind. Just hungover.” 
 
    Finn slid the door open and they stepped into the hallway. 
 
    The scent of slightly burned coffee filled the common room. Triss and Alissa were seated at the kitchen table, looking perfectly rested and refreshed.  
 
    “About time you got up,” Alissa said. “Looks like you had a rough night.” 
 
    “How are you not dead?” Finn moaned. “You were matching us drink for drink.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Oh, we switched to non-alcoholic daiquiris after the second round. You must have been too busy to notice, and afterward you were too drunk to have noticed much of anything.” 
 
    “Should we remind them about the exotic dancers?” Triss asked. 
 
    Alissa looked over Jack and Finn. “Maybe we better not.” 
 
    “You can’t make a comment like that and not elaborate!” Jack exclaimed. He winced at the sound of his own loud voice. 
 
    “You had a group of exotic dancers that took a liking to you last night,” Alissa said. “I think you went to make out in the corner for a while.” 
 
    Jack nodded with satisfaction. “Was she hot?” 
 
    “Oh, you misunderstand,” said with a little smile. “It was a group of men. But they were hot, yes.” 
 
    Triss smirked. “They said you were pretty.” 
 
    “If they called him pretty, then I must have been their god,” Finn declared. 
 
    “You got as much attention as you could handle, don’t worry,” Alissa said. “You wandered off to a back room for a while and I’m not sure what went on, but when you came back you looked happy. Then you tried to crash another bachelorette party.” 
 
    Finn nodded. “That sounds about right.” 
 
    “What do you mean ‘another’?” Jack asked. “And I’m surprised I didn’t zero in on the bachelorette group. That’s normally my thing.” 
 
    “Oh, you did,” Triss clarified. “You were the center of attention with the first group.” 
 
    He smiled smugly. “Oh yeah?” 
 
    Alissa nodded. “They had a great time with you.” 
 
    Realization sparked in Finn’s bleary eyes. “Oh, that explains things. I was wondering…” 
 
    “Wondering what?” Jack searched the others’ faces for clarification. 
 
    “Look in the mirror,” Alissa suggested. 
 
    Jack hurried to the washroom to look in the mirror over the sink. To his surprise, a fully makeuped face stared back at him, complete with false eyelashes, mascara, painted eyebrows, eyeshadow, rouge, and lipstick. With the flush on his face hidden beneath the rouge, Jack returned to the kitchen area. “Did this happen before or after the exotic dancers took a liking to me?” 
 
    “Before, of course,” Triss said, holding in a giggle. 
 
    “You probably spent a good three hours at the bar that way,” Alissa shook her head as she chuckled. “You really have no game—just walked up to the bachelorette party sloshing the drink in your hand and babbling about rabbits, or something. They sat you down and put on your face.” 
 
    “I think it kind of suits him, don’t you?” Triss commented to Alissa with a twinkle in her eyes. 
 
    Alissa nodded. “Very striking.” 
 
    Finn reached up to check his own face. 
 
    “No, you’re good,” Jack said. “Looks like I got all the honors this time.” 
 
    “That’s not all you got…” Triss snickered. 
 
    “I don’t want to know.” Jack returned to the bathroom to wash up and run his clothes through the cleaner. Unfortunately, the lipstick and eyeliner proved to be one of the more permanent varieties. 
 
    By the time he was showered and dressed, his headache had receded and his stomach was much more settled. He found the others still in the kitchen munching on leftover taquitos. Sadly, they weren’t nearly as good as leftovers. Nonetheless, he ate until he was an appropriate level of full. 
 
    “What do we do until it’s time to head into the GiganCorp lab?” Jack asked. 
 
    “Charades?” Finn suggested. 
 
    While not a terrible suggestion, Jack soon regretted agreeing to the idea because the others took the game as an opportunity to mime Jack’s various escapades from the previous night. The prompts included winners such as, “Jack having one too many”, “Jack and the dancer get it on”, and “Jack being prettified”. He didn’t find it nearly as amusing as the others did. 
 
    After two hours, it was time to prep for the GiganCorp break-in. While everyone geared up with what they’d need for their roles, Jack took the opportunity to practice changing the modes for his cybernetic eye using his thoughts. It took concentration and several attempts, but he found that he was able to cycle through the different settings. 
 
    By mid-afternoon, everyone was ready to head into the lab. 
 
    Jack wasn’t surprised to find that he’d been nominated to carry the canister containing the actinium. Triss insisted, however, that all scans showed the canister was completely containing all radiation, despite their initial fears. All the same, he couldn’t help feeling a little nervous carrying it in a backpack—especially since everyone else gave him a several meter buffer while they walked over to the facility. 
 
    They gathered outside the main entry gate, which presented more like the approach to a luxury beach resort than a research laboratory. Tropical trees lined a paved path and bushes with red flowers circled an elaborate three-tier fountain topped with a giant G. 
 
    “Everyone ready?” Alissa asked. 
 
    They nodded.  
 
    “Okay. Sending the happy hour announcement now!” Alissa said as she sent the invite via her mobile. 
 
    Three minutes passed in silence as they waited for the marketing offer to do its thing. Then, people began flooding out of the front doors. 
 
    “Bottomless margaritas?” one woman in a white lab coat was saying. “And anywhere in the restaurant—not just the bar? Wow!” 
 
    “I know, it’s amazing!” her colleague replied. 
 
    Alissa nodded with satisfaction as she did a rough headcount of those leaving. “That should clear out the lab pretty well and be enough to overwhelm the host at the restaurant. We should have a good half an hour before they realize that the pricing offer isn’t real.” 
 
    “And by then the smell of fried awesomeness will have captivated them.” Finn got a blissful, far away look in his eyes. 
 
    “Stay focused,” Alissa stated. “We’re going in.” 
 
    “That’s what he said,” Jack snickered. 
 
    Alissa rolled her eyes and then led the way across the remainder of the front walkway. She confidently strode into the building lobby with the others in tow. 
 
    At the back of the lobby, two guards dressed in white body armor were seated behind a reception desk. They looked over the new arrivals. 
 
    “You don’t work here,” the guard on the right said. 
 
    “Yeah we do,” Alissa lied. “We were onsite at a client meeting and wearing street clothes for the day.”  
 
    “Oh, okay,” the guard replied. 
 
    Alissa walked over toward the controlled access door on the left of the lobby. She stealthily placed the nano induction module over the keycard reader. “Didn’t you two get the message about bottomless margaritas and three credit taquitos at Mexcelente?” 
 
    The two guards looked at each other.  
 
    “I told you we shouldn’t have turned off email!” the one on the left exclaimed. 
 
    “Better hurry!” Alissa urged while she activated the induction module to override the keycard’s connection to the central database. “Everyone else is already on their way over. We’re just dropped off some stuff we brought to the meeting and then we’ll join you.” 
 
    “Think it’s okay to run over for a few minutes?” the guard on the right asked the other. 
 
    “Yeah, no one ever comes in here. It’ll be fine,” the left guard replied. 
 
    “Great!” Alissa swiped her keycard over the disabled access pad. The light turned green. “See you over at Mexcelente!” 
 
    The guards rose from their desk. “See you there! Thanks for letting us know.” 
 
    Jack, Finn, and Triss darted through the door before it closed, with Triss grabbing the nano induction module as she passed by. 
 
    “This security really is a joke,” Jack said when everyone was on the other side and the door was closed. 
 
    “Oh yeah, it’s awful,” Alissa agreed. “Hellana, ‘high security’ labs like this, it’s all the same—perpetuate a reputation of being secure and rely on those rumors to maintain security.” 
 
    “So robbing a bank…” Jack ventured. 
 
    She nodded. “Walk in and take whatever you want. Most will even give you a goody bag just for coming in.” 
 
    “Done it. It’s true,” Finn added. 
 
    “Huh.” Jack began planning his next venture. 
 
    “All right,” Alissa said, turning to the task at hand, “the radiation suits should be down here.” 
 
    She directed them down a side corridor. “I think it’s this way…” 
 
    The interior walls were all stark white plastic panels that had a glossy sheen under the light cast from the illuminated ceiling. White tile covered the floor, and a black baseboard lined both sides, with a black cap wrapping the corners of walls at the hallway intersections to increase visibility. 
 
    “Yes, here we go.” Alissa stopped next to a section of white paneling that had an orange rim. An image of a hazmat suit was depicted on the center of the panel. “Jack, switch your vision over to the electromagnetic field mode.” 
 
    He concentrated on the eye controls and saw his left field of vision switch to the desired setting. “Got it.” 
 
    “Do you see any wires?” Alissa asked. 
 
    “Yes, going from the emblem at the center up to the right edge of the case. 
 
    “Okay, now switch to Infrared,” Alissa instructed. “Is there any hotspot where those wires disappear into the wall?” 
 
    “No, just blue and green,” he said. 
 
    Alissa nodded. “Excellent, so it’s not wired to an alarm.” She pressed the emblem on the center of the panel and the door opened. “You can go back to normal vision. That’s all we needed.” 
 
    “That’s it?! You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “I meant for now, Jack. We still need the eye to mimic a retinal scan.” 
 
    “But still… Why did you need to take my eye and give me this implant for that?” he exclaimed. 
 
    “Well, we couldn’t very easily walk around with a scanner,” Alissa countered. 
 
    Jack looked down at their bags of gear. “Oh, really?” 
 
    Alissa shrugged. “In retrospect, it probably wasn’t necessary for this part. But look how useful you got to feel! And you did say the settings were cool.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess they are…” Jack admitted. 
 
    “Anyway, time is wasting,” Alissa said. She turned back to the cabinet, which contained a dozen suits in shades of yellow, green, blue, and pink. Alissa handed Jack one of the pink suits. 
 
    He sighed and set down his backpack containing the actinium before he took it from her. “Seriously?” 
 
    “It matches your lipstick.” She grinned. 
 
    Alissa took a yellow suit for herself and gave Felix blue and Triss green. They helped each other into the awkward headpieces and checked the seals. 
 
    Once satisfied that everything was in order, Alissa removed the actinium canister from the backpack and carried it into the main hallway. “Here we go.” 
 
    She popped the seal. 
 
    Five seconds passed while they waited for the radiation signature to be detected.  
 
    An alarm blared in the hall and the lights changed to red. The alarm subsided momentarily for an automated announcement, “Radiation leak detected. Proceed to the nearest safe room and await instruction.” 
 
    Their plan to empty out the facility seemed to have been effective, as they saw no one enter the hall to go to the lockdown rooms. Not having time to wait around, the group followed Alissa further inside toward the specific lab where the prototype MEC was developed. 
 
    The main corridor was blocked by an emergency containment door. 
 
    “Time for us to earn our keep,” Felix said with the grin to Triss. 
 
    They pulled out electronic equipment from a small duffle bag and tapped into the control panel next to the door. Alissa had explained that keycards couldn’t override the emergency protocols to prevent some well-meaning worker from flooding an area with radiation while trying to let someone through the door. 
 
    The sealed door proved to be no barrier for Finn’s and Triss’ skills, however, and the group was soon back on their way. 
 
    Jack soon lost track of their path as they wound through the corridors and down several stairwells, with Finn and Triss disabling the security doors as needed.  
 
    “I can’t believe you remember your way around here,” Jack commented when Alissa made yet another turn. 
 
    “I spent years here. It’s difficult to forget,” she replied. “Ah, here it is.” 
 
    She had stopped outside a lab entrance with sliding double doors. “Top Secret” was written in giant red lettering above the door. 
 
    “A little on the nose,” Triss smirked when she read it. 
 
    “No room for ambiguity, that’s for sure.” Alissa located a biometric scanner next to the door. “Okay, Jack, you’re up.” 
 
    “Hold still,” Triss instructed, and she went to work with Finn on syncing their computers with Jack’s cybernetic eye. 
 
    A minute later, they had him look into the retinal scanner. The light shone green on the lock and the doors slid open. 
 
    On the other side, a woman looked up in surprise. “Who are— Alissa?” 
 
    Alissa removed the hood of her hazmat suit, no longer needed so far from where they’d left the actinium. “Hi Mom.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 16: Heist 
 
    Jack slipped off the headpiece of his own hazmat suit. “Alissa… care to explain?” 
 
    Alissa let out a long breath. “Okay… So, when I said I worked here at GiganCorp, I maybe should have mentioned that I was on the team working on the MEC with my mother, Mariah, here. My father is the Director of this R&D division.” 
 
    Mariah crossed her arms. “What are you doing back here, Alissa? I thought your clearance had been revoked when you ran off with your girlfriend.” 
 
    “Administrative oversight,” Alissa replied. “I see you had no trouble taking all the credit for my work.” 
 
    “This was always a team effort. And you left the team,” her mother replied. 
 
    Finn raised his hand. “Sorry to interrupt the family reunion, but we have a job to do.” 
 
    Alissa nodded. “He’s right. Sorry, Mom, but we’re going to take the MEC.” 
 
    “Like Hell you will! Guards will be here any moment,” Mariah responded. 
 
    “Nope.” Finn shook his head. “Everyone is busy imbibing and snacking until they realize they’ll have to pay full price.” 
 
    Mariah worked her mouth. “You mean you just walked in here and you think you can walk right out?” 
 
    “That’s precisely what’s going to happen.” Alissa headed for the back of the lab.  
 
    Three workstations in the middle of the space were filled with electronic components and a holodisplay for overlaying various digital models with the physical parts. The centerpiece along the back wall was a plexiglass enclosure containing a pedestal topped with a compact metallic cylinder approximately eight centimeters in length and two centimeters in diameter. Blue grooves ran the length of the sides up to the black caps on the ends. 
 
    “It looks even better in real life,” Alissa murmured as she admired it. 
 
    “You did a brilliant job with the design, I’ll give you that,” her mother said, “but you walked away from it when you walked away from us.” 
 
    Alissa scoffed. “This will never be used for good so long as it’s with GiganCorp. You have to know that.” 
 
    “It’s business.” Mariah shrugged. “You’re the one who couldn’t separate family from the day job.” 
 
    “I was doing a fine job of it until you asked me to commit corporate espionage.” 
 
    “So you went to work for a weapon’s dealer instead? Great career move.” Mariah sighed. “You could have been running this company in another ten years, Alissa. Your vision is wasted.” 
 
    “Not wasted at all,” Triss interjected. “She just had a vision bigger than yours.” 
 
    Mariah smiled but her eyes were narrowed. “So you must be the one who caused her life to derail.” 
 
    Alissa examined the lock on the case containing the MEC. “My life is right on track, Mother. It just isn’t the path you wanted for me.” 
 
    “It’s a real pleasure to meet you, by the way,” Triss said to Mariah with thick sarcasm. 
 
     Jack could see that the situation was on the precipice of devolving into an argument about parenting techniques and child rebellion, so he elected to follow Alissa to the back of the room and assess the case with her. “Let’s get the MEC and get out of here. The restaurant could catch onto our ruse at any time,” he urged. 
 
    “Right.” Alissa took a centering breath. She placed her hand on the biometric lock for the case and it let out an angry beep. 
 
    “The central security team may have overlooked your access, but I didn’t,” Mariah said. “You’ll never—” 
 
    Finn knocked her on the back of her head with a metal frame component that had been on one of the workstations. “Sorry, Alissa.” 
 
    “No apology needed,” she replied. “I was about to do that myself. Help me get her over here.” 
 
    Finn and Alissa dragged Mariah’s unconscious form to the MEC’s case. Alissa grabbed her right hand and placed it on the biometric scanner. The display prompted for a password. 
 
    “Triss, a little help?” Finn said. 
 
    “On it.” Triss took her hacking kit and hooked into the console. She ran through the password combinations; in a matter of seconds, a match appeared and the case unlocked. “Huh. It was ‘Fuzzybuttons’, apparently.” 
 
    “Ah,” Alissa nodded. “Good ol’ Mr. Fuzzybuttons. He was my pet rabbit.” 
 
    “Oh, you never mentioned him before,” Triss commented. 
 
    Alissa scowled. “Yeah, it’s a bit of sore subject.” 
 
    “Why, what happened to him?” Jack asked. 
 
    “My parents decided it would be a great life lesson to eat him for dinner. Figures Mom would immortalize that event with her password.” 
 
    Jack’s mouth dropped open. “Your parents made you eat your pet rabbit?” 
 
    Finn whistled between his teeth. “That’s some messed up parenting.” 
 
    “Yeah… I’ll just be the one to say it,” Triss cut in. “Your mom is pretty awful.” 
 
    “No need to tell me.” Alissa dropped Mariah on the floor and opened up the MEC case. She gingerly took the device from the pedestal and examined it. “I’ll find a way to get this into the right hands—somewhere as far away from here as possible. We need to grab the schematics, too.” 
 
    “I’m on it.” Finn pivoted to one of the workstations so he could access the files and grab the relevant documentation. 
 
    Triss handed Alissa a carrying case for the MEC. “What do we do with your mom?” 
 
    “Lock her in the closet, I guess,” Alissa suggested. “Someone will find her eventually.” 
 
    Jack helped Alissa and Triss drag Mariah to a closet on the side wall and prop her up against the wall inside. She stirred when they had her in position and then began snoring softly. 
 
    Alissa was the last to step out from the closet when they were finished. “Maybe we can come to terms with each other eventually.” 
 
    Triss took her hand. “I’ll be here to support you no matter what happens.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “I hate to break up the tender moment,” Finn interjected, “but I have the files. And I just checked the security feed and it looks like we’re about to have some company. Looks like not everyone got our email about Mexcelente, and some of the guards that stayed behind seem to have found our actinium.” 
 
    “So, no need for the suits anymore?” Jack asked. 
 
    “Not as far as I’m concerned.” Finn began removing his. “The actinium has been disposed of.” 
 
    The others quickly stripped down to their regular street clothes and grabbed their gear. 
 
    “We’ll have to make a run for it,” Alissa said. She drew her laser pistol. “And we might have to shoot our way out.” 
 
    Finn readied his pistol and grinned. “Oh darn.”


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 17: The Great Escape 
 
    Jack followed Alissa, Triss, and Finn out of the lab. Moments after the door slid closed behind them, rapid footsteps echoed down the hall from the direction of the exit. 
 
    “That’s the only way out,” Alissa said. “If they shoot at you, shoot back.” 
 
    “No need to tell me twice,” Triss aimed her laser pistol in front of her. 
 
    “No argument here.” Jack readied his weapon. Without the containment canister or hazmat suit, he felt nimble and ready for anything the guards could throw his way. He smiled with anticipation for the thrill of the fight ahead. 
 
    Alissa noticed his enthusiasm. “Why don’t you go first, Jack.” 
 
    He groaned. “You just want them to use me for target practice instead of you.” 
 
    “Obviously. Go on!” she urged. 
 
    With a sigh, he loped down the hall toward the exit. “I have no idea where I’m going, by the way.” 
 
    “Follow the bad guys,” Triss replied. “It’s a fair bet they’ll be blocking our path.” 
 
    “Yay—” Jack’s sarcastic retort was truncated by the pew of a laser blast zipping by his ear. “And they found us.” He ducked around the corner of the nearest side corridor. 
 
    “Pretty sure they knew where we were the whole time.” Alissa slid in next to him and crouched low to the floor. 
 
    “Hand over the MEC and come out with your hands up!” a male guard called out. 
 
    “Gonna pass on that.” Alissa reached her hand around corner and opened fire. 
 
    “Take cover!” the guard ordered his companions. 
 
    Jack peeked around the corner as Alissa pulled back, and he fired at the shoulder of someone wearing white body armor who was taking cover in the next hallway intersection. The shot connected and the guard sprawled dead on the ground. 
 
    “Nice shooting,” Alissa said. She poked her head out enough to spot a target and fired, taking out another guard. 
 
    Triss and Finn were hunkered down on the other side of the hallway intersection opposite Alissa and Jack, and they were engaged with their own set of guards. 
 
    “We’re picking ’em off!” Finn cheered. “Keep at it.” 
 
    It was Jack’s turn to take a shot while Alissa planned her next move. He switched his cybernetic eye to infrared and glanced around the corner, seeing saw one of the white-clad guards running across the hall to reposition. He fired two shots in rapid succession and the guard was struck in the leg and then his torso, causing him to fall backward with a cry. 
 
    “We’ll have them in no time,” Alissa said. 
 
    “Jack, help us out on this side,” Triss said. “This is a better angle.” 
 
    “All right.” Jack prepared to jump across the hall. He lined up a leap and dove for it, unaware that one of his boot lashings had come undone.  
 
    Jack tripped the moment he left cover. He found himself standing hunched over in the center of the hall, completely exposed. 
 
    A dozen laser shots zipped all around him. Miraculously, none connected. 
 
    Not wanting to chance it, he finished his run across the hall and ducked to safety with Triss and Finn. 
 
    “That was close!” he breathed. 
 
    “We need to press forward,” Triss said. “Just seven more to take out and then we can run to the next intersection.” 
 
    Jack dropped to his stomach and positioned himself below where Finn was standing and Triss was crouched. 
 
    The three of them took aim and fired at the five remaining guards in their line of sight, while Alissa took out the two guards visible from her angle. The seven guards fell to the ground amid their slain comrades. 
 
    Jack rose to his feet. “Body count is kind of stacking up.” 
 
    Alissa assessed the pile of guards in the ineffective white armor. “That’s what they get for trying to take us on.” 
 
    “We’re kind of terrible people, aren’t we?” Jack realized. 
 
    The other three shrugged. 
 
    Jack brushed it off and resumed their forward push down the hall. Just shy of the intersection where the first wave of guards had taken up position, a new wave suddenly appeared down the hall. The guards began firing before Jack and the others could take cover. 
 
    A torrent of red blasts filled the hall, completely surrounding the group. Yet, no one was struck.  
 
    “These guys have terrible aim,” Finn laughed and continued walking forward, remaining unscathed by the enemy barrage.  
 
    Alissa shook her head with disbelief. “I think they are literally not capable of hitting us.” 
 
    Jack fired at one of the guards and his shot landed square in the guard’s chest. “Meanwhile, I’m not even trying to aim and I hit them every time!” 
 
    “This is simultaneously awesome and ridiculous,” Alissa agreed as she also opened fire while continuing forward. 
 
    “Good to be us, I guess,” Finn said as he took out another guard. 
 
    Triss laughed. “Look! I’m firing with my eyes closed and still have better aim than them!” 
 
    “I guess it won’t be tough getting out of here after all,” Alissa said. 
 
    They continued working their way through the hall, firing randomly and taking out the guards while remaining untouchable. In short order, they reached the lobby where a final defensive line was waiting to stop them. 
 
    “You’ll never get away!” one brave guard shouted. He released two dozen blasts at the group. 
 
    All the shots struck the floors and wall around them, forming a singed outline of where they were standing. 
 
    Alissa smiled. “You get an ‘A’ for effort, but we’ll be on our way now.” 
 
    They walked out the door while the guards continued their hopeless assault. 
 
    “We’ll get you!” one of the remaining guards called out. “You don’t stand a—” 
 
    Jack blindly aimed behind him and took out the heckler. “Best heist ever.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 18: Nowhere to Run 
 
    Still laughing and joking while they casually strolled away from the GiganCrop lab, the group returned to the Little Princess with the MEC safely in hand. 
 
    “So, what’s our next move?” Jack asked as soon as they were on the ship. He flopped down on the couch. “Getting the MEC was easy enough, but we still have the Vorlox after us, and your friends from Svetlana’s crew need rescuing.” 
 
    Alissa frowned and took a seat at the kitchen table. “I just wanted to get the MEC and be done with everything. Why did the Vorlox have to come along and make everything complicated?” 
 
    Triss coughed into her hand, “Plot Device Principle.” 
 
    Alissa ignored her. “I guess we have no choice but to meet with the Vorlox and try to negotiate for our friends’ releases.” 
 
    “But where do we find the Vorlox?” Finn asked as he shoved Jack’s legs aside to make room on the couch for him to sit. “They told us to get the MEC in two days—which we’ve now done—but there were no instructions about where to meet them.” 
 
    “Maybe they’ll find us?” Jack speculated. 
 
    “I don’t want Svetlana or the others to get hurt.” Alissa shook her head. “I guess we just head up into space and see what happens.” 
 
    Without further delay, Alissa and Triss piloted the Little Princess into orbit. 
 
    “Should we stick around in this system?” Finn questioned when the main space station around the planet was visible out the window in the common area. “I mean, the guards had terrible aim so we got away, but what if GiganCorp sends the authorities after us?” 
 
    “Good point,” Jack seconded. “We should probably put as much distance between us and this planet as we can.” 
 
    “Sending the authorities after us would mean admitting what was stolen,” Alissa pointed out. “I’m not sure they’re ready for the breakthrough to be public knowledge.” 
 
    “There are ways to keep it vague enough,” Triss countered. “We should play it safe.” 
 
    “And what about the Vorlox? They probably know this is where we’d get the MEC, so it’s a logical place for them to come looking for us,” Alissa stated. “If we go anywhere else, they might think we tried to run and will kill everyone.” 
 
    “Maybe we should go back to the Winkelson station?” Triss suggested. “That’s where we last encountered them and they told us to get the MEC for them.” 
 
    “Yes, but I don’t want to be implicated in the station’s destruction or those deaths,” Alissa objected. 
 
    Jack raised his hand. “Not to be a downer, but we just killed about fifty people on camera.” 
 
    Triss groaned. “You’re right—we never set the camera on loop.” 
 
    “Not to mention my mom,” Alissa realized. 
 
    “Outlaws!” Finn cheered. 
 
    “We have seen the power of reputation…” Triss mused. 
 
    “The possibility of warrants is a whole other matter and will have to wait,” Alissa said, refocusing. “We just can’t get caught before we make sure our friends get free. Given that we shouldn’t go to the Winkelson station, the other place we’ve encountered the Vorlox is where Luxuria was destroyed.” 
 
    “Where it all began,” Jack murmured. 
 
    “How delightfully full-circle, I know.” Alissa took a resolute breath. “That’s where we’ll go.” 
 
    The Little Princess made the jump to hyperspace moments later before anyone could think of another reason for them to do something different. In reality, there was no clear course of action. They had in their possession one of the greatest scientific breakthroughs in two centuries, authorities could come to arrest them at any minute, a band of potentially crazed killers was after them, and their friends’ lives were on the line. Going anywhere was a risk, but at least going back to the site of a former home was a return to the familiar. 
 
    When the ship had completed its initial acceleration, Jack kicked Finn from the couch so he could stretch out. “I’m so tired. Hangover sleep is not good sleep.” 
 
    “Well,” Alissa handed over the flight controls to Triss, “this might be the perfect chance for me to test out the MEC’s application with coffee brewing.” 
 
    “Moment of truth,” Triss murmured. 
 
    “If this doesn’t work, then we can start working our way down the infinite list of other things we can do with it. But if it does…” Alissa trailed off as she turned her attention to rummaging through the kitchenette for the parts she needed to complete her contraption. 
 
    Jack watched her work on the kitchen table for the next half hour, mounting components from other equipment to the frame of the existing coffee brewer in accordance to the design she’d theorized in the preceding months. Eventually, the MEC was the final piece to be bolted into place. 
 
    “This should do it…” Alissa said at last. She loaded in the coffee grounds and activated the machine. 
 
    A blue glow illuminated around the contraption and it hummed with the bright tone of an angelic chorus. 
 
    After ten seconds, the glow dissipated and the aroma of brewed coffee filled the cabin.  
 
    Alissa removed the single-serve cup from the machine and waved it under her nose. “So far so good.” She took a sip. “Stars! This—” She took another sip. “You have to try this!” 
 
    She ran to the cockpit and handed the cup to Triss. Her friend took the cup and smelled it cautiously. “It does have a great aroma.” She took a sip. “WOW!” 
 
    The Little Princess rolled to the side as Triss’ hand jerked on the controls. 
 
    “Let us in on it, come on!” Finn urged. 
 
    Alissa returned to the common room and handed him the cup.  
 
    Finn sampled it. “Alissa, you’re a genius.” 
 
    “My turn!” Jack pleaded. He took the cup from Finn only to find that there was barely a sip left. He took the warm, brown liquid into his mouth. It was the perfect temperature to satisfy without risk of burning, and the flavor exploded on his tastebuds. The coffee had none of the burned or bitter flavor he’d come to expect, but instead it was like his mouth had just been hugged by a chocolate teddy bear. “Wow… This coffee is, like, really good.” 
 
    Alissa’s eyes lit up. “You really think so?” 
 
    “Absolutely. I could see this being the next big craze.” Jack looked at the empty cup. “Can you make some more?’ 
 
    Alissa enthusiastically prepared second, and then third, portions for everyone. In case anyone wanted more later, she also filled a metal thermos with extra coffee, which would hold it at temperature for at least eight hours. Considering that they had no idea when, or if, the Vorlox would show up at their chosen destination, an energy boost might be needed later on. 
 
    The rest of the hyperspace jump was spent in a marvelous caffeine buzz. Jack made his bed and cleaned the bathroom, then completed all the dishes and straightened up the cabinets. Never had he felt so delightfully energized. The coffee must have had a similar effect on the others, as Jack noticed that Finn was organizing all the equipment for computer hacking and Triss appeared to be cleaning up the central database files while Alissa programmed some new navigation subroutines. 
 
    By the time the Little Princess was preparing to drop out of hyperspace, the interior was ready for a photoshoot and the systems were operating with fifteen percent greater efficiency. 
 
    “I haven’t been this productive and focused… ever!” Jack exclaimed. “I think you’re really on to something with this MEC-brewed coffee, Alissa.” 
 
    “I was just going for flavor,” she replied. “I never dreamed it’d have these bonus effects. It must have something to do with the energy field changing the chemical properties.” 
 
    “Regardless of the science behind it, I’m hooked,” Finn said. 
 
    “I never should have doubted you.” Triss gave Alissa a proud smile. 
 
    Alissa beamed. “Thanks, guys.”  
 
    The ship exited hyperspace a kilometer from the wreckage of the Luxuria. To their surprise, the Vorlox battleship was waiting for them at the broken structure. 
 
    “Well, looks like we guessed correctly,” Jack said. 
 
    The front console beeped. “Incoming communication,” Triss told them. She accepted the call. 
 
    The weapons on the Vorlox ship sprang to life—casings rolling back from the giant laser guns and massive hydraulic arms training the weapons toward the Little Princess. “Do you have the MEC?” the Vorlox representative asked over the comm. 
 
    “Are our friends okay?” Alissa countered. 
 
    “They are fine,” the Vorlox replied. “And they won’t be harmed so long as you give us the MEC without a fight.” 
 
    The Little Princess lurched as it was suddenly grappled in a tractor beam and pulled toward the mammoth Vorlox ship. “Prepare to be boarded. You will hand over the MEC.” The communication ended. 
 
    “I can try to break free…” Triss said. 
 
    “No, if we resist the others are good as dead,” Alissa told her. “We’ll need to pretend like we’re cooperating until we can figure out another way for us all to escape.” 
 
    “Um, would this be a bad time to point out that we can’t fit everyone in here even if the Vorlox lets them go?” Jack asked. 
 
    “Yes,” everyone replied in unison. 
 
    “In that case,” Jack said, “I’ll just say that it’s great we got everything all cleaned up before we have company.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 19: Trapped 
 
    “We can’t just give the MEC to them until we know Svetlana and the others are safe.” Alissa ran from the cockpit to remove the MEC from the coffee maker. With the device in hand, she stood in the center of the kitchen paralyzed with indecision. “Where can we hide it?”  
 
    “I don’t know!” Jack looked frantically around the room. “One of the thermoses over there, maybe? Hurry!” 
 
    Alissa dashed to the cabinet containing the drinkware and selected one of the polished metal thermoses. She unscrewed the top and dropped the MEC inside. 
 
    The Little Princess shuddered as it came to rest on the floor of the hangar within the Vorlox ship. Fists pounded on the outer door. 
 
    “What should I do with it now?” Alissa hissed. 
 
    “Why are you asking me?” Jack shot back, glancing between her and the door. There was nowhere to go. 
 
    The door dropped open as the controls were overridden from the outside. 
 
    In her surprise, the thermos launched from Alissa’s hands toward the kitchen counter. It landed on the countertop, knocking over the thermos filled with extra coffee. Both containers clattered onto the metal floor and one rolled under the couch. 
 
    “Hi! What can we do for you?” Jack greeted the Vorlox soldier. 
 
    “Where is it?” the heavily armored man demanded. He was wearing black body armor and his face was hidden behind a full helmet. 
 
    “Where’s what?” Jack shrugged, trying to nudge the other thermos into hiding with his toe. 
 
    “The MEC. Hand it over now!” The Vorloxian demanded. “Is that it?” He spotted the termos Jack was trying to hide and stepped toward it. 
 
    “Be careful with that!” Jack warned, trying to stall while he thought up a better plan. “It’s… highly irradiated. It may cause a runaway reaction if it’s opened in this small a space.” 
 
    The soldier hesitated with confusion, and rightly so. “Radiation and air exposure aren’t the same—” 
 
    “You don’t have to take our word for it,” Triss cut in. “But what would the other Vorlox say if you blew up the only working prototype of the MEC?” 
 
    “They would laugh,” he replied. 
 
    Jack and Alissa exchanged glances with Triss and Finn.  
 
    Jack decided to roll with it. “That’s right—they would laugh. And just looking at you, I can tell that you are one to do the laughing, not the other way around.” 
 
    “I crush anyone who laughs at me!” he bellowed. 
 
    “That’s right! So let’s not open that canister here, okay?” Alissa suggested. 
 
    The soldier’s gaze passed between them. “Fine. Come with me to Grant Pumba.” 
 
    “You mean ‘grand poobah’?” Triss clarified. 
 
    “What? No! Grant Pumba is the name of our mighty Vorlox leader.” 
 
    Finn snickered. “Oh, this is all going swimmingly.” 
 
    The guard carefully picked up the thermos from the floor and then ushered everyone off the ship. 
 
    Seven more Vorloxian soldiers were waiting in the hangar. They surrounded the crew of the Little Princess and directed them down a series of utilitarian hallways of polished steel and up a lift. Due to the elevator’s small size, four guards first rode up with Jack and Alissa, followed by the other four with Triss and Finn. 
 
    The destination floor had more refined finishes than the corridor leading from the hangar, including low-pile carpeting and integrated touch-displays in the walls. 
 
    “What is your leader going to do with us?” Alissa asked the guards. 
 
    “He will need to tell you himself,” one of the guards replied. 
 
    They reached the end of the hall, which terminated in a sliding door. The guards stepped forward and the door opened automatically, revealing a sophisticated conference room complete with an oblong conference table and holodisplay. Behind the table, a man and two women were seated in sleek swivel chairs. 
 
    The guards took up position along the front wall with four to either side of the entry door. The guard carrying the thermos stepped away from his post by the door just long enough to place the thermos in the center of the table within arm’s reach of the three seated individuals. 
 
    “Please, take a seat,” the man sitting in the chair at the center of the table said, gesturing to four chairs across from him. He was just past middle-aged and, like his female companions, appeared to be a completely normal human. 
 
    “Are you Grant Pumba?” Alissa asked as she and her three companions complied. 
 
    “I am,” Grant confirmed, smoothing back his brown hair touched with gray. “I must apologize for all the armor and pistol secrecy. The MEC is very important, as you know.” 
 
    “Don’t take this the wrong way,” Alissa said hesitantly, “but you don’t seem like the crazy murderers the rumors have made you out to be.” 
 
    Grant laughed. “Oh, that all did get rather out of hand.  It was necessary, though, to complete our work.” 
 
    “What work is that?” Jack questioned. 
 
    Grant looked to the dark-haired woman on the left. She folded her hands on the tabletop. “My name is Irine,” she stated. “I’m the Director of Research and Development for Competron.” 
 
    Jack’s mouth fell open. A quick glance to his right confirmed that his new friends were equally shocked. 
 
    Alissa shook her head. “I’m confused.” 
 
    “You’re not the only mole to have ever been placed within a corporation, Alissa,” Irine stated. “Competron sent our own to GiganCorp, but unlike you with your position, ours came back to us. We learned that the MEC was almost production-ready and we needed to act.” 
 
    “Most of the weapons and other dangerous black market tech circulating through the major channels originated with GiganCorp,” Grant explained. “With the MEC on the verge of going public, we knew that anything that could be adapted to becoming infinitely more powerful with the MEC needed to be taken off the street while there was still an opportunity to do so.” 
 
    “As the Director of Humanitarian Aid,” the other woman at the table added, “it was clear to me that Competron would never be able to continue our mission-driven work if GiganCorp’s products became little more than tools of destruction.” 
 
    “And we couldn’t go after GiganCorp directly,” Grant continued, “so the next best thing was to take out the supply network for distributing those weapons. With that severed, even once the MEC was released it would take much longer for the technology to work its way back into the hands of the truly dangerous individuals.” 
 
    Irine nodded. “And to take out that network, we couldn’t very well show up in Competron-branded ships. So, we invented the Vorlox persona as a distraction.” 
 
    Grant examined the confused faces of the Little Princess’ crew. “Everything you may have heard about us was part of that fabrication. In reality, our sole mission has been to take out the distribution network that could result in the MEC being used for harm. While that was motivation enough, things changed when we picked up the escape pods from the Luxuria—which we always do after taking out a base, to see if the weapon’s dealers are open to an alternate career path. When we chatted with Svetlana, we learned that you, Alissa, were a bridge between GiganCorp, Competron, and the mission of getting the MEC design out of GiganCorp’s hands.”  
 
    “Beth,” Irine indicated the blonde woman to Grant’s right, “had the idea to allow you to continue your mission to get the MEC with the hope you’d be successful and be open to siding with us once you knew what we were doing.” 
 
    “How is Svetlana cooperating with you?” Alissa asked. “She’s was the top weapons dealer in this sector. I’d think she’d—” 
 
    “We offered her and the other members of her crew jobs in medical sales. Very lucrative,” Grant replied. 
 
    “Oh.” Alissa shrugged. 
 
    “And I do hope you’ll consider working with us, as well,” Beth said. “The MEC can help so many people if we leverage Competron’s connections. You’d be well compensated.” 
 
    It took Alissa several seconds to find her voice. “What do you have in mind?” 
 
    “Improving planetary shields from stellar debris, power core for artificial organs to help the sick, portable electronics to bring education to children in remote settlements. The list goes on,” Beth replied. “The heart of it, though, is we want to spread happiness.” 
 
    “And all of that is possible with what you have hidden in this,” Grant said, gazing with admiration at the thermos placed in the center of the table. 
 
    “They said it might explode,” the guard who’d boarded the Little Princess warned from his post along the wall. 
 
    “I doubt that,” Grant said, reaching for the thermos. He unscrewed the top. “Wait, what’s this?” He stared with dismay at the contents and sniffed. “Is this coffee?” 
 
    “Ah, yeah, the MEC must be in the other thermos…” Jack mumbled.  
 
    Alissa glared at him, then looked back to Grant. “I’m not convinced you’re telling the truth. How can we know anything you said is true?” 
 
    Grant didn’t seem to hear her. “Wow, this coffee smells incredible!” He took a small sip from the thermos. “Stars! This…” he took several gulps, “this is the most amazing coffee I’ve ever tasted! And I feel all tingly—and instantly energized! What’s your secret?” 
 
    Alissa’s eyed widened with surprise. “Well, I was playing around with using the MEC as a power source…” 
 
    Grant grinned. “Forget everything I said before. This, right here, is the answer we’ve been looking for.” 
 
    He passed the thermos to Beth and she tasted it. “Stars, you’re right! If anything would bring people together, it’s this.” 
 
    “Come again?” Finn asked. 
 
    “Making sure people are safe and smart is one thing, but a product like this would make them happy. No one would want to take up arms if they could start their day with a cup of this magical deliciousness,” Grant said. 
 
    “So you want to monetize it?” Alissa asked. 
 
    “Oh yes,” Grant confirmed. 
 
    “What happened to wanting to make sure they were telling the truth?” Jack asked her in a whisper. 
 
    “As long as we get paid, who cares?” she whispered back to him. Then, louder, “It’s my design and I already had plans to bring it to market. If you want to use it, then you’ll need to buy me out. And my friends here get a cut.” She smiled at her companions. 
 
    “Do you have the actual MEC and the schematics?” Grant asked. 
 
    Alissa nodded. “I do.” 
 
    Grant smiled. “Then I think we can work out a deal.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 20: New Horizons 
 
    Jack reclined on the palatial couch in the common room of the Little Princess II. “I can get used to this.” 
 
    The new ship was ten times the size of the original and three times as fancy. Proceeds from the licensing of Alissa’s coffee brewing technique with the MEC, combined with the sale of the nano induction modules, had given Jack more than enough to pay off his debts, clear his warrants, and still come out way ahead. Though everyone could have easily afforded a ship of their own, they had decided to pool their resources and get a new ship together because, frankly, traveling through space alone was lonely and boring. 
 
    “I know money isn’t an issue now,” Alissa said from her motorized recliner in front of the massive holodisplay on the wall, “but traveling around in relative luxury is going to get dull. I like the thrill of the hunt.” 
 
    “I know what you mean,” Triss agreed from her matching recliner. “We can’t hide out forever wondering if GiganCorp is going to file charges against us.” 
 
    “I don’t think they will,” Finn countered. He repositioned on the couch perpendicular to Jack’s. “I mean, Competron has some pretty compelling evidence that GiganCorp was supplying weapons to the black market. If there’s any grievance about the MEC being stolen, that investigation will throw their dealings wide open. GiganCorp’s figurative hands are tied.” 
 
    Jack nodded. “So, if that’s the case, we pretty much have a ticket to do whatever we want.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Alissa agreed. “Further, we now have the means to buy whatever cool tech we can dream up.” 
 
    “So, we went from being in a life of crime to make ends meet to being criminals because we’re adrenaline junkies?” Triss questioned. 
 
    “That does seem to be the direction this is going,” Finn confirmed. 
 
    Triss shrugged. “Works for me.” 
 
    “What do you think we should do first?” Alissa asked to no one in particular. 
 
    “Well, the weapons black market is pretty shot, but the art and jewelry underworlds are alive and well,” Jack suggested. 
 
    “Pretending to be cultured now, huh?” Alissa ribbed. 
 
    “My expensive watch and the one painting hanging above the bed in my new cabin make me a veritable expert,” Jack joked back. 
 
    “I like art and shiny things,” Triss said. “I could get behind that.” 
 
    “As long as I get to crack safes, I’m good,” Finn agreed. 
 
    Alissa grinned. “All right. I think we have a plan of action.” 
 
    Jack chuckled. “Despite dealing in art and jewelry, whatever plan we devise is going to hinge on some absurd scenario revolving around food, isn’t it?” 
 
    Triss snorted. “Psh, yeah!” 
 
    “Speaking of which,” Finn said, “who’s hungry for taquitos?” 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
    —  —  — 
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 Dodging Fate 
 
    by Zen DiPietro 
 
    A redshirt pits himself against the universe—which one will win? 
 
    Charlie Kenny has a fork phobia, a cyborg granny, and more bad luck than a black cat breaking a mirror on April Fool’s Day. 
 
    He’s on his way into space for the first time, and given his history, it’s bound to go epically bad. 
 
    Redshirts don’t get a happily-ever-after. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
    So, I’m a redshirt. 
 
    I come from a long line of redshirts. I denied it for a long time, but when your family members have a habit of getting decapitated, impaled, or just plain dematerialized, you eventually have to face facts. 
 
    My dad had his spine removed from his body when a member of his crew de-evolved into what I can only describe as a cross between an alligator and a yeti. A yeti-gator, as we now refer to it. 
 
    My uncle was bitten by a phase-shifted arachnid and unintentionally relocated to an alternative universe that didn’t have oxygen. I mean, seriously. Try calculating those odds. 
 
    My grandmother was happily baking cookies when a cyborg transported into her kitchen and assimilated her. Technically, she’s still alive, and she does send me cookies every now and then, but to be honest, they taste like shit. Cyborgs have no idea how to make proper cookies. 
 
    My great-grandfather had just landed a cargo ship full of rutabagas when a nearby ship malfunctioned and shot a harpoon straight into the cockpit. A frigging harpoon. It doesn’t even make sense. You know what else? I have no idea what rutabagas are used for. 
 
    There are more examples, but relating the tragic demises of the majority of my family members is bumming me out. Do you have any idea how depressing family reunions are for the few of us that are left? So, let’s move on. 
 
    As soon as I accepted that I’m a redshirt (thanks to the diligent psychotherapy provided by one Dr. Ramalama), I decided I would be the one to break the cycle. To stop the madness. To change my family for the better, in the hope that one day we can qualify for the group discount when we visit the buffet on Mars. I have dreams. (I’m not kidding, the hushpuppies there are to die for. If you ever go there, carry a really big purse. You’ll thank me later.) 
 
    Also, not being terrified for my life every time I get onto an escalator would be great. People look at you like you’re a real dumbass when you take a running leap to avoid the grates at the terminus. Besides, I have a cousin who died jumping. Just jumping. She landed, fractured both her femurs and suffered a pulmonary embolism. As a result, I kind of have a complex about jumping. 
 
    Actually, I have to be honest. I have a lot of complexes. I suspect Dr. Ramalama guided me toward my epiphany of self-realization just so I would leave the planet. Someone like me is just too much work for one mental healthcare professional. Whenever I brought up my fear of forks, I could practically hear her eyes roll. 
 
    That’s how I got to this point: boarding a transport ship for Mebdar IV. It’s a retirement planet. Most people see it as a fate worse than death. “Don’t even think of shipping me off to Mebdar IV,” I’ve heard many an elderly person say. But when it’s well established that your fate is death, your priorities shift. And for a guy like me, a place where all the food is soft with no bones or pits inside, and most walkways are lined with handrails, and there’s always staff nearby to hear a call for help...well, it sounds like perfection. 
 
    But before I can settle myself into that bubble-wrapped, user-friendly existence, I have to make it to Mebdar IV. This means a lengthy trip among the stars and, I assure you, space travel has never been kind to my people. I’d say, “Just ask my dad,” but you already know what happened to him. (The yeti-gator-spine-removal procedure.) 
 
    I can only hope my first trip into space will be less eventful. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    My trip to the space port proves to be unremarkable, which gives me hope for the journey ahead, even as Dr. Ramalama’s words ring in my memory. “Charlie, your attempts to create order in the universe by watching for harbingers is irrational.” 
 
    I know it’s true. But I also know that my cousin Tilda got a metal splinter in her finger from an ill-wrought writing scrib. She contracted blood poisoning almost immediately and died within a week. There are more ways to die than Dr. Ramalama ever thought about, and for me, forgetting about that fact would be the truly irrational action. 
 
    As my taxi pulls into the passenger drop-off lane and I get out, I carefully watch for veering vehicles, runaway luggage trolleys, and robots run amok. It doesn’t matter that these events are unlikely. They happen, and when they do, you can bet I’m going to be right there, front and center, poised to become another redshirt headline. As I enter the space port, I feel a small measure relief, but I’ve only made it over one little hurdle. There are many more to come. 
 
    Don’t even get me started on how many ways there are to die. We poor bastards of squishy cellular composition, with our delicate throats and exposed eyeballs and need for a very specific mix of air are all but destined for a sad, messy end. It’s like some sick sadist actually designed us for maximum suffering. We’re just too high maintenance. 
 
    This is an advantage the cyborgs and AIs have over us. It’s an advantage that, honestly, I sometimes covet. I mean, I could deal with only being able to make shitty cookies and having to be careful around strong magnets. But sacrificing my brain, autonomy, and greater consciousness is too high a price. Therefore, I’m stuck with this soft, vulnerable body, which is basically just a bag of water with a little carbon thrown in. 
 
    As I look at the throngs of people moving through the spaceport, I take a deep breath and begin my calming exercise. It’s a technique Dr. Ramalama taught me where I focus on something that gives me a sense of control. In accordance with both my nature and my profession, I mentally calculate the probabilities of various events. 
 
    My background as a redshirt, along with my likelihood of a tragic and untimely end, prompted me to become a statistician. One of the first things you learn in statistics class is that a previous random event has no bearing at all on the next random event. But someone like Dr. Ramalama doesn’t know what I know; that good luck and bad luck are as real as gravity or solar radiation. Just because you can’t see luck doesn’t mean it isn’t a true force of nature. The mechanics of it are the secret of the universe, but it’s a genuine and measurable phenomenon. 
 
    I really need the universe to provide me with a little good luck to see me through this voyage. I knew this all along as I prepared for this trip, but as I step into the writhing mass of eager travelers, I feel my family legacy—my probable fate—in the back of my throat. Threatening to choke me. 
 
    People are rushing around me in all possible directions, often while carrying heavy baggage. I carry only one slim overnight bag. Having read about the muggings that can occur when a person is overburdened and distracted, I chose to send my belongings to Mebdar IV ahead of me. I don’t mind wearing my single outfit and pair of pajamas every day. My manner of dress is consistent even when I have a full closet. A slim pair of beige trousers ensures that I don’t get tripped up by excess fabric, while a plain beige stretch-knit shirt provides the most opportunity to escape from anything that might snag the garment. Nowhere on my person do I have hanging tabs, ties, or dangling pieces that might get slammed in a door, caught on a chair, or otherwise be turned into a way of strangling or hanging me. 
 
    I do not want my epitaph to read: Here lies Charles Kenny. He was strangled by his own pants. If I’m going to die in some terrible way, at least it should be something with some pizzazz, like Nana being assimilated into a cyborg. 
 
    I wonder how she is. I should write her a letter. 
 
    Carrying my bag in front of me, I carefully avoid making contact with the people hurrying by. I don’t want to get beaten to a pulp for brushing shoulders with some macho Taklarian brute. I ignore the food cart vendors and their fantastic-smelling goods because I do not need food poisoning. Likewise, I hustle right by the gorgeous girls selling exotic vacations and unrealistic dreams. Not because I fear they might attack me in some way, but because, for a guy like me, a woman that beautiful is bound to be the death of me in some slower, subtler, and excruciatingly painful way. 
 
    I have to make a right turn just in front of one of these fantastic creatures. I pretend not to hear her siren song offering a free night’s stay and complimentary bar pass for a week’s vacation on the beaches of Faarklaar. It’s a prettier planet than the name implies. 
 
    Awash with relief and the unfamiliar feeling of success, I make it to the docking gate, and take a seat to wait. After ten minutes, the door to the gate opens and a smiling human of around fifty years arrives to welcome me and usher me to the airlock. 
 
    “Will this be your first visit to the Mebdar system?” he asks as he escorts me. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Ah, well, I think you’ll enjoy it. I hope you enjoy your voyage as well. Garbdorian starships aren’t pretty, but their safety record is superior to that of any other fleet.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s why I chose this airline. That, and the fact that they staff their ships with people who speak a variety of languages. I didn’t want a miscommunication to result in my grisly death.” 
 
    The man seems taken aback. I may have said too much.  
 
    But he recovers quickly. “Well, no worries about that here. Our staff will speak to you in Earth Standard, if that’s what you prefer.” 
 
    “Yes. Thank you.” 
 
    As I step into the airlock, he looks hesitant. “Though, I should warn you about the signs on the ship. The Garbdorians pride themselves on translating all languages into Standard and, well, sometimes they don’t quite convey the intended message. Be sure to ask a staff member when in doubt.” 
 
    That seemed less than promising, but it was too late to rethink my choices. “Okay. Thank you.” 
 
    He brightens. “Enjoy your trip.” 
 
    Enjoyment would be nice, but I’d happily settle for mere survival. 
 
    *** 
 
    I carefully step over the ridge on the other side of the airlock. There’s a one-millimeter difference between the ship side and the lock side. Most people wouldn’t notice it, and certainly no one would ever trip on it. Unless that someone was me. 
 
    Once officially aboard the ship, I notice a sign that says Please careful your walking in vestigial parallel of conformity. 
 
    As I try to figure that out, a dapper looking steward swoops in. “Welcome, Mr. Kenny. Thank you for choosing the Second Chance for your voyage. Please let us know if there’s anything we can help you with.” 
 
    “Hang on. This ship is named Second Chance?” My ticket only listed a Chance Fleet registry number. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” The reed-thin man holds his hands in front of him, with his fingers forming a tent sort of shape. 
 
    “What happened to the First Chance? Did something go wrong?” 
 
    “Oh, no. The Chance is still flying. This is the second in the Chance Fleet. We have seven now, and hundreds of thousands of happy customers.” 
 
    Explained that way, it doesn’t seem so bad. I was worried there for a second. 
 
    I point to the puzzling sign. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “That’s translated from Martian. It just means to watch your step, since some species are very sensitive to even the subtlest of changes in artificial gravity. The warning is mostly for Martians, who have unusually flat feet due to thousands of years of subterranean dwelling. They fall easily.” 
 
    I’ve never heard of that. “So why not have the sign in Martian, since it’s just for them? Why translate it to Standard?” 
 
    The man is clearly aghast at the idea. “And look like sectarian rubes? Not in the Chance Fleet. We offer a species-inclusive experience.” 
 
    “Uh…right.” I really have no response for that. It seems I have much to learn about interstellar travel and the intricacies of interspecies relations. 
 
    “You’re in cabin 25J. Right this way, please.” Without waiting to make sure I’m following, the guy begins a journey of ponderous twists and turns that finally ends with him planting himself parallel to a door and gesturing to it as if it were the grand prize on some lightstream gameshow. He fits a small fob into the lock mechanism and does the look at what you could win gesture again, so I scuttle sideways into the room like a frightened crab. 
 
    I set my carry-on atop the only piece of furniture in the room: a small ledge that will fold down from the wall to form a table. Or a desk. Or is it a seat? One thing’s for sure: I’m not going to have to worry about getting up to retrieve something from the other side of the room. If I stretched my arms out, I could brush both sides of the room with my fingertips. The space is only slightly longer on the other axis. 
 
    “So…where’s the bed?” I don’t want be taken for one of those sectarian rubes he’d spoken so scathingly of, even if I am one. But the brochure on the travel channel of the lightstream had mentioned beds, and in a few hours, I’ll need to sleep. I intend to keep to a strict schedule of sleeping and waking. Fatigue is a leading cause of fatal mishap. 
 
    “Very easy to operate!” The man springs into action. He gently places my bag on the floor, then pulls what I’d taken for a piece of abstract art on the wall and folds it down, combining it with the table/desk/whatever to form a bed. It’s kind of amazing. 
 
    “And if you need a chair, you do this.” He shows me how to push the bed back into the wall and pull out other structures, which fold together to make a chair. 
 
    Quite clever, really. The designers had packed a lot of function into a tiny space. 
 
    “Your storage compartment is here.” He touches a panel in the wall that pops out to reveal a one-meter by one-meter storage shelf. “And, of course, your lightstream is here.” He gestures to the opposite wall, the one that would be oriented near the foot of the bed, if it were assembled. The widescreen seems oversized for the tiny space. 
 
    The man holds out a flat rectangle. “This is your control for it.” 
 
    I accept the shiny black thing. It’s much fancier than the one I’d had at home. I gave my lightstream to Mrs. Redding down the hall a week ago. Better to buy a new one when I get to Mebdar IV. Shipping it would cost just as much and it would probably get broken in the process anyway. 
 
    “There’s a virtual tour of the ship on the home channel, so you’ll be able find your way to any part of the ship. Room service is available, and the dining room never closes. Is there anything else I can help you with?” 
 
    “No, I think that covers it. Thank you.” 
 
    “Excellent, Mr. Kenny. My name is Gus. If there’s anything you should need, don’t hesitate to let me know.” 
 
    He places the key fob in my palm and as he turns to go, my bladder reminds me of something I’ve forgotten. “Oh, excuse me, Gus. Where is the—” And I get stuck. How to refer to the toilet without my rube-ishness showing? “I mean, where do I—” 
 
    Gus understands and saves me from my unworldliness. “The water closet is out your door and to the right, two sections down. The shower room is to the left, three sections down.” 
 
    Separate toilets and showers. Apparently, my morning routine will need a little bit of an adjustment. 
 
    “Thank you, Gus.” 
 
    He gives me a jaunty I like the way those pants fit you kind of wave and leaves. Apparently, that gesture means something else here. I try to commit that fact to memory, so I won’t misinterpret the intentions of my fellow passengers. 
 
    I pick up my bag from the floor and place it in the storage compartment, then sit on the chair. Alone. In an otherwise empty, blandly cream-colored room. Others might find this disconcertingly boring. 
 
    I find it pleasantly safe. 
 
    *** 
 
    Since I’ll be on board for three weeks, I need to know the layout—particularly the emergency evacuation routes, as well as any locations that have particularly incendiary or explodey bits. I turn on the lightstream for the virtual tour of the Second Chance. 
 
    Onscreen, a pretty Garbdorian shows the way through the ship, stopping in all the notable locations to explain the amenities and services available. She looks vaguely familiar but I can’t figure out where I might have seen her. 
 
    “A benefit of being a guest of the Chance Fleet is that we include boarding privileges at all of our ports along the way. Depending on your route and destination, you might have the opportunity to enjoy sightseeing at a variety of planets and space stations.”  
 
    I pause the stream. She freezes in place, smiling at me. I study her, from her pale green hair that hangs in a chin-length bob, all the way down to her surprisingly sensible shoes. She could almost pass for a human, except that her golden-tan skin has a gentle luminescence, which quite literally gives her a glow. But who is she? 
 
    I’m certain I’ve never met her in person. And though she’s pretty, she doesn’t have the jaw-dropping looks of a movie star, so I don’t think she’s an actress. 
 
    After staring at her face for a few minutes, I give up and let the tour conclude with a look at the pub conveniently located adjacent to the dining room. Like I need some drunken idiot spilling his beverage on the floor and creating a slip-and-fall hazard. No thank you. 
 
    The Chance Fleet logo flashes on the screen, accompanied by a jingle about comfort and quality. So far, so good. I only hope this ship continues to live up to that promise. 
 
    My bladder tells me that I can no longer put off venturing out of my cabin. With a deep breath, I open the door to whatever mayhem might occur on a starship. 
 
    *** 
 
    I peek into the corridor before stepping out. It’s empty. I hope to attend to my needs and get back to my cabin before boarding is complete. Once the Chance is full, I’ll be crossing paths with all manner of people. 
 
    Along the way, I notice a sign that says Beware of invisibility. I try to figure out what that could mean. None of the currently-known species are capable of invisibility. Thank goodness. I have a complex about invisible forces. But by this point, I’m sure that’s no surprise to you. 
 
    The water closet is just where Gus had described, and I’m pleased to find no one inside. I walk into a stall, then realize with a sinking sensation that it hadn’t occurred to me to research precisely how to pee in space. The facilities do not remotely resemble those on Earth. In front of me I have an alarming amount of hose attached to a sort of seat that juts out of the wall. 
 
    I face the contraption. The alignment seems iffy, so I turn around. That seems like a way worse idea. 
 
    As I turn to once more face the disturbing apparatus, my eye catches on a diagram located at forehead level on the side wall of the stall. 
 
    I proceed to study a series of stick-figure representations that I know, right then and there, will forever change how I look at the universe. I can’t tell if they’re depicting what to do or what not to do. The illustrations grow increasingly disturbing, and each one only mystifies me further. One in particular leaves me feeling vaguely victimized. 
 
    Clearly, this facility had been created with numerous species in mind, and its engineers had attempted to create an evacuation system that could not only accommodate these differing physiologies, but could also perform in a potentially zero-G environment. 
 
    The diagrams are situated from left to right and bottom to top, so that by the time I discard several of the increasingly perplexing images as flat-out anatomically impossible, I have to hop to see them. Given that my bladder is near to bursting already, this creates a supremely dicey situation. 
 
    Finally, desperation gets the best of me. I yank the end of the hose from the wall, lean in, and let go, praying that I’m not peeing into some other species’ sink or something. 
 
    My relief afterward is so great that I sag against the wall. 
 
    When I imagined the dangers of interstellar travel, I hadn’t even considered the risk of difficulty with such basic needs. What else had I failed to anticipate? 
 
    *** 
 
    I walk away from the water closet feeling the same as I had when I was eight and a classmate had explained to me where babies came from: confused and embarrassed and wishing I could return to my previous state of innocence. 
 
    I had intended to return to my cabin to order some room service, but if I keep walking, I’ll end up in the pub. And the pub now seems like where I need to be. My nerves are on edge and a carefully measured dose of alcohol will smooth them out just a little, and leave my reflexes no worse off. It’s early enough that the pub shouldn’t be too busy, or have customers who are already getting sloppy. 
 
    On Earth, if you go to the bar, you sit on a stool and a well-groomed bartender will say, “What are you having?” 
 
    On the Second Chance, the bartender is a seven-foot-tall Mebdarian with pink skin. A mutant, apparently. Systems with a lot of natural radiation tend to have a higher incidence of children who develop mutations. Instead of asking me what I’m having, she points at me and says, “Backdoor Special.” 
 
    Oh god, does she know what had happened in the water closet? 
 
    But then she faces the other direction and reaches for a bottle. Some sort of furious activity ensues, almost like a vicious struggle but with only one person. Then she turns around and slaps a glass down in front of me. She watches me expectantly. 
 
    It’s a big glass. About twice the diameter of a regular drinking glass, and just as tall. Inside, a neon orange drink fizzes. No straw, no ice, no little umbrella. Just a big-ass drink and a giant pink woman waiting for me to try it. 
 
    Using both hands, I tip the glass toward me and take a sip. Bright citrus flavor bursts on my tongue, acidly tart yet sweet, with a fruity sort of alcohol flavor. 
 
    “Delicious,” I say. 
 
    The bartender nods in satisfaction. “I have a knack for picking drinks for people. So I do.” 
 
    Who’s going to argue with a seven-foot mutant? 
 
    A new voice comes from behind me. “Best drinks I’ve ever had on a starship. I take the Second Chance just for the pub.” 
 
    I probably look stupid staring at the newcomer, but it’s the girl from the lightstream tour, live and in person. Her skin has that same luminescence in person, and it’s kind of dazzling. 
 
    She gives me a little smile that tells me she probably gets this reaction a lot. “Plus, the fact that I fly free for being a brand ambassador. But I’d pay if I had to.” 
 
    She sets her empty glass on the bar and pushes it toward the bartender. “Another one?” 
 
    The pink woman reaches for a bottle and another struggle ensues as she prepares the drink. It’s hard not to stare in fascination. 
 
    But I also want to stare at the green-haired woman. She still seems familiar somehow. 
 
    She accepts her freshly-made drink, which is spiked with an extra-long purple straw, and she takes a long taste. 
 
    “What is it?” I ask. The color of the beverage is ghastly. A gray-green pus sort of color. 
 
    “A thunderstorm. Smoke-infused Garbdorian gin with a hint of lime.” 
 
    I don’t care for the sound of that. I’ll stick with my Backdoor Special, however unfortunate its name. 
 
    I want to ask her questions, but fear coming across as a rube.  
 
    She smiles and extends her hand. “Greta Saltz. I take it you’ve seen the tour on the lightstream?” 
 
    “Charlie Kenny.” I intend to say more, but the bartender leans toward us and it’s awkward not to include her in the introductions. “And you are?” 
 
    “Call me Pinky.” 
 
    I really don’t want to. If I call her that, and then she calls me something based on the way I look, it could become a whole thing. I do not want to have a thing with someone who is seven feet tall. 
 
    Greta seems to understand my concerns. “Pinky’s the best,” she assures me. 
 
    “Well it’s nice to meet you, Pinky, and you too, Greta.” I look around the pub. “It’s nice and quiet in here.” 
 
    “It’ll be busy once we leave the space dock, and then stay busy until we get to the next one.” Greta leans back against the stool next to me. I’d never get away with a precarious lean like that. It would be so easy for the stool top to shift and dump me right on the floor. At best, I’d bust my ass, but more likely, I’d break my neck. I envy her devil-may-care attitude toward secure footing and balance. 
 
    I turn back to my drink, only to find Pinky has leaned way into my space and her face is only inches from mine. I pull back and almost fall off my stool. 
 
    “You’re a jumpy one, aren’t you?” Pinky asks, not withdrawing one bit. 
 
    “Ah…” I stammer like an idiot. I’m not making a good impression on Greta, I’m certain. But I’d rather take the blame for being jumpy than accuse Pinky of not understanding the personal space requirements of an Earther. “I guess so. It’s my first time in space.” 
 
    Greta smiles and I know she understands my predicament. 
 
    Pinky nods. “Everyone has a first time. You stick with Pinky. I’ll look after you.” 
 
    I’m not sure whether to be alarmed or comforted, but Greta tips her glass at me. “Lucky you. Pinky likes you. She picks her friends carefully.” 
 
    “Well, then I’m honored.” I offer my hand to my new pink friend. 
 
    She stares at it like I’ve offered her a dead mouse. “Put that away and drink your Backdoor.” 
 
    I do as I’m told. 
 
    Rather than edging away with an increasing air of revulsion, Greta gives me some amused side-eye. 
 
    I take a gulp of my drink and decide to push my luck. “When I was watching that virtual tour, I felt like you were familiar, but I couldn’t figure out why.” 
 
    “I’m a brand ambassador for a number of companies. You’ve probably seen me doing infovids or something.” 
 
    “Oh. That makes sense. So that’s what you do for a living?” 
 
    She makes an airy gesture with the hand holding her drink. “More or less. I travel around a lot, doing contract work like that.” 
 
    “That sounds exciting.” 
 
    Her smile turns wry. “Sometimes. Other times it’s tedious. But we all have to make a living. What do you do?” 
 
    “I’m a statistician.” 
 
    “Really?” Instead of looking bored or suddenly uninterested, she appears intrigued. “What do you calculate?” 
 
    “I do regression analytics to determine past behavior, in order to predict future behavior.” 
 
    “Like for advertising?” 
 
    “Sometimes. Other times it’s to analyze general behavior patterns for other marketing purposes, or for improving public services.” 
 
    “Wow. It must be really interesting to find patterns in what people do.” 
 
    “I’ve always thought so,” I agree. “Though it seems dull to most people.” 
 
    “I think it’s great.” She stops leaning and sits on the stool facing me. “Much more interesting than showing a camera around a ship or telling a large assembly about a new variety of banking options.” She takes several gulps of her Thunderstorm. 
 
    I want to ask her why she does it if she doesn’t like it, but that’s too personal. A lot of people work the job that’s available to them, rather than the one they’d prefer to do. Instead, I make a vaguely agreeable sound and work at emptying my giant glass at least halfway. I worry that if I don’t drink most of it, I’ll insult Pinky. And I don’t want to find out what Pinky does to people who insult her. 
 
    A silence falls between Greta and me as we sip our drinks. Not the uncomfortable oh-shit-what-do-I-say-now kind. Just kind of a mutual contemplation. Somehow, this makes me like Greta far more than idle chitchat would have. 
 
    Pinky claps a plate on the bar in front of me, and another in front of Greta. “You two should eat before the crowd comes in and it gets too loud to hear. I ordered you both a Pinky Surprise. On the house.” 
 
    “That’s very generous of you,” I say, though I’m a little afraid of what the surprise might be. “Thank you.” 
 
    Greta murmurs her thanks as well. Her response leads me to believe that Pinky regularly keeps her fed. 
 
    Saying that the sandwich could have fed me for two days is no overstatement. It’s fully eight inches tall, and alongside a pile of what appears to be some sort of breaded and fried vegetable. 
 
    I peek at Greta to see how she handles the mammoth. She casts me a sidelong glance and winks. With her palm, she smashes the thing down, reducing its height by a good two inches. Then she picks up a steak knife and cuts it into nine segments. 
 
    I follow suit and find that a mere one-ninth of the sandwich is fairly manageable, though I have to gnaw at it like a rat rather than take what I’d consider to be normal bites. But whatever. When in space, do as the space-farers do. 
 
    My first bite comes as a surprise. The sandwich is delicious. Some sort of salty synthetic meat layered up with fresh vegetables on a brown bread. It’s all brought together by a creamy sauce that reminds me vaguely of mayonnaise and dill, combined with licking a battery that has both charges on one end. Zingy. 
 
    Two sections of Pinky Surprise and a few of the fried things later, I’m stuffed. I get through half my drink and am trying to figure out how to break it to Pinky that I can’t finish it all when Greta says, “I think I’m going to avoid the crowd and duck back into my cabin. Mind if I get this to go?” 
 
    Relieved, I say, “That sounds like a good idea.” 
 
    Pinky sweeps up both plates and my drink. “You bet.” She retreats to the back side of her workspace. 
 
    “She seems really great,” I say to Greta. How I’ve lucked into meeting two genuinely nice people, I have no idea. But every normal distribution has outliers, statistically speaking. 
 
    “She’s the best.” Greta smiles and slips off her stool just as Pinky returns. She takes the square takeout box that Pinky slides across the bar to her. “Well, goodnight, you two. I’m sure I’ll see you again soon.” 
 
    I pick up my own takeout container and the to-go cup that still holds a whole lot of Backdoor. “I hope so. It was great meeting both of you. I was worried about this voyage, but so far so good.” 
 
    They both smile, and I walk back to my cabin feeling encouraged. It’s a strange sensation, but pleasant. I hope I’m not setting myself up for disaster by letting myself enjoy it. 
 
    *** 
 
    Loud knocking wakes me. I slept well and it isn’t too hard to rouse myself. When I’d returned to my cabin the night before, I’d been surprised to find that my room had been reconfigured for nighttime, with the bed folded out and fresh linens impeccably smoothed over it. The brochures hadn’t mentioned this attention to detail, but I like the feeling of being looked after. 
 
    On bare feet, I take three small steps to the door and push the button for the callbox. “Yes?” 
 
    “It’s Gus, Mr. Kenny. I’m sorry to bother you, but you didn’t register your desired time for reveille service.” 
 
    “Oh.” I slide the door open. “I’m sorry. There are a few things I haven’t quite gotten the hang of about this kind of travel.” 
 
    Gus stands at the door, bright-eyed and impeccably dressed in his fancy steward’s uniform. He hands me a bag and I realize it holds my clothes, which I’d sent out the night before for laundering. “Do you prefer a later waking call, or would you rather have no waking call at all?” 
 
    “Uh, I can probably do without it. Thank you.” 
 
    “Of course, Sir. Do you wish to return to bed, or shall I continue with your reveille service?” 
 
    I don’t want to make him come back later. I’m sure he has a lot of better things to do. “Now is fine.” 
 
    “Very good.” 
 
    I squeeze myself into the corner and he enters my cabin, where he proceeds to efficiently reconfigure the bed into a table and chair and wipe the surface of the lightstream. After this burst of activity, he steps back, apparently waiting for something. Am I supposed to tip him? It’s an archaic custom, but maybe I should. On the other hand, if I do and it’s the wrong thing to do, it might mark me as a rube. I already know how he feels about rubes. 
 
    I hedge by asking a question. “Gus, I noticed a sign down the hall, near the water closet. It said Beware of invisibility. What does that mean?” 
 
    “That’s just a reminder to open doors slowly. Some species startle easily.” 
 
    “I guess that makes sense.” 
 
    Silence falls between us again. “Is there anything else I can do for you, sir?” Gus prompts. 
 
    “Oh! No, everything’s great. Thank you, Gus.” 
 
    “Pleased to oblige. Let us know if there’s anything we can help you with. Breakfast is underway in the dining room, if you’re hungry.” 
 
    Surprisingly, I am. “I could use something to eat. Thank you.” 
 
    Speaking of food, I managed to put the rest of Pinky’s sandwich and drink into the pulper last night. Fortunately, there’s one at the corridor junction just past my cabin. The recycling vac is right next to it, so I was able to dispose of the containers too. I feel a little bad about throwing the food away, but there’s no way to keep it fresh in my cabin, and it’s better for Pinky to think I enjoyed all of it. She’s been so nice and I don’t want to hurt her feelings. 
 
    Thanks to a little research via the lightstream, I approach the water closet with more confidence this time around. Turns out I’d gotten it mostly right on my first attempt. I’d only failed to set the evacuation unit to a sanitation cycle to prepare it for the next user. Which means I’d been one of those jerks, but it won’t happen again. 
 
    Still in my pajamas and carrying the bag with my clothes down the corridor, I proceed to do what I consider to be a phenomenal job of taking a shower like a pro. 
 
    It helps that it isn’t much different from a shower on Earth, and that I was smart enough to research it before giving it a whirl. 
 
    I dress and put my pajamas in the laundry bag, then send them for cleaning. The attendant tells me they’ll arrive with my evening bed service (which sounds like something more exciting than it is, but it’s still kind of nice in its own way). 
 
    Right. Breakfast then. 
 
    My recent small successes and pleasant surprises all sink down to my toes as I enter the dining room. 
 
    So. Many. Forks. 
 
    A weight on my chest forces the air out of my lungs and I find myself struggling to breathe. 
 
    No. No. I can’t. 
 
    I feel for the wall and put my back to it. Using it for support, I slide my way back through the doorway and into the corridor. As the clank of silverware against dishes recedes, air gradually fills my lungs. 
 
    I close my eyes, trying to get a grip. Dr. Ramalama versed me well in many techniques for managing panic attacks. I begin mentally plotting a normal distribution. Within minutes, my terror recedes and my heartbeat slows to normal. I can’t go back into that dining room, though. Yet, I’m hungry. 
 
    A Pinky sandwich is what I need. Nobody uses forks in a pub. But it won’t be open this early. 
 
    A steward approaches with a look of concern. “Sir, can I be of assistance? Are you lost?” 
 
    “No. I was just…” being an anxiety-ridden redshirt. But I can’t say that. “When does the pub open?” 
 
    “It never closes.” 
 
    “It doesn’t?” 
 
    The steward nods, looking pleased. “Given that we sometimes have nocturnal passengers, we pride ourselves on providing round-the-clock services.” 
 
    “That wasn’t in the brochures.” 
 
    That takes the pleased look off my host’s face. Oops. I didn’t mean it to sound like a complaint. Damn my lack of finesse. 
 
    “Not to argue, sir, but the third click-through of the brochure, second paragraph up, reads, ‘Unlimited time limit is permitted for drinking.’” 
 
    Uhm. Right. How stupid of me to have overlooked that very obvious wording for “all-day bar.” 
 
    “I must have missed that part. I’m sorry to trouble you.” 
 
    The steward regains the look of pride that seems better suited for a war hero or something, but apparently, the attendants of the Second Chance take their jobs very seriously. “It’s never any trouble at all. We’re always glad to help. Do you need assistance getting to the pub?” 
 
    “No, thank you, I know the way.” 
 
    “Very good sir.” With a tiny bow, my host departs. 
 
    After that exchange, I alter my breakfast plans to include a drink. 
 
    *** 
 
    As soon as I step into the bar, I see Pinky. She’s hard to miss. 
 
    “Didn’t expect to see you here,” I say. “I thought you’d be up late last night.” 
 
    “I was. I don’t need much sleep.” 
 
    “What’s that like?” I ask. 
 
    Pinky stops wiping the bar and gives me her full attention. “Mostly fine. Boring sometimes. I like being around people, and that’s tough when most of them spend a third of their time sleeping.” 
 
    “Makes sense. How much do you sleep?” 
 
    “About an hour a day.” She studies me. “You hungry?” 
 
    I consider my response carefully in relation to her idea of portion sizes. “Just a little. I could use a small snack.” 
 
    Pinky nods knowingly. “I’m not that into breakfast, either. I know just the thing.” She retreats to the drink-prep area where she also orders food for her guests. 
 
    She returns a few moments later with a tall, skinny glass full of a clear beverage. After the previous night’s colors, I’m a little disappointed. But when she sets it in front of me, she drops in a clear, round ice cube and the drink immediately turns a deep blue. 
 
    “Morning Wakeup.” Her eyes are fixed on the glass. 
 
    It occurs to me that she isn’t going to move until I taste it. “Mm. Like tart blueberries, but crisp and refreshing.” 
 
    She seems satisfied by that. “It has more kick than you’d think. I’ve flattened more than one rude asshole with a couple of ‘on the house’ Morning Wakeups. That’s why I gave you a small glass.” 
 
    Pinky’s free food and drinks do not always come from a place of generosity, then. That somehow makes her more interesting to me and I wonder what her life is like. “It’s delicious. Thanks.” 
 
    She seems to ignore that, but I know she heard it because she no longer stands there frozen. She wheels away to mix some drinks, which are promptly whisked away on a tray by a porter. Room service, I suppose. Or maybe people in the dining room. I imagined them all getting drunk and going into a stabby fork frenzy. 
 
    A shiver goes down my spine and I take a gulp of my Wakeup. 
 
    A porter with a tray arrives and, rather than accept it, Pinky points her chin toward me. 
 
    “Here you are, sir.” The porter sets the tray in front of me. 
 
    I’m relieved to see a normal-sized sandwich and a small pile of tater tots. Just like that, I start to fall for Pinky. Not in a romantic way, but in a deeper she-gets-me kind of way. Four years of therapy with Dr. Ramalama, and she never came close to really getting me, but in less than one day, Pinky has my full confidence. I’ll have to give that some serious thought. 
 
    I don’t know what’s in the sandwich, but it’s peppery, chewy, and delicious. “Are tater tots common in the Mebdar system?” I ask. I always thought they were an Earth thing. 
 
    Pinky looks at me like I’m a silly child. “Mebdarians invented tater tots.” 
 
    I’m not sure that’s true, but I nod agreeably. “I’ve always loved them.” 
 
    Pinky nods back, like we’re part of some secret club. “Fried potato and salt. What’s not to love?” She holds up her hand in a stop gesture and I stare at her stupidly until I realize what she wants. I toss her a tot. She catches it easily and pops it into her mouth. “That’s what I’m talkin’ ‘bout.” 
 
    I’ve never had this. Never sat at a pub, never threw food at people. Never felt like a truly normal person. I’ve always kept myself carefully one degree away from everything around me, for the sake of self-preservation. I have a sudden and liberating feeling of freedom. I never want to leave this pub. 
 
    The tater tot that chooses that particular moment to lodge itself into my throat and begin trying to murder me should not come as a surprise. My air supply cuts off and I try to alert Pinky but I only manage to make a quiet, pathetic honk. 
 
    She’s on it, though. Maybe it’s a hallucination due to panic and oxygen deprivation, but all seven feet of glorious Pinky vaults over the bar and grabs me like I’m a kitten. One quick squeeze that feels like I’ve been stepped on by an elephant and that tot flies across the pub and hits the bulkhead. 
 
    Pinky lowers me to the ground and sits next to me, gently patting my back as I cough and gasp and my eyes water and my nose runs. 
 
    Which of course is when I notice Ms. Greta Saltz watching in horror. 
 
    “Fuck! That tater tot tried to kill Kenny!” Her eyes are wide with shock and, strangely, admiration. Garbdorians must emote admiration differently than humans do. 
 
    I cough one last time. “Charlie,” I correct her. “My last name’s Kenny.” 
 
    “Right. Sorry.” Greta looks chagrined. “I tend to forget which planets do the family-name-first thing.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” I say, wiping my face and pretending that she hasn’t just witnessed my near-death at the potatoey hands of a tiny fried blob, even as Pinky gently sits me back on my stool. 
 
    Greta’s a champ though, because she pretends right along with me. She asks Pinky for a lushfruit muffin and a glass of yak milk, straight up. 
 
    “Just one,” Pinky says to her warningly. “You know how you get.” 
 
    I really want to know how she gets, but am not brave enough to ask. 
 
    I eyeball my tater tots. Not eating them would be uncool, as it would ruin my pretending-my-horrible-death-never-happened mystique, which I feel is working for me. But while I’d enjoyed them before, I’m now engaged in a death match against them. In this corner, a pile of starchy little murderers, and in the other corner, Charlie Kenny, master of the unlikely. Well, not the master. If I were the master, I wouldn’t have to worry about this kind of crap. 
 
    Whatever. I tear a tot in two, dunk it in the orange sauce, and carefully chew. Hah. Take that, tater. 
 
    The night before, Greta had been casually friendly. Now, however, she seems…well, interested. Which is the opposite of how my encounters with women usually go, and understandably makes me question everything in my life up to this point. 
 
    She turns chatty. As she tears the top off her muffin then pulls off little bits to poke into her mouth, she asks me questions about life on Earth, my work, my background, and so forth. Being a polite conversationalist, I ask similar things of her, and learn quite a lot about her. Which I don’t mind at all. 
 
    “What about school?” she asks, veering away from questions about my family, which inevitably result in ghastly answers. I’m not sure if she turns from the topic of my family for my sake or hers, but the change of pace is refreshing. Sort of. 
 
    “Oh, you know,” I say airily. “Explosions in chemistry class, taking the elevator instead of the stairs, and always making sure I sit near an exit.” 
 
    “Why?” she asks, fascinated. 
 
    “Well, it’s a risk,” I admit. “If a rabid boar comes barreling into the room, I’m right there within chomping distance. But it’s more likely that something will happen inside the room. An earthquake, for example. And access to the exit becomes a critical thing.” 
 
    “So there was never a rabid boar.” She smiles, seeming charmed by the idea. 
 
    “No, there was. But it got electrocuted by a loose wire in the doorway so it worked out.” 
 
    The smile freezes on her face. “Damn.” 
 
    “Yeah. Two negatives made a positive.”  As soon as I say it, I mentally kick myself. Math jokes are not the way to impress girls. 
 
    But she laughs. “I guess it did.” 
 
    “What about you?” I ask. “What was school like?” 
 
    But she made a dismissive gesture. “Nothing interesting. The same old stuff. Valedictorian. Prom queen. Blah blah blah.” 
 
    “What about university?” I ask. 
 
    “I only went for a year, then it closed down due to a goat infestation.” 
 
    Now that sounds like my kind of luck. Maybe we have something in common after all. “How does a university get a goat infestation?” 
 
    Her eyes widen and she shakes her head. “It was the strangest thing. One day we were in class and the next, goats had taken over the school. I don’t know if you’re familiar with goats, but once they’ve decided to be somewhere, it’s really hard to convince them otherwise.” 
 
    I, in fact, have no familiarity with goats. I have no regrets about that. “So then what?” 
 
    “I went to a jai-alai tournament the next day, and someone was taking video. An executive at Spark Cola saw it and noticed me in the crowd. A couple of messages and one meeting later, I was their new brand ambassador.” 
 
    That sounds exceedingly against the odds to me. “How many people were at the tournament?” 
 
    “Ten thousand or so.” 
 
    Jai-alai must be way more popular where she was from than it is on Earth. But I have trouble even beginning to compute the odds of someone picking her out of a crowd of ten thousand and tracking her down to give her a job. A job that thousands of people would have eagerly auditioned for. But no. Greta Saltz got the job without even trying. 
 
    Apparently, she’s just one of those people that fortune smiles upon. The opposite of me. That first job with Spark Cola had started Greta on her life of travel and adventure. 
 
    It sounds positively fascinating to me, but she seems bored by it all. “What about your work? Any natural disasters or hostage situations?” 
 
    Her avid interest in my foibles makes me wonder if she’s ridiculing me. But Pinky looks on curiously, and I don’t think she’d allow someone to be that kind of mean in her pub. 
 
    As we talk, Greta tears the bottom portion of her muffin into pieces and spreads them across her plate. Her process of eating fascinates me. Does she always obliterate her food this way? She cut that sandwich last night into pieces, but I’d thought at the time that was merely a matter of handling the size issue. Perhaps not. 
 
    “What’s your destination, Charlie?” she asks. “I’m headed for Mebdar III.” 
 
    I’m not sorry to move the conversation away from the disasters in my life. “I’m going to the end of the line—Mebdar IV.” 
 
    Greta’s brow furrows. “The retirement planet? Did you take a job there or something?” 
 
    Man, I really wish I could say yes to that. “No, I can work remotely from pretty much anywhere.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re visiting someone?” 
 
    I suppress a sigh. “No. I’m moving there.” 
 
    Yep, there it is. The look I’m used to getting from people who see me holding onto a staircase railing for dear life, or refusing to cross a busy road. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Time to give her the big truth, which will surely have her recoiling like a frightened turtle. Though perhaps she already suspects, given our conversation. “I’m a—” my voice catches. Probably a residual piece of tater tot. I clear my throat. “I’m a redshirt.” 
 
    I don’t think I’ve ever said the words out loud before, except during therapy. People like me don’t advertise our genetic heritage. Not surprisingly, it scares the shit out of people to be near someone who has a one-hundred percent chance of dying in a terrible and unlikely way—and perhaps taking some innocent bystanders with him. 
 
    But when I chance a look at Greta, she seems fascinated. A peek at Pinky reveals a total lack of concern. If anything, she looks bored. But then, what does she have to worry about? The woman could probably eat the Second Chance if she wanted to, and complain that it didn’t have enough salt. 
 
    “Wow,” Greta says. “I’ve never met one before.” 
 
    I have no answer for that. She said it like being a redshirt was interesting somehow, not a death sentence. Sudden doubt about her intelligence makes me squint at her. 
 
    “I mean, I’m sure it sucks,” she says quickly. 
 
    “You could say that. My nana’s a cyborg.” 
 
    She clicks her tongue in commiseration. “Ah, and cyborg cookies are total rubbish, aren’t they?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Silence falls over us. We had both stopped eating and I feel uncomfortable. Exposed. I wish I’d never said anything about my history. I could have been anyone before all this, as far as they knew. Now I’m just…a redshirt. 
 
    I stand. “If you’ll excuse me, I have some work to do in my cabin.” It isn’t a lie, but Greta and Pinky surely know I just want to get out of there. They play along, though, and I thank Pinky again for the breakfast and for the life-saving. 
 
    She shrugs both off. “Come back for lunch. I’ll make sure you get something really good that won’t kill you.” 
 
    I have no intention of that. I know they’ll see a redshirt every time they look at me from now on. “I’ll have to see if I get done in time,” I hedge. 
 
    Pinky gives me a sad look and nods. I don’t even look at Greta as I make my getaway. 
 
    Back in my cabin, I heave a sigh. It had been nice, pretending to be a normal person. For a minute there, I was even happy. I thought maybe my luck would hold for a little longer, that maybe I could get a glimpse of a normal life. 
 
    I sit and turn on the lightstream. It will have to be my companion for the rest of this trip. I’ll start on the statistics work tomorrow. 
 
    It’s almost worse, really, to have had such a good start to this trip. It raised my hopes, making the fall back to my reality hard to take. 
 
    *** 
 
    After falling asleep to an old robot western on the lightstream, I wake up to a banging sound. Falling to the floor in a tangle of sheets, sure that doom has arrived, is not the best way to start a day. But I’ve begun enough days that way to be able to pick myself up with relative equanimity. 
 
    “Open up, Charlie, we’ve arrived at Posytin!” Greta’s unmistakable voice reaches me before I even make it to the door. 
 
    My shoulders sag. Why has Greta sought me out? Does she want to make sure I didn’t choke to death on my own saliva while I slept? 
 
    When the door opens, she stands there, looking excited and pretty. The sight of her happiness has me swallowing my words—which amount to a polite way of saying, Buzz off. 
 
    She wedges her bright personality right into my doorway, preventing me from closing the door or telling her I want to be alone. “Come on, grab whatever you need and let’s go! You’re going to love Posytin. We have three hours of stopover before we get underway again.” 
 
    My mouth is too full of my suddenly gigantic tongue to get any words out. I suspect a rift in the space-time continuum. Or entry into a parallel dimension. Sure, the odds of those are infinitesimal, but either possibility seems more likely than Greta Saltz wanting to go day tripping with a guy who’d nearly gotten killed by a piece of potato the day before. I run the numbers in my head and decide it must be a parallel dimension. 
 
    “You’re still in your jammies?” She looks at me with incredulity. “Come on, there are things to see!” She takes a step closer to me and grasps the hem of my shirt as if to shuck it up over my head. 
 
    I find the ability to speak. Sort of. “Blaahg!” I say. I’d like to tell you that this is a Garbdorian word for please remove your hands from my clothing, but I’d be lying. At least I’d managed to become verbal. I back away from her. Not far, given the lack of space in my cabin, but her arms fall to her sides. 
 
    “Should I give you a minute?” she asks. 
 
    “Uh, yeah. Is there a package from the laundry out there?” 
 
    She goes back into the corridor and checks the delivery bin. “Yes.” She returns holding a clothing bag. 
 
    I take it from her awkwardly. “Right. I guess I’ll get dressed then.” 
 
    We stare at each other for about three and a half seconds, then she takes a step backward, into the corridor. “I’ll be waiting right here.” She points to the deck plate below her feet. 
 
    I close the door in her pretty golden face. Which is rude, and I’m immediately sorry for it, but I’m so thrown for a loop that I barely know my ass from an exhaust pipe. 
 
    I put on my clothes and stuff my pajamas into the clothing bag to send it out for laundering. Taking a deep breath, I open the door. 
 
    “What do you want with me?” I ask. Again, rude. I know. Like I said—ass versus exhaust pipe. 
 
    Rather than being put off by my lack of manners, she smiles. “It’s your first trip away from Earth, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That means this is your first trip to Posytin. I want to show it to you.” 
 
    “I don’t think you do. I mean, I’m not…” Not safe. Not normal. Not the kind of guy you want to hang around with. “…like other people,” I finish lamely. 
 
    “Neither am I,” she answers. “Let’s go.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    It all happens in a blur, and before I know it, I’m about to disembark from the Second Chance to go sightseeing. I recalculate the odds of having slipped into a parallel universe. 
 
    Leaving the ship means going down an elevator that I hadn’t seen when arriving on the ship. Above it, a sign reads Do not use elevator. Please use elevator. 
 
    “I think this one’s broken,” I say. “Is there another? 
 
    Greta laughs. “Never mind the sign. It means do use the elevator.” 
 
    “But it says not to use it.” 
 
    The thing opens. It might actually look like the gate to hell, or, more likely, one of my complexes has come roaring to life. But Greta takes my hand and pulls me in. I’m so stunned by her touch that I’m like a deer in headlights. I suspect I’d walk right into a lion’s mouth if she led me there by the hand. 
 
    What is wrong with me? 
 
    As we stand there and the doors close, though, I get a very bad feeling in my stomach. Something like a porcupine that’s been lit on fire. But we begin to descend and Greta turns her head slightly to smile at me. When we get to the bottom and the doors reopen, I remember to breathe. That could have been really awful—elevators are not kind to my people. But somehow with Greta, it had been okay. So far. 
 
    The Posytin space port turns out to be small and calm. Provincial, even. Fresh-faced teenagers carry baskets full of paper brochures, which they offer to people as we filter through the airlocks. A freckle-faced boy holds one out to me, and he looks so earnest that I hurriedly accept it. 
 
    “We won’t need that. I know all the best places to visit.” Greta leads me through the small station and out to Posytin itself. Or whatever town within Posytin this is. I know nothing of the naming habits of such places. 
 
    She pauses on the sidewalk, taking in a deep breath. “Doesn’t it smell wonderful here?” 
 
    I take a tiny, cautious sniff. I have no plans of snorting a bee up my nose. Or whatever insects they have here. I must admit the aroma is nice, though. “Is that flowers?” 
 
    “Yes!” She spreads her arms in the air. “This little planet provides most of the flowers you’ll find along this trade route. A good bit beyond that, too. That’s pretty much their whole reason for being: growing flowers and flora tourism.” 
 
    “People go traveling just to look at flowers?” 
 
    “Sure.” Greta shrugs. “There are far worse reasons. I think it’s nice. I love the chance to get fresh air and some time outdoors.” 
 
    “Right. You spend a lot of your time traveling around on ships.” 
 
    “Yeah. I like it, but it gets a little stifling sometimes. All that recirculated air.” She scrunches up her nose, looking cute. 
 
    “So where are we going?” 
 
    “The best garden on Posytin.” 
 
    “What makes it the best?” 
 
    “I won’t spoil the surprise. But they also have a stand with fried flowers that you dip in a sweet sauce. It’s amazing.” 
 
    Not only am I not sure about eating in front of her again, I’m really dubious about eating flowers. But I stay quiet. 
 
    A piece of paper skitters across the ground and lands in the same spot as Greta’s next step. She bends, reaches, and comes back up with a rectangular paper with curly blue writing on it. 
 
    “What’s that?” I ask. 
 
    “Local money.” 
 
    “Paper money?” I’m amazed. I’ve never seen physical currency. Banking is usually done through the First Interplanetary Bank, in entirely digital form. It’s clean, efficient, and a barrier to illegal activity since it’s so easily tracked. Not that illegal activity is impossible. Just risky. 
 
    “Something they do for the tourists. Getting people to exchange their money for this stuff is like letting them have play money. It’s fun, like a game, and they spend it accordingly.” 
 
    “How much is it?” I can’t decipher the script. 
 
    “Fifty marks.” 
 
    “Is that a lot?” 
 
    Greta gives me a cheeky grin. “Enough to cover our activities here. Including a souvenir for you.” 
 
    “I don’t need a souvenir.” I’m not much of a collector of kitsch. Or of anything, really. 
 
    “Sure you do. This is your first visit to a planet that isn’t Earth. That’s pretty cool.” 
 
    She resumes walking, which saves me from having to reply. 
 
    We arrive at a tall, wooden arch emblazoned with Welcome to Waterfall Garden. 
 
    I freeze like a dog that just realized he’s on the way to the vet. “There’s a waterfall in there?” 
 
    “Just a little one. It’s nice.” She tries to nudge me forward. 
 
    I resist. “Define little.” 
 
    “Tiny.” She makes a vague gesture. “Nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “I don’t want to drown today. Or ever.” 
 
    She rolls her eyes and puts her arm around my waist. “You’re not going to drown. Come on.” 
 
    Her arm. Is around. My waist. I’m entirely incapable of resistance as she propels me through the arch. Once she’s sure I’m coming along, her arm falls away, but still I follow her lead. 
 
    A man approaches, dozens of loops of interwoven flowers draped over his forearm. With a happy smile, he plucks one and holds it up. An offer. 
 
    Greta nods and the man gently places the flower crown on her head. “Thank you,” she says warmly. 
 
    “You’re welcome. If anyone asks, tell them where you got it.” He winks at her. 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    As we walk, she puts a hand to the flowers. “Like it?” 
 
    “It’s pretty,” I admit, though I’ve never particularly cared for flowers. But they look nice on her. 
 
    We walk along for several minutes, down a wide path with flowering hedges on each side. The roar of water in the distance gets louder as we go. We turn a corner and there it is, a seven-foot-tall waterfall, with a cascade of frothing water rushing over. 
 
    I take a step back. Sure, it’s small, as waterfalls go. But fear shoots up my spine and no amount of tugging from Greta is going to get me past that point. 
 
    Her smile falls away and worry fills her eyes. “Okay. Okay. I’m sorry. Let’s go this way instead.” 
 
    She pulls me off the path, between a pair of trees with long purple flowers spiraling down. The noise of the water nearly disappears. Greta leads me deeper into the cool, damp space between the trees. 
 
    “Here.” She sits with her legs folded and gestures at me to do the same. 
 
    I sit across from her. 
 
    She takes my hands and presses hers to mine, palm to palm, fingers toward the unseen sky above. Then she laces her fingers with mine. It isn’t like holding hands, really. It’s more like being in a secret clubhouse and we’re the only two members. Which feels…nice. I’ve never belonged with others, and I imagine this is what belonging feels like. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t think,” she says. “Are you okay now?” 
 
    “Yes.” Inside this little hideaway, I feel fine. I can smell all the floral aromas, along with the earthier smell beneath these trees. 
 
    “I’ll be right back, then.” 
 
    Before I can say anything, she trots out of our hideout, opposite of the direction we’d come in. 
 
    So, I sit there, alone, with my butt gradually growing damp from the soft dirt and leaves beneath. It isn’t actually unpleasant, though. The air is fresh and smells good. No bugs are buzzing around. I wonder why. Aren’t bugs attracted to flowers and trees and dirt and stuff? Maybe Posytin is just different than Earth. 
 
    Greta returns after only a few minutes, carrying a tray with pointy brown things on it. “The edible flowers I told you about. They’re called heliopoppers.” She takes one of the things, which is about the length of her longest finger, dips it into the sauce, then takes a crunching bite. “Mmm,” she sighs, clearly delighted by the flavor. “Try one.” She sets the tray between us. 
 
    I pick one up between my forefinger and thumb. It could be any fried food, really. It’s brown. As far as I can tell, it smells okay. I dredge it in the sauce and take a cautious nibble. 
 
    I try really hard to be polite, since she so clearly likes the things. But they taste like deep-fried perfume, which doesn’t work for me. 
 
    “Aw, you don’t like them.” Greta looks disappointed. 
 
    “Not in the least. Sorry. Ah…” I glance around. “Is there somewhere we could get a drink?” 
 
    I feel like I’ve guzzled my grandmother’s cologne. The other grandma, not the cyborg one. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, we’re out of the flower garden and seated at an outdoor café. I sip an iced tea and delight in having the heliopopper taste out of my mouth. 
 
    “So, what’s it like?” she asks, watching me with that look of fascination. 
 
    “What?” For a second, I think she means the tea, but then I realize she means my life. 
 
    She waves a hand in a gesture that encompassed all of me. “Being you. Nearly dying on a tater tot. Being afraid of a waterfall. All that.” 
 
    I don’t know how to answer. I mean, it sucks to be on edge all the time. But how can I make her understand that? 
 
    “It must be so interesting,” she prompts. 
 
    Normally, I’d think she was making fun of me, but she seems…wistful. Kind of envious, even. “No. It’s not interesting. It sucks. Why would you think that?” For the first time, I wonder if she might be a very special kind of stupid. 
 
    “Things happen to you!” she bursts out, suddenly agitated. “Things you don’t expect. I mean, look at me. I walk into a room and I know I can have things if I want them. I walk into a garden and am given a free flower crown for no reason. Wherever I go, foods I like are sold. Whatever I want just falls into my hands. It’s so. Damn. Boring!” She fires each word off like a missile. 
 
    “Wait, those flower crowns aren’t free for everyone?” 
 
    “No! They cost ten marks. But I’ve never paid for one, not even once, in all the times I’ve come here. I even tried to insist once. He just wouldn’t take my money!” She blows out a breath, looking incensed. 
 
    “You’re mad that people give you things for free?” Yeah, this girl is definitely a few asteroids short of a shower. 
 
    “Yes! I’m tired of life being so predictable. I mean, when I walked into the pub yesterday and there you were choking on a tater tot, I was amazed. I bet you had no idea that would happen, and then it did! I sure had no idea I’d see that. Stuff like that doesn’t happen around me.” 
 
    “You’re saying you’re preternaturally lucky or something?” I crinkle my forehead, staring at her. 
 
    “Yes! It’s a curse.” 
 
    I fall silent, staring at her. 
 
    She sighs and sinks down into her chair. She looks lumpy and disgruntled. “I know it sounds stupid. But imagine your life as a plain white tunnel and all you do is walk down it, forever and ever and ever. Nothing changes. It’s perfectly pleasant, but nothing ever happens. There’s no excitement. No mystery. No surprises” 
 
    It sounds good to me. “I’m trying to see your life as a bad thing. My life is a tunnel full of trapdoors and fall hazards and plague germs. I know I’ll never get even halfway down it because of all the obstacles in my way.” 
 
    Greta straightens slowly. “I’d trade you. I’d swap a shortened lifespan for some excitement.” 
 
    “I’d be happy with your plain white tunnel.” 
 
    Greta makes a pouty duck sort of face, which sounds not at all cute, but it actually is. “Has anything bad happened to you when you’re with me?” 
 
    I think about it. I had a good time the night I first met her. The next morning, she’d arrived just as Pinky saved my life. So, actually, not dying was a good thing that happened to me. And nothing actually bad happened at the garden. I’m surprised to answer, “No.” 
 
    “And since I met you, I’ve had surprises. I don’t know what to expect with you.” 
 
    I don’t know how to respond to that, so I make the manly choice of changing the subject. “We should get back to the Second Chance.” 
 
    She looks disappointed, but seems to reconsider, then beams at me. “Okay.” 
 
    We almost make it back to the spaceport when she freezes in mid-step. “Oh! Your souvenir.” 
 
    “I don’t need one.” 
 
    “I insist.” She pivots and darts toward a vendor stand that—surprise, surprise—just happens to be several feet away. 
 
    Reluctantly, I join her, grimacing at the silly I’m a Posy Boy t-shirts and hats. If she tries to make me accept something like that, she’ll be in for another surprise today. 
 
    But she whispers something to the vendor, and he saunters to the back of the stand and bends to reach into a box beneath a table. He drops the item onto her palm and her fingers close around it before I see more than a flash of green. She reaches toward her pocket and the smiling man waves her off. She gives her thanks and we’re on our way again. 
 
    It isn’t until we’re just about to pass through the docking gate to board the Second Chance that she digs into her pocket and holds her fist out to me. 
 
    I open my hand and she drops a shiny green stone onto it. It’s warm from her body heat and just the right size to curl my fingers around. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s a luck stone. You keep it with you, and rub it when you feel worried. Then it gives you luck. And since I carried it for a few minutes, I figure it should have extra luck now.” 
 
    It’s the sweetest gift anyone had ever given me. “Thank you. I wish I had a bad luck stone to give you.” Which sounds stupid, but she knows what I mean. 
 
    She smiles sagely and as we board the ship, she says, “We’ll see.” 
 
    *** 
 
    After being out with Greta, I feel like being daring. I know it’s crazy, but I want to test my boundaries. Go wild. I bravely take a different route back to my cabin. 
 
    That may not sound like much, but for me it’s huge. Taking the same path, so I can anticipate any potential hazards, is ingrained in me. It’s one of the habits my therapist had been trying to break me of for the past few years. After just two days, Greta has succeeded. Take that, Dr. Ramalama! 
 
    My eyes dart across the unknown corridor, side to side, up and down, watching for hazards. I’m being daring, not stupid. I haven’t forgotten who I am and where I come from. 
 
    At the junction to the corridor leading to my cabin, I spot a red sign. It reads Red sign means bad. Do not do the bad. 
 
    I don’t find the sign helpful. Actually, I find it terrifying. My previous sense of adventure evaporates as I look around for “the bad.” What would that be? 
 
    A loud clank makes me spin around. I’d like to say it was a cool, ninja sort of spin, but in fact, I yelp like a Chihuahua that’s been stepped on. 
 
    Gus stands there, holding a chaffing dish and looking at me in alarm. “Are you okay, sir?” 
 
    “Yes! Sorry. You just startled me.” 
 
    “My apologies, sir. The dish slipped.” 
 
    “Oh, no reason to apologize. Not your fault.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” He continues on his way. 
 
    “Gus,” I call after him. 
 
    “Yes?” He pauses again. 
 
    I point to the sign. “What does that mean?” 
 
    He glances at it. “To be honest, no one knows. We should probably take it down.” 
 
    “Probably a good idea,” I agree. 
 
    Gus hurries out of sight and I continue on to my cabin, only mildly reassured. I will avoid the Do not do the bad corridor in the future. No reason to tempt fate. 
 
    *** 
 
    I take some time to decompress and process the day’s events. The luck stone lays on my little fold-out table while I sit in the chair, going through some messages from work. I’ll need to spend the evening creating some regression analyses, but that’s fine with me. The work will be soothing after the eventful day I’ve had. 
 
    At the moment, though, I require food. I consider ordering in, but find myself wanting to see Pinky. I pull myself together and go to the pub. 
 
    Though it feels much later than midday to me, the pub is full of the lunch rush. Pinky spots me as soon as I come through the door, and leans against the bar, waiting for me to sit. 
 
    “You look too serious,” is her greeting to me. She spins away and returns a couple minutes later with a curvy glass full of a blush-pink beverage and garnished with an orange slice. 
 
    “What is it?” I ask. 
 
    “A Happy Day.” 
 
    I sip it and tasted yuzu, passionfruit, and some other fruity flavors I can’t identify. It’s carbonated and tasted…zippy. I know that’s not a flavor, but that’s the only way to describe it. 
 
    “It’s good.” 
 
    “That particular combination of fruits has an uplifting effect,” she says. 
 
    “Really? Some sort of drink alchemy to affect food?” 
 
    She nods. 
 
    “Do you ever use your alchemy for evil, rather than good?” 
 
    A tiny smile forms on her lips, but she says nothing. 
 
    “I see.” I don’t know if it’s the Happy Day or Pinky, but my mood lifts. “Do you know how to make a Screaming Demon?” 
 
    “Sure. But it’s hard on the stomach.” 
 
    I try to think of an obscure Earth drink to see if I can stump her. “How about a Flaming Butterfly?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “A Bruised Mortician?” I make that one up, just to see her reaction. 
 
    “Yes, but I don’t stock formaldehyde. The Ontopians are the only ones who drink it and only one has ever come on board this ship.” 
 
    I stare at her. Raising my glass, I say, “You are one heck of a woman, Pinky.” 
 
    She leans forward and loudly whispers, “And they’ll never find the bodies to prove it.” 
 
    I pause in mid-sip, trying to figure out if she’s serious or making a joke. 
 
    She watches me with a smirk. Joking, then. Probably. 
 
    “Do you believe in luck?” I didn’t expect to ask that, but the question jumps out of me on its own. 
 
    She stops wiping the counter and flips the towel over her shoulder.  Leaning against the bar, she appears to give the matter deep thought. “You know, I do. Some people say it’s just the massiveness of the universe and the fact that unlikely things—good or bad—have to happen to someone. But I’ve known some people who almost never lose, and others who almost never win, and none of it has nothing to do with how they play the game. It’s just their luck.” 
 
    I drum my fingers on the bar, thinking about that. Pinky glances at my hand and raises an eyebrow. I stop drumming. 
 
    “Why do you think that is?” I ask. 
 
    Pinky shrugs. “Some call it karma or charisma. Or on the unlucky side, they might call it a curse or the evil eye. My people call it kenogu.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It translates roughly to ‘shit happens.’ More specifically, it means that you get what you get, and you can’t blame reality for what it gives you. It’s up to you to work with what you have.” 
 
    “How do you use that in a sentence?” 
 
    She pulls the towel from her shoulder goes back to wiping the bar, which looks perfectly clean to me. 
 
    “Your kenogu is being a redshirt. Or, if you were to suddenly fall off your stool and break your arm, you could just say, ‘Kenogu.’ You could even use it as a verb. ‘I’m going to kenogu my way out of here!’ It’s a multipurpose word.” 
 
    “Those are the best kind.” I can tell she agrees. 
 
    An elderly Martian approaches the bar and orders a half-dozen drinks. I fight back a laugh because that sounds like the opening line to a joke. I look back toward the table and see only one other person. I guess what they say about Martians being drinkers is true. 
 
    After the guy takes the tray of glasses to his table, Pinky begins a frenzy of beverage creation. She works four blenders simultaneously, squeezing fruit with one hand while shaking a cocktail mixer with the other, and she practically juggles swizzle sticks and garnishes. Her precision is absolute; she doesn’t spill a single drop. I’m watching a master at work. 
 
    Porters come and whisk away the drinks she made. Pinky tosses her towel over her shoulder and rejoins me. 
 
    “So…do you know Greta well?” I’m hesitant to ask, but, at the moment, I only have two people I could even remotely call friends. Unless you count Gus. Which I don’t. Getting paid to deliver my underwear every morning does not qualify. 
 
    Pinky plucks a straw from the bar and pokes it into the side of her mouth. The protruding part wiggles as she chews on it. “I see her frequently. We talk. I don’t know if that means I know her well. I think you’d have to ask her if I know her well, since only she knows how much of herself she’s revealed to me.” 
 
    I hadn’t thought I could be more impressed by Pinky, and here she’s upped the ante again. That was damned philosophical of her. 
 
    “Okay. Does she know you well, then?” 
 
    The straw waggles wildly. “Fairly well.” 
 
    “Do you trust her?” 
 
    “With what?” 
 
    Pinky’s shrewdness has me examining what I really want to know. I whittle it down to one thing: “Your life.” 
 
    I realize that this is the heart of the matter. By asking me to leave the ship with her, Greta is, whether she intends to or not, asking me to put my life in her hands. 
 
    And I had. Why? 
 
    Greta’s cute, no doubt. Pretty. But not the exotic-vacation-sales kind of beauty that makes a person drain their life savings for a jaunt to Paradise Cove that they never even wanted. No, it isn’t mere physical attraction. Though I definitely feel something when she touches me. Not in a my-parts-are-all-tingly way, but in a way that makes me feel alive. Aware. Like things I never imagined somehow become possibilities when I’m with her. 
 
    Dare I say exciting? Excitement has always been a warning sign for me in the past. A bad thing. Red alert. Imminent death ahead. 
 
    But I feel different with her. 
 
    I realize Pinky’s staring at me. “What?” 
 
    “You asked me a question, then you started staring into space. I wondered if you had a weevil in your brain.” 
 
    Is that an expression or an actual thing that could happen? I’ll have to look that up later. And maybe weevil repellant. “No, no weevils. I just got sidetracked by a thought. Sorry. You were saying?” 
 
    “I believe Greta has my best interests at heart,” she says. “I don’t expect her to be able to save my life in a battle with a bunch of bloodthirsty blagrooks, though.” 
 
    “Uh, do they attack often?” I have a new thing to worry about. 
 
    “Nah. Only once on this ship.” Her face transforms into smug satisfaction and she takes the straw out of her mouth to point it at me. “I squashed ‘em like bugs. Stupid blagrooks.” 
 
    I fight to stay on topic and not get sidetracked by the fact that I don’t know the statistical likelihood of a blagrook attack. “So, if Greta wanted me to go sightseeing with her at the next stop, you think I’d be safe?” 
 
    Pinky wads the straw up in her large hand, tosses it into her mouth, and eats it. Is that food to her people, or is she just showing off? “Next stop is Parkorvan. Great place, but it can get dicey if you don’t know your way around.” She straightens with sudden purpose. “I’ll go with you two. Keep you safe.” 
 
    I had intended to find out more about Greta, but, somehow, I’ve now made a date with Pinky to play tourist on a planet that could be “dicey.” 
 
    What have I done? 
 
    *** 
 
    Two days of catching up with work for my employer and talking with Pinky at the pub go by quickly, and then I realize the catastrophic error I’ve committed in agreeing to our sightseeing trio. 
 
    The problem is that Parkorvan is a university planet. You might think, Cool! Academic types, keggers, and cheap eats aplenty. And you’d probably have a good time there. 
 
    But as I step into the brisk breeze, beneath an overcast sky, I quiver with the kind of trepidation a guinea pig would feel when skittering past a pharmacology lab. 
 
    Parkorvan isn’t just an academic place. It’s a premiere hub of research. Scientific research. The kind of research that tends to get out of hand, go haywire, and end up turning a planet into a dystopian nightmare. Zombies, maybe. Or a plague. Yeah, a plague sounds about right. 
 
    The air even starts to smell a little weird. I’m getting whiffs of—what is that? Eucalyptus. Is there a type of plague that’s heralded by the smell of cough drops? 
 
    But as Pinky and Greta steer me down the main parkway, I have to admit that it’s a picturesque place. Lots of people on bicycles. Everywhere I look, I see an abundance of happy-go-lucky young people. I do not find that the least bit reassuring.  
 
    I keep smelling hints of eucalyptus and my anxiety only rises higher. Trying to calm myself, I reason that if there were any reason to suspect a plague outbreak, these nice-looking young people wouldn’t be going about their lives so nonchalantly. Plus, I have Greta’s luck and Pinky’s straight-up badassness with me. I’ll be fine. Right? 
 
    I put my hand in my right pocket and rub my luck stone. 
 
    I hope no one thinks I’m playing pocket pool. 
 
    We walk for what feels like forever. I barely register the expertly manicured green areas and flower beds. I notice some students playing Frisbee and carefully align myself against Pinky so that if a damn disk comes my way, either it will turn out to be a grand prize in some contest for Greta, or Pinky will catch that shit and obliterate it. 
 
    I manage to avoid any mishaps, and, finally, Greta gestures at a huge wooden door at the front of a large stone building.  
 
    “Here we are!” She seems entirely happy and blissfully unaware of my hypervigilance. 
 
    We walk into an old library and, I have to admit, it’s grand. The building has walls that rise three stories high, stacked with books upon books all the way up. I mean actual paper books. I’ve never seen such a thing. 
 
    “Wow.” And as genuinely impressive as it is, in the back of my head, I begin calculating the odds of a book spontaneously slipping from the wall and falling three stories to land on my head. 
 
    “Isn’t it beautiful?” Greta’s voice is full of wonder and admiration. 
 
    I have to admit that it is. 
 
    “Pretty,” is all Pinky says. Actually, she hadn’t said much at all since leaving the Second Chance. Odd, since she has plenty to say when we’re in her pub. But that’s probably where she feels most at home. Maybe I’m not the only one outside my comfort zone. 
 
    Next thing I know, Greta rushes to a spiral staircase on the far side of the cavernous library and runs up it. I edge up to the bottom of the staircase and look upward at her feet, which are running in circles and carrying her ever higher. She peers over the side of the rail and beckons. “Come on!” 
 
    A sign in front of me insists that the staircase is for employees only. I scan the vicinity, waiting for some angry librarian to come mete out some punishment. But nothing. I look at Pinky. Pinky looks at me. Sighing, I grip the rail and carefully step up, slanted stair by slanted stair. Spiral staircases suck. I’m slightly reassured to know that Pinky’s right behind me. 
 
    When we finally reach the top, Greta grins at us. “Come on!” she says again, darting ahead. 
 
    “Wait!” I call. “You can’t just come up here. We aren’t supposed to be in this part.” This area has a very different feel than down below. A wide, unadorned hallway is punctuated by a series of doors on each side. 
 
    “Sure we can. It’s fine. Trust me.” 
 
    I want to. I’ve witnessed her luck before, and I really want to trust her. I just can’t. I have too much history. Too much litany of the many Kennys who have died doing the most innocuous things. 
 
    But then, a voice inside me argues, if even the most mundane thing can result in doom, why keep worrying about it? Maybe when a redshirt’s time is up, it’s just up, no matter what he or she is doing. Why not just do what you want to do? 
 
    “Because that kind of thinking leads to getting your spine removed by a yeti-gator, like my dad,” I mutter to myself. Like I’m going to let the voice of reason talk me down. Oh no. Reason is no match for my paranoia. 
 
    Then why are you here? the damn voice asks. Why aren’t you huddled away in your cabin on the Second Chance? Is it the girl? Are you in looove? The idiot voice stretches the last word out into three childish syllables. 
 
    “Shut up, asshole!” I burst out. Then freeze because Greta has skipped halfway down the hall and the only person in my vicinity is Pinky. Who eyes me with a look of mild disdain. 
 
    “I didn’t say anything,” she says. 
 
    “No! I didn’t mean you. I’d never—augh!” I plunge down the hallway after Greta, heedless of anything but putting my moronic outburst behind me. 
 
    Greta looks at me over her shoulder and smiles a sneaky sort of smile. She’s skimming her hand against the wall, swooping it up high, then down low. She hones in on a door, leaning close to it and sliding her index finger across. “This one,” she decides, reaching for opening mechanism. 
 
    “What’s in there?” I ask. 
 
    “I don’t know. Let’s see.” Before I can protest, she opens the door, which someone has neglected to lock, and she steps in. 
 
    I stand in the hallway, silently doing battle with the voice of reason. But Pinky catches up and nudges me forward. 
 
    As soon as I enter, I lose all sense of everything but the room itself. “Wow.” 
 
    It’s a data analysis center. 3D projectors provide up-to-the-second data on weather predictions, stock markets, planetary GDPs, along with thousands of other running algorithms. “Wow,” I say again. I’ve never seen anything like it, not even in college or within the cutting-edge company I work for. “How did you know this was here?” I ask Greta, not looking at her, but at all of the machines and projecting images around me. 
 
    “I didn’t.” She seems bored by the room itself, but entertained by my reaction to it. “You like it?” 
 
    “It’s fantastic.” The room is a wonderland of facts and data and calculations. I go from one readout to the next, studying each holographic projection. 
 
    I don’t know how long we’ve been there when Greta touches my shoulder. Her mouth is pursed into a tiny frown. “We should go.” 
 
    “Just another minute. I want to see—” 
 
    “Now,” she insists, calmly but firmly. 
 
    I come to my senses. Of course, I have to follow her lead. And I do—I follow her right down the staircase and out the door of the library. 
 
    “What was that place?” I ask as we stand, looking back at the building. 
 
    “I’m sure you could look it up later and find out.” Greta seems unconcerned. 
 
    “How did you know to take me—wait. I know. You didn’t. Right?” 
 
    She gives me a sly smile. “Now you’re catching on.” 
 
    Pinky stands alongside us, saying nothing. 
 
    “So now what?” I ask. 
 
    “I showed you something. Now you show me something,” Greta says. 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Just do what I did. You lead, I follow. We see what we find.” 
 
    “I really can’t describe what a terrible idea that is.” How could I even start? 
 
    “You think every idea’s terrible. Let’s go.” She gestures. Not in any particular direction, just a move your ass kind of thing. 
 
    I sigh. So, it all boiled down to this. Risking my life by showing off my preposterously bad luck for two people I only met days before. But even though I about-face and begin walking, I don’t feel an overwhelming sense of doom. Just a general air of doom, which is mildly refreshing. 
 
    We haven’t gone half a kilometer down the sidewalk when I get a very bad feeling. Normally, I’d run away from such a feeling like a frightened gazelle. Not today. I face that feeling by planting my feet in that spot and hiding directly behind Pinky. Because hey, I might be acting brave, but I’m not stupid. 
 
    Sure enough, in seconds, I hear a buzzing—a buzzing that grows increasingly louder, and five very long seconds later we see it: a dark, roiling cloud of bugs. What kind of bugs, I can’t determine, being neither an entomologist nor a citizen of Parkorvan. But it’s a big, black blob of angry buzzing, and it’s coming right for us. 
 
    A yell goes up across the street, with people bolting for the nearest building. Apparently, they know what these things are, and they’re not enthusiastic about this turn of events. 
 
    Do we move? Do we exercise the slightest bit of self-preservation? Nope. We stand there in the crossroads of my doom and Greta’s luck, and let Pinky’s kenogu decide. 
 
    Greta gasps in shock and slaps a hand to her cheek. Pinky frowns and rubs at her neck. I feel a burning pinch on my forehead and realize the bugs are biters. Great. But as soon as the biting begins, and the black cloud seems about to converge on us, a massive wind comes along, scattering it. The bugs struggle against it, swirling in chaotic patterns. Greta and I grab onto Pinky as the gale force increases, threatening to knock us over. 
 
    Within ten seconds, the bug cloud disappears. Doors open and people peek to see if it’s safe to come out. 
 
    “What was that?” Greta seems amazed, even though an angry red bump is rising on her cheek. 
 
    “No idea,” I say, rubbing my forehead. “I hope they weren’t poisonous.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like it.” Greta’s eyes are wide with wonder. 
 
    “So where now?” Pinky asks. 
 
    I realize I still need to lead them somewhere. Should I keep steering us wherever my danger-sense tells me not to go? 
 
    “You want to go on?” I glance at Pinky, but then focus on Greta. This is her adventure. I don’t know what she’s trying to discover or prove, but maybe the bugs have scared her off. 
 
    Greta touches her cheek, gently probing the bug bite with her forefinger. She nods. 
 
    “Don’t pick at it,” I advise, taking her hand and holding it so she doesn’t aggravate it. 
 
    She nods again, suddenly quiet. She seems fascinated with the burning pain on her face. My face burns too, and I find it far less intriguing. 
 
    I hone in again on my internal danger-meter. What feels like the worst possible choice? Ah, yes. A right turn. That feels like a terrible decision. Greta should be overjoyed with whatever comes next. 
 
    A tall, stocky man crosses the street toward us. A van-like vehicle screeches around the corner and hits the man, who bounces up onto the front of the car, then falls to the road. 
 
    I steal a look at Greta, who looks positively gobsmacked, like she’s seeing Christmas for the first time. Pinky simply squints at the scene, looking undecided. 
 
    A man leaps out of the vehicle, but rather than rushing to the aid of the victim, he runs over and screams, “What the hell, man, you’re not doing this to me!” 
 
    The guy on the road gets to his feet, holding one arm to his side. “Do what? You hit me!” 
 
    The apparent vehicularly homicidal maniac only grows more enraged. “Oh, no way! I will kill you in self-defense! I’ll do it!” 
 
    “Whatever, man.” The injured guy, still holding his arm, finishes crossing the street and awkwardly opens the door to his own vehicle. 
 
    But the maniac isn’t done. “Oh, no you don’t!” He pulls a small capsule from his waistband and sprays something toward the other guy, who ducks and then dives into his vehicle. His tires squeal as he drives away. 
 
    The maniac notices us watching. “What?!” he screams at us, then gets back in his van and slowly drives off. 
 
    Even Pinky looks flummoxed at this point. “What was that? What just happened?” 
 
    I shrug and Greta, her mouth slightly open, merely shakes her head. 
 
    We stand there on the sidewalk, my two companions blinking and screwing up their faces in various expressions of puzzlement. I’m far less affected. I’m accustomed to bizarre circumstances in general and have developed mental armor against them. Pinky and Greta do not have this same jadedness. 
 
    “So, are we ready to head back to the spaceport?” I ask hopefully. 
 
    Pinky and Greta silently look at each other, then at me. I take that to mean that they hadn’t yet grasped the reality of my existence. Fine. We’ll travel onward. 
 
    I check in with my danger-sense and feel like I need to head further from the city center to find something truly deranged. I lead my friends down the parkway about a kilometer and take a right turn. At the very end of that avenue I make another right turn. After that, a left. 
 
    “It feels like we’re walking in circles,” Greta observes as we travel slowly down the picturesque but far less populated street. 
 
    “Nope. I promise you, something really stupid is right that way.” I point, for effect. I’ve never tried to use my sense of doom to intentionally echolocate some crapfest of disaster. Thanks to these two, I’m acting in diametric opposition to my instincts. 
 
    Another half hour of walking leads us down a road that has no traffic at all, other than the three of us. The sidewalk ran out some ways back and now we tramp over uneven grass. I don’t care for that, as the odds of my twisting an ankle or breaking a leg are too high. But it’s still better than walking on the shoulder of the road. That would just be begging for a very gruesome, messy death. No, thank you very much. 
 
    When I realize we’re approaching some sort of military installation, I must admit, I feel an unusually high level of trepidation. But even though my sense of self-preservation screams, Run, you fool, or kiss your ass goodbye, I persevere. I walk right up to the perimeter fence with Pinky and Greta on either side of me. 
 
    Nothing happens. 
 
    “Now what?” Greta asks. 
 
    “Just wait.” 
 
    We wait there, with the sun shining cheerily above and happy birds chirping to each other from the trees alongside the road. And, sure enough, not five minutes later, we see something that I don’t mind categorizing as epic. 
 
    A tank rolls out from behind the installation. I can’t claim to know why this little university planetoid has a military base armed with tanks. Maybe they’re afraid of someone coming in and kidnapping students from rich families and holding them for ransom. Or maybe space pirates have a tendency to stop off here to steal computer devices and flipflop shoes. Who knows? Maybe somewhere, there’s a species of people who prize flipflops above all else. 
 
    Anyway, it’s obvious that something’s awry with this tank. Rather than roll out on a straight course, it weaves side to side, does lazy donuts (as much as a tank can do donuts because those bastards do not exactly corner well), and generally looks like a drunk monkey is driving it. 
 
    Comically, a squadron of uniformed officers runs out in the tank’s wake, and even across the distance I can hear indistinct shouts. The officers’ shouts rise an octave and they run full-out. Another tank emerges. I wonder how many of the vehicles are stored behind the building. 
 
    How does a person outside a tank stop a tank? They don’t. That’s the point of tanks. 
 
    I hope their guns aren’t loaded. 
 
    Aha. Four more tanks deploy now, and these aren’t driven with the airy abandon of a child going, Whee! These newcomers drive with obvious intent toward the freewheeling pair. After some time, they manage to block the two in. Officers on the ground climb up on the rogue tanks, shouting, and, within a few minutes, they open the hatches. 
 
    A pair of monkeys clamber out. 
 
    Right. Monkeys. Driving tanks. I knew we were on the trail of something unlikely, but I hadn’t expected such a spectacular show of preposterous dumbassery. There are no odds for calculating such a thing. 
 
    So engrossed is my little group in watching all this unfold, we don’t notice the young, wiry human hoofing it toward us until he’s within throwing distance. Since my doom-sense hasn’t kicked in, I deem him a low-level threat. 
 
    “Hey!” he pants. “You shouldn’t be here.” 
 
    What can I say that won’t make things worse? I wisely keep my mouth closed. Greta looks lost for words. 
 
    But Pinky has us covered. Though she’s been quiet on this excursion, she finally roars to life, in all her glory. “Well, here we are. Outside a fence. Watching you people play war games with monkeys. What the hell is wrong with you?” 
 
    She stares the man down and he takes a half step back, stammering. “Ah, nothing’s wrong with me. I’m just a PR person for the fleet.” 
 
    “Then what’s wrong with them?” She hitches her chin toward the tanks, monkeys, and officers. At the moment, the officers appear to be negotiating with the animals. 
 
    “Well…” he glances back over his shoulder, then returns his gaze to us. Actually, just to me. He flinches away from looking at Pinky, as if she glows with the mighty brightness of a sun. “Some lab monkeys escaped from the university. They apparently became self-aware and decided to bust up the university that had imprisoned them.” 
 
    “How do you know this?” I ask. 
 
    “We have a sign language interpreter. Those are some pissed-off simians.” 
 
    “I don’t blame them.” Greta speaks up for the first time. 
 
    The guy glances back again. “Yeah. Me either.” He sighs. “I hate this job.” 
 
    We all stand there, watching the monkeys and the officers gesticulating at each other. Finally, there’s a long standoff. The animals seem to be waiting for something. They’re handed a paper, which they confer over, and suddenly scramble down. 
 
    “It appears that the long nightmare is over,” Greta observes drily. 
 
    “Will they be okay?” I ask the PR man. I feel sorry for him. He’s going to have a nightmare of a PR crisis on his hands. 
 
    “Yes,” he answers. “We have strict laws about sentient creatures. The university will have a lot to answer for.” 
 
    I feel better about that, anyway. 
 
    “So, if you three would sign some non-disclosure agreements?” He says this as if it fits right into our conversation. 
 
    “Why should we?” Pinky asks, looking entirely indomitable. 
 
    “Well…I could offer each of you a thousand universal credits, for your trouble.” 
 
    “Hush money?” Pinky closes one eye and squints at him with the other. Somehow, her glare is more concentrated and intense with just one eyeball. “I’m good with that.” 
 
    She glances at Greta and me, and we readily agree. Who would believe a story like this anyway? 
 
    “Two thousand each, though,” Pinky decides. 
 
    The guy licks his lips. “Sure. Sure. Two thousand.” He shoves a telcoder device at us. We sign, he transfers the credits, and we’re on our way. 
 
    As we head back toward the city center, I decide it’s time to make an executive decision. “As interesting as this has been, it’s time to get back to the Second Chance. We need to have these bug bites looked at, and I really don’t care to have another strange run-in.” 
 
    They agree to quit while we were ahead because, really, this last event is the highest note we could possibly leave on, so we go directly to the spaceport. Once inside, a doctor who happens to be traveling notices Greta’s face, and dispenses excellent and free care to all three of us. 
 
    He says conversationally as he swabs our bite wounds, “Those firebug bites can be nasty. Their venom’s designed to provoke an allergic reaction. You three are lucky to still be on your feet. Weird that they’d be on the mainland, though. You usually only find them on the islands.” 
 
    He goes on his way, leaving me with mixed feelings. Lucky to have avoided getting caught going into a private area of the library, and to have had no major reaction to the firebugs. Maybe even for witnessing something as ridiculous as sentient monkeys driving tanks to gain their independence. Running into a doctor who wanted to treat our bites was fortunate, too. Greta’s kenogu has been in force. But then, so has mine. 
 
    I feel unsure about how to categorize the experience. Was it an adventure or a misadventure? We all came out okay, in spite of everything. 
 
    As we enter the docking gate, Greta tries to lead some upbeat chitchat, but I’m tired and Pinky’s gone back to not saying much. Greta finally falls silent and we board the Second Chance. The main corridor is blocked for some sort of maintenance, so Pinky leads us into an employees-only service corridor. 
 
    A sign reads Please remove all scuba gear beyond this point. 
 
    “Let me guess,” I say, “that means something about automatic rebreathers or something.” 
 
    Pinky shakes her head at me. “No. That really does mean that employees are not permitted to wear scuba gear in the service corridors.” 
 
    “Why is that even an issue?” 
 
    “It isn’t, anymore. Not since we got the sign. Anyway, I’m going straight here, but you two will go left. At the next junction you can re-enter the guest corridors.” 
 
    I thought I’d gotten a handle on the Garbdorian signs, but, clearly, I still haven’t. Or maybe Garbdorians are just weird. 
 
    “I think I’ll take a nap,” Greta says when we part ways. “I’m really tired after all that.” 
 
    “Facing a plague of bugs and a monkey uprising can do that,” I joke lamely. 
 
    She ignores my lameness. “Want to meet for dinner?” She names a time four hours away. 
 
    “Sure. The pub, right?” I still want no part of the dining room. 
 
    “Of course.” She smiles and takes her leave. 
 
    As I watch her go, I try to decide which one of us had the bigger impact on the other today. 
 
    I go back to my cabin, having made no determination. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    You’d think the events of the day would keep me from being able to work. That I’d be preoccupied and uptight and unable to focus. But I sit down and work for two hours straight, running statistical models and showing those numbers who’s boss. Somehow, I feel good. I don’t mean all-my-body-parts-are-in-place-and-there’s-no-yeti-gator-in-my-room good. I mean the kind of good that normal people feel. At least, I assume so. 
 
    The luck stone sits just to the right of my keyboard. I rest my index finger on it, half-believing in the thing. Stupid. It’s just a rock. But still. I’ve survived some pretty serious events since meeting Greta. 
 
    I pick the stone up and drop it into my left palm, appreciating how smooth and cool it is. I feel like I’m in charge of my life, for the first time. Like I have options. Such as living to see middle age. 
 
    I feel different. Weird. Empowered. 
 
    Palming my luck stone, I walk to the corridor. To be honest, I kind of strut. At least it feels like a strut. It might be a mere casual stroll, but in place of my usual cautious creep, it feels pretty badass. 
 
    Tempting fate, I walk down the center of the corridor, rather than hugging close to the bulkhead. Even as I do, a shadow of my danger-sense whispers to me. What am I doing? Have I gone mad? 
 
    I squash the voice of reason in my head and blast a doot-doot-doot-da-doot-da-doot-doot kind of song over it. The kind that movie soundtracks always play when the major players show up and wow us all with their epic coolness. If I hadn’t been strutting before, damn sure I’m doing it now. That’s right, ladies. Take a look at all this. 
 
    I don’t even pause as I approach the entrance to the dining room. I’m a new man, and I strut right the hell in. 
 
    And freeze. 
 
    The forks. So many forks. Forks in hands, forks in mouths, forks threatening to launch themselves airborne straight toward my vulnerable, vulnerable eyes. 
 
    With a squeak that is so very not badass, I literally launch myself out of the dining room. I land on the floor of the corridor and gather myself enough to crabwalk to the bulkhead and lean against it, eyes closed, my breath rasping in my ears. 
 
    Clearly, some of my deeper complexes are hanging on with a vengeance. But at least I tried. Not only had I contemplated the possibility of entering the dining room, I’d waltzed right in. It’s progress. And I don’t even care what Dr. Ramalama would say. I’m now convinced that my time with her was worthless. She never got me. Never understood me. She never even remembered my birthday. I mean, who spends a whole afternoon listening to someone pour their guts out, and doesn’t even bother to notice that it’s his birthday when it’s displayed on the screen in her hands? 
 
    I rise to my feet. Screw Ramalama. She never helped me. The two people who do help are waiting for me in the pub. 
 
    We have a good time that night. We laugh, we eat, we reminisce about the sentient monkeys. We make fun of Gvertflorians and all their tentacles. Okay, I feel bad about that one afterward. I don’t consider myself better than someone with tentacles that are reflexively drawn to the groins of other species. It’s just nature for them, and we’re juvenile assholes to laugh about it. But I’ve never had this kind of camaraderie with anyone and am swept away by the feeling. Already, I have history with Pinky and Greta, and it feels amazing. 
 
    Four days later, we visit a space station inhabited by a fish-like people that sound like they’re underwater when they speak, even though the station’s perfectly dry. It leads to some misunderstandings and I might have accidentally married one of them before departing. 
 
    Five days after my potential nuptials, Greta, Pinky, and I take a tour of a new Martian colony. It’s rustic and new and has an air of adventure. Pinky mistakes the purpose of a particular bucket and let’s just say we leave that place in a hurry. 
 
    Another five days takes us to a very basic space station with nothing to recommend it whatsoever. After so much oddness, the normalcy seems strange. Until I’m served with alimony papers from my fishwife. Apparently, I did get married, after all. Imagine that—me, a married man. I almost feel pride at my accomplishment, but instead, I just scream and run away to the Second Chance. 
 
    Which brings us to Mebdar III and Greta’s departure. 
 
    I feel gutted about losing her, and that isn’t a fish joke. In just three weeks, she and Pinky have become my best friends. No, more than that; they’ve become family. The idea of living without them tears me apart inside. Normally, I’d assume I’ve somehow consumed a Brantaguan sea shark parasite, but I know the feeling to be dread. And heartbreak. 
 
    Our last dinner together in Pinky’s pub is a somber affair. We try to keep the conversation light, but fail. Pinky and Greta seem to feel the same way I do. 
 
    Finally, Greta reaches out and puts her hand on mine. “These last weeks have been amazing. My life has always been so dull and predictable. With you two, I’ve seen adventure I’d never even dreamed of. I really hate the idea of getting off on Mebdar III. I’m afraid I’ll do this job and when I’m done, I’ll never have this again.” When she says “this,” she holds out her hands in a way that encompasses the three of us. 
 
    Pinky looks like she wants to say something, but instead wipes the counters with far more energy than necessary. 
 
    My heart fills, and I lean toward her to let it all spill out. “Yeah,” I say. 
 
    Stupid, stupid constipated heart. 
 
    Greta looks disappointed, as if she expected some big words too, but she pats my hand and we sit together in silence. 
 
    “What if I don’t go to Mebdar IV?” I blurt. Oh, so I do have more words in me. How about that. 
 
    Pinky stops wiping the bar and Greta watches me with hope and dread. “But it’s safer for you there. I don’t want you to get redshirted and eaten by a cyborg like your grandma.” 
 
    “Not eaten, just transformed,” I correct. It’s an oddly common misperception. “But what if our individual kenogus combine to give us a new kenogu when we’re together?” 
 
    Greta wears pure hope on her face now. “Do you think so? Like we’re two sides of a magnet or something, and we neutralize each other’s pull?” 
 
    Greta clearly doesn’t have a strong background in science, but she gets her point across. We do seem to temper each other’s luck. 
 
    “What do you think, Pinky?” I ask. 
 
    She looks from me to Greta. “I think you two are dumb if you don’t stay together.” She frowns. “And even dumber if you don’t stay here with me.” 
 
    Aw. That’s practically a declaration of love, coming from Pinky. 
 
    Greta eyes me hesitantly. “So, I do this virtual tour job and then get back to the Second Chance before it takes off again. And you skip Mebdar IV. And we just keep going. See where our luck takes us?” 
 
    Can I do it? Give up the safety of Mebdar IV? The handrails in every room, the buffets of entirely soft, smushy foods, and the hourly health checks? 
 
    “Absolutely,” I say. 
 
    Greta’s eyes sparkle. “Okay, let’s do it!” 
 
    I feel like celebrating. “Pinky, how about making us three Backdoor Specials?” 
 
    Pinky winks at me and heads for the blenders. 
 
    While she works, I grab one of the drink menus I’ve never looked at before and notice a disclaimer. Drinks provided by provider may not always be provided. 
 
    When Pinky returns with the massive drinks—which she somehow manages to carry in one hand—I point to the disclaimer. “What does that mean?” 
 
    Pinky tosses back half of her drink, which probably amounts to a liter of Backdoor, and I gaze at her in awe. 
 
    “It means I have the right to refuse service,” she says. 
 
    “That makes sense. Who writes these terrible translations, anyway?” I ask. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    Greta and I stare at her. 
 
    “But you speak Standard perfectly,” I say, puzzled. 
 
    “Yeah. I just think it’s funny.” Pinky shrugs. 
 
    Suddenly, my heart bursts wide open and I laugh my ass off, right along with Greta. Eventually, Pinky joins us. We drink our Backdoors, keep laughing, and start planning our next misadventure. 
 
    I think it’s going to be a good one. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
    —  —  — 
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 Gli+ch 
 
    by Drew Avera 
 
    Ben has a problem with authority… and people… and life in general. Lady luck has never smiled his way, but things are finally about to change. Maybe.  
 
    The great war may be over, but that didn’t stop Ben from getting his left arm ripped off in a training accident. Now, discharged from the military with a twitchy cybernetic replacement, he’s at rock bottom, looking for any opportunity to start over. 
 
    Just when he’s contemplating whether or not he can use his robotic arm to strangle himself, he sees an ad promoting a new mining colony on Europa. A new life, good pay, and respect await him if he can just get there from Mars. The hot girl in the ad may have helped, too. 
 
    With a rickety ship, an amorous android, and only a fraction of a prayer, he sets off to leave the only world he's known in pursuit of riches. 
 
    But space isn’t a place for the weak, or the terminally unlucky, and when calamity strikes right out of the gate, Ben starts to think getting to Europa may take a farking miracle. 
 
    If he makes it, and if his luck doesn't kill him, then he'll finally get what's coming to him. He better just hope he can handle it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 chap+er one 
 
    Rain fell like water shooting from a fire hose as Benjamin Dale made his way to the terminal. Ever since the New York burnings, the city looked darker, and the rain clouds weren’t helping in Ben’s opinion. He ran his hand through his sopping wet hair and felt the cool water flow down the back of his neck and under his shirt, sending shivers down his spine. There was a better day to conduct this kind of business, but Ben was in a hurry. He already had to wait for the weekend, a stupid three-day holiday where the government shut down while the rest of the living had to make do without any of the support departments affected by the mandatory day off. It was Liberty Day, a completely contrived holiday in the vein of Independence Day, but earned by the vanity of the rise of a third political party some two-hundred years prior. The fact that party ceased to exist—or any party for that matter—was not lost on him. Perhaps the government just likes taking the unnecessary time off, Ben thought, but time is money and it’s about damn time I start making mine. 
 
    The terminal doors were locked, preventing him from getting out of the rain. He looked in through the shaded glass doors and saw the employees gathered around, shaking their dicks or whatever they liked to call it when they stood around talking about nothing. Ben grumbled as he looked at his watch. “Five minutes,” he said loudly, hoping his voice would carry through the thick bulletproof glass. “You can’t give me five farking minutes?”  
 
    One of the men looked at him, a large, friendly smile on his face, and simply waved. He may as well have tossed up his middle finger and dropped a turd on the floor; at least then Ben would have felt like he was being taken seriously. As it was, he thought they were keeping the doors locked for spite. “Useless government employees,” he muttered, turning to look at the cityscape as the rain poured violently onto the pavement. Puddles formed, rippling as the raindrops pummeled into the growing pools. The hushing sound of the rain falling sounded like the faint groans of faraway jet engines to Ben’s ears, reminding him of why he was here and why it was important to stay instead of giving up in defeat. Today is the day my life is going to change for the better. 
 
    Ben’s watch chirped. It was eight-o’clock in the morning and time for the terminal to open. He turned to look at the same disinterested crowd conversing, minus one of the members who now walked towards the front door leading into the building. Of course, the man had to open the door on the other side of the entrance from Ben. Jerk, he thought as the smiling man came to the door and inserted the key, fumbling with it for several seconds before successfully unlocking it. 
 
    “I’m sorry for your wait, sir,” the man said, a thick accent revealing he was a European immigrant. 
 
    “If you were sorry, you would have opened this door first,” Ben said sardonically as he walked past the man and his plastic, government issued smile. 
 
    The man said something politely indignant, but he was already too far from him to hear what it was; or to even care. He made his way to the Port Authority counter, his boots squishing with every step. The chubby old man at the counter wore a New American flag on his lapel along with an Army Veteran pin clasped onto his tie. He had the faraway stare of a man more preoccupied with his own thoughts than of things currently happening around him, but he greeted Ben as the young man came to a stop. 
 
    “Yes, sir, how can I help you?” 
 
    “Prior Army?” Ben asked. 
 
    The old man nodded. “I was infantry, did my time ‘til they took my leg. I would’ve gave more, but it’s hard to fight when you’re hobbling along, bleeding all over the place.” 
 
    Ben smiled. “Yeah, I gave them my arm and they gave me this gli+chy piece of work for my troubles.” He lifted his prosthetic; the synchro motors whirring as he modeled it to the older gentleman. 
 
    “Nice. Better than the boot-pole they gave me. It costs high-dollar to get the good stuff.” He lifted his pants leg and showed what decent money could buy. “The farking payment costs almost as much as my rent, but at least I can walk without wanting to eat a bullet. What are you here for?” the question reminded Ben of the reason he spent half an hour in the rain getting pissed on by the weather. 
 
    “I need an off-world permit.” 
 
    The man nodded and scrolled his fingers along the tablet in front of him. “Reason for travel?” 
 
    “Business.” 
 
    The man looked up at him, one eyebrow raised. “You don’t look like a contractor or a scientist, kid. I need a little more information if you expect to get a permit from me.” 
 
    Ben hesitated, but answered the man anyway. “I read up on a new business venture the other day. There’s a company that started up a mining colony on Europa to harvest ice to take back to Mars for the terraforming initiative. The first ones there get to stake their claim first and I plan on being in the front of the line.” 
 
    The man shook his head. “I don’t know anything about a mining colony on Europa. Are you sure?” 
 
    “I did my research, man. It’s on the up and up.” He failed to mention that by research, he meant he read the one document and started planning his trip. He knew a good deal when he saw it, though, and this was one of those deals of a lifetime. 
 
    “Uh huh, so you just plan on showing up to Europa and that’s it?” 
 
    Taken aback, Ben shrugged. “I have a plan. Besides, what business is it of yours?” 
 
    “Touché’,” The old man said. “Well, I would advise you to make sure you have enough supplies for a return trip just in case. I’ll give you a return voucher as well.” 
 
    “I’m not going to need it.” He sank his hands deep into his pockets, fighting back the cold the air conditioning was making him feel due to being wet from the rain. 
 
    The old man looked up, “It’s our policy to always provide a return voucher. You never know when a situation might warrant it.” He typed in a few more items on his tablet before asking a series of questions. “Name?” 
 
    “Benjamin Dale.” 
 
    “Age?” 
 
    “Twenty-two.” 
 
    “Citizenship?” 
 
    “New American.” 
 
    “Will there be other living occupants traveling with you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Private or commercial?” 
 
    “Private.” 
 
    “Ship’s name?” 
 
    Ben grinned before answering. “It’s called the Shistain; S, H, I, S, T, A, I, N.” 
 
    The older man cracked a sneering smile at the name as he typed it onto his tablet. “What kind of ship?” 
 
    “It’s an old transport ship.” 
 
    “So, no FTL then?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    The man’s face scrunched up. “That’s going to be a long trip, son.” 
 
    “Whatever. How much is this going to cost me?” Ben hated spending money almost as much as he hated when people implied his ideas were not good ideas. He especially hated spending the kind of money that was hard to come by. He’d been saving for months, not particularly for this venture, but for any opportunity that would give him a second chance. Joining the Army almost cost him his life, and losing his arm in a training accident and being medically discharged was an embarrassment he couldn’t quite get over. One of the biggest reasons he rarely went home was the disappointed look on his father’s face every time Ben looked at him. He knew what his dad was thinking, that he injured himself on purpose to get out of the Army. It wasn’t true, but that didn’t matter; the thought already poisoned his father’s opinion. There was no going back now. There is no going back ever, Ben thought as the clerk typed away on his tablet before looking up again. 
 
    “One-thousand dollars and thirty-seven cents.” The price was accompanied by the same creepy smile the man had who waved and opened the door.  
 
    They must practice that shit in the mirror. He tried to remember which pocket he kept his card in. “Really, you guys need the extra thirty-seven cents?” Ever since the banks were bought out by the government, the sale prices of goods and services were regulated. Those regulations made the prices even across the board, but the caveat was that certain prices did not end on a solid dollar amount which resulted in an increased processing fee absorbed by the banking institution. No one wanted to admit that the people were being robbed blind by regulations, but the fact remained: they were in fact being robbed blind by these hidden costs that were the financial equivalent of stepping on loose nails. 
 
    The old man scoffed and shrugged. “Taxes and processing.” 
 
    Ben dug his card from his pocket and scanned it. “More like bullshit and more bullshit. You know the bank rounds up on purchases that don’t land on even dollar amounts, so why do we have these taxes and processing if it’s only going to take more money from my account? I know this was the banks doing, but I’m sure the government has their hand in that as well.” Ben bitched about everything, but nothing with as much enthusiasm as he did about money and government. He shoved the card back into his pocket to be lost amongst all the random, unnecessary clutter he often carried with him. He liked to consider himself prepared for anything, but really he was just too preoccupied with the next thing his mind focused on to remember to empty his pockets semi-routinely.  
 
    “We both fought for the same bullshit,” the man said. 
 
    The irony was Ben hadn’t fought for anything, his service cut too short to even mention. Not that he let that small fact keep him from mentioning it when it was beneficial to do so. “Yeah, so what’s your name?” 
 
    “I’m Greg, but my buddies call me ‘Reg’ for short.” 
 
    Ben laughed at the asinine shortening of Greg’s name. “I’m Ben,” he said, restraining from saying, “but you can call me ‘En’ for short.”  
 
    “Well, good luck, Ben. Make sure you heed my advice about the supplies, though. I wouldn’t want you getting caught out there and no hope of coming back.” His words felt like a warning, but Ben shrugged it off. 
 
    “Thank you, ‘Reg’.” Ben extended his left arm, the one with the prosthetic, and waited for Greg to shake his hand. The old man hesitated for a moment, the rudimentary construction of Ben’s arm taking some getting used to. It definitely isn’t as well constructed as Greg’s leg is, Ben thought, but it’s all I have for now. 
 
    Greg took Ben’s hand in his own and it was at that moment Gli+ch decided to act up. To Ben’s horror, the synchro motors shorted again and sent an electrical arc into Greg’s open hand. Greg winced from the pain but did not cry out as he pulled his hand away. Letting go of Ben’s hand had a negative side effect as it sent it convulsing wildly as the electricity coursing through it searched for a suitable ground.  
 
    Greg jumped back, narrowly missing the metallic hand as it whizzed past his face, a blue arc emanating from the fingertips. “What the fark!” 
 
    Ben pulled his arm back too, “I’m so sorry. It’s a gli+ch in the synchro motors; they go out of phase from time to time and short each other out.” He pulled a jeweler’s screwdriver from his pocket and started toying with the exposed hardware tucked in the cavity of the elbow. Sparks shot out of his arm each time the tip of the screwdriver made contact, but he was oblivious to it as he concentrated on expediting the repair and making up for his embarrassing display. After fifteen seconds of manipulation, his arm settled down, coming to rest in a more natural pose. “I’m sorry again. It happens all the time. Well not all the time, but enough of the time it might as well be all the time.” 
 
    “The government gave you that?” 
 
    “Yeah, well it’s a long story, but me and Gli+chy have a history,” he said sheepishly, with only a small amount of pride in his voice as he thought about all the work he put into creating her. 
 
    “You named it?” Greg chuckled, the scornful look on his face being replaced with softer laugh lines as his lips opened into a wide smile. 
 
    Ben shrugged. “I mean she needs to be called something.” 
 
    “And it’s female?” 
 
    “Well, female-ish. She doesn’t really identify as a gender, but she doesn’t complain when I refer to her as ‘her’ you know?” 
 
    “Yeah, not really.” 
 
    Ben shrugged again, not knowing what else to say. He thought Greg might understand, considering he was an amputee too, but it was clear he was just another person who viewed his augmentation as a tool. Gli+ch was something else to Ben, almost like a family member. She wasn’t perfect, but she was perfect to him. 
 
    “Here’s your vouchers, son,” Greg said, extending his hand with two vouchers for Ben’s impending flight. “You have a takeoff manifest window from Noon on Friday until noon on Sunday. Call the number on the bottom of the voucher to arrange a specific time for launch.” 
 
    “I will,” he said, reaching with his left hand to take the vouchers—until Greg pulled back. “Sorry.” Ben lowered his left arm and used his right hand. Greg handed them over with no problem then. 
 
    “Don’t forget what I said about supplies. I don’t want you getting to Europa unprepared.” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks for looking out,” Ben replied, annoyed by the fact Greg kept insinuating that this trip was a waste of time. I read the brochure on the Net. I at least got enough of the key points to make an educated decision, and this was what I want to do; to fly off Earth and stake my claim on a foreign world, to get rich and forget about the failures of the past. 
 
    “Have a good day, sir.” 
 
    “You too,” Ben said without looking up. He turned to leave, out into the downpour outside. At least I got what I came for, and I have a few days to get the Shistain ready for the flight and load her up with supplies. This is going to be an awesome trip, he thought as he tucked his vouchers deep into his jacket pockets to keep them from getting drenched. As for him, he wasn’t even dry yet from when he arrived, so what was a little more rain? Besides, after this week I might never see rain again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 chap+er +wo 
 
    The Net was the next best thing to being a god. It had the answer to all of your prayers. You need food? The Net can provide it. You need clothing? Seek it out on the Net. You have potentially nine months floating in vacuum in a five-hundred square-foot transport? Preserve your life and sanity by getting what you need on the Net.  
 
    The most amazing thing about it was how the government awarded the use of the Net by giving free credits to users. Never mind the fact that the hidden cost behind its use was what provided the funds to extend those credits. Psychologically, it felt like free money to the average person and who could say no to that? Ben saved his credits each year for a large purchase and was thankful for using that system because nine months of supplies was not cheap, regardless of how frugal one tried to be. 
 
    After a few hours of perusing the Net, his eyes were growing tired as his account grew lower. “I think I have everything I’ll need,” he whispered, brushing his hair back out of his face. He was thankful it was dry now, at least. Walking through the library soaking wet got him several dirty looks, and the air conditioning made him shiver uncontrollably. Now he was back to normal, tucked away in a corner where he could avoid the leery, judgmental eyes of the librarian. 
 
    “Nine cases of protein tubes. Assorted flavors. Twenty-ounce packets. Individually sealed,” he said softly into the microphone. The Net obeyed his commands as he searched for the best deals available, the lowest price at the top of the page as each inquiry populated through a set of filtered search criteria until he found precisely what he wanted. “Current selection. Buy now. Authorize purchase.” The selection entered into his “Recent Purchases” cart, and he continued to scroll through a myriad of other goods, trying to find out what he would need to occupy his time.  
 
    The easiest way to kill time on the ship would be to sleep, but there was no way he could sleep that much. He would need some form of entertainment. He already purchased more than one-hundred documentaries on the history of the world and science. All things that he found interesting compared to the mind-numbing sitcoms that often filled the shelves of most people’s video drives. He might not have a scientific mind, but he did suffer from boredom if he wasn’t forced to think about what he was watching. Most people would think it was odd to be entertained by such things, but Ben cared nothing about what those types of people thought.  
 
    He added another set of documentaries about World War IV to his cart. He had no idea if he would have time to get to the twenty-hour documentary on top of everything else he’d purchased, but he bought it anyway. Purchasing the media was one thing, but waiting for the rudimentary computer system on the Shistain to download all of the digital files would take more than a day to accomplish, and he knew he would have to act quickly if he was going to get a head start on everything else that needed to be done prior to launch.  
 
    Ben manipulated the screen, using the hand-sized ball on the desktop. He rolled it towards him, watching with wide eyes as every manner of sex-bot became visible, from the most rudimentary to the most lifelike. There was no denying which kind he was most attracted to as the monitor stalled around a grid of voluptuous sex-bots. Most looked similar, with only minor differences in hair color and eye color, and each came with differing shades of skin tone and height. None of those options mattered as much to him as the assets he was looking for. The selection base was rather broad and they all seemed like suitable companions for his trip. “Which one do I pick?” was the problem—with options being so plentiful, it was hard to pick just one when the next option was just as intriguing.  
 
    I have an idea. Ben closed his eyes and swirled the ball counter-clockwise to send the cursor cycling through the hundreds of options. He counted to ten under his breath before he commanded the Net to stop cycling. “Current Selection. Buy now. Authorize purchase. Close net. Log off,” he made each command with his eyes closed, never peeping to get an idea of which sex-bot he selected. “Yes, this is going to be a fun surprise,” he said, giddiness in his voice. He knew the sex-bot was not a real substitute for a human companion, but when it came to fantasizing, there was no better substitute available. Besides, having the sex-bot around would be more than just a tool he would use to get off. During the lonely venture through space, he would at least need someone he could talk to, especially the further he got from Earth, when communications slowed to a crawl as the signals leapt from satellite to satellite. He wasn’t much for calling home, but he imagined he would dare to look into his father’s disappointed gaze at least once before he reached the mining colony on Europa.  
 
    Ben could hardly remember the last time he saw his father in person. It was a holiday, but which one was a blur. He just remembered it was after the accident, after he built Gli+ch from a bunch of spare parts so he wouldn’t have to go through life with a hook for a hand, since the Army thought the accident was done on purpose. He didn’t need the bullshit stares of people who couldn’t understand why he would put himself in that situation, true or not. His father knew—or at least thought he knew—why his son was given the inferior prosthetic. It didn’t matter that Ben built his own prosthesis; the badge of dishonor was already seen in his father’s eyes. Ben was the family shame now, as undeserving of a title as it was, and he could do little about it. 
 
    Ben left the computer and walked through the narrow bookcases lined with tomes of forgotten history. No one read paper-based literature anymore. Hell, most people no longer were required to know how to read because the net would read to them if they needed it, and write too. All skills were learned visually and all education was limited to what one needed to know, not what they should know. It was a sad truth, he thought as he came into the center of the library. His left arm whirred, the gentle hum of tiny motors rotating sixty-seven times for every single rotation as his forearm spun three-hundred-sixty degrees. He was not controlling it, though. It was just another Gli+ch. 
 
    Without looking, Ben grabbed the small jeweler’s tool and arced across the contacts for that circuit. It was the simplest fault to reset and the least embarrassing of them all. “At least I’m not walking through here smacking myself in the face with you,” he said to Gli+ch, who never answered him, but he knew she understood him. Some strangers looked up at him as he walked past, but he largely ignored them. This was far from his first time dealing with his unruly prosthesis in public. The first dozen or more times were mortifying. Now, he just took it in stride and accepted it.  
 
    “Thank you,” he said to the librarian seated at the donut-shaped desk in the center of the entrance. She merely nodded without looking up, probably more embarrassed by the spastic movement of Ben’s arm than he was. He imagined she probably did that a lot, though. She had the years under her belt to make her grow tired of the quiet loneliness of the library. It was more a place for people like him to use the Net than for anything else. He couldn’t help but think in a different time she would be too busy to just sit there and let life pass her by. 
 
    Outside the rain had stopped, and New York looked like a much happier place, though the thick smog still blotted out what little of the sun could be seen over the tops of the skyscrapers as they lurched towards the glass-ceilinged sky. Somewhere in the atmosphere was a network of digital netting that protected the airspace. The government called it Skyscape and sometimes, in a clear night sky, you could see remnants of pulsing electricity arcing across the sky, but most of the time it was invisible to the naked eye, especially from the ground. That was part of the reason for requiring the voucher; he would have to log a manifest allowing him a window to circumnavigate the Skyscape. Passing through without the proper permission could get his ship blasted to shit by the laser array.  
 
    He used to think it was fiction until a guy passed through it, trying to crash his ship into the Maleto Monument. The only thing from his ship to hit the ground after the weapons engaged was a charred husk of molten metal that fell haplessly to the ground. They said it was laser weaponry, but it defied everything Ben thought he understood about physics. The truth was that the system was most likely alien in nature. Of course, you would never catch a government official saying something of that nature out loud.  
 
    Ben walked to the dock where the Shistain was parked. He had lived on the ship for the last several months to save money on rent and to get used to the cramped living space. Honestly, the ship was roughly the same size as the apartment he’d been renting before, but taking a shower was a cramped venture compared to the sprawling bath he’d enjoyed there. The ship was nestled between several larger craft that held crews of twelve men and women. He knew his flight would be lonely, but the idea of spending months with a group of people he might not like made his skin crawl. He considered his endurance of people he didn’t like during his short stint in the Army as enough to last him a lifetime.  
 
    He walked up to the port side of the Shistain and entered through the crew hatch. It was nothing more than a door with three steps formed on the interior side of it that folded down and allowed him to enter. Ben was not a big guy, but even he had to turn sideways to fit through the small hatch. Once inside, the common area was dark except for the dim interior lighting that was always on. It wasn’t enough light to work by, but it let him see all the areas where he might smash his head if he didn’t duck in time. 
 
    Ben collapsed on the old couch and kicked his feet up onto the bucket that doubled as a trash receptacle. Everything on the Shistain was old and used more than it should have been, but the boat was his now and he was going to fly it the hell off Earth as soon as he scheduled the manifest. “Shit, I need to schedule that tomorrow,” he said, grabbing a half-dried marker and jotting it down on a notepad next to him. He tossed the chicken-scratch note back onto the couch and turned on the computer system. “Access Net. Download digital files purchased recently. Close application when download completes. Turn off monitor.” Ben continued to sit in relative darkness, and the air recyclers blew cool air in the small cabin. “I’ve got nothing better to do,” he said as he tossed the mess from the couch onto the deck of the ship and lay down. “I may as well take advantage of the peace and quiet . . . and sleep.” 
 
    Sleep was an elusive thing for him, though. In the darkness of sleep was where the horrors of the world played out. Doctors once prescribed medication to try and fight the effects of his night terrors, but that only made things worse. For Ben, the worst part wasn’t having the terrors, but waking up and not knowing what was real and was his dream because they both felt the same within the first few moments he came to. To the best of his knowledge, the dreams began after he was diagnosed with attention deficit disorder. The quack who gave him the prescription gave him a narcotic that created hallucinations. It was those hallucinations that still haunted him and resulted in the accident in the Army, an accident he relived in his dreams many times. The truth was he joined the Army fraudulently by not declaring that he had used prescription medication for his diagnosis. That fraud would have resulted in a steeper punishment than he would have received had the Army thought the accident was planned. The stupidity of it all only made things worse. 
 
    Ben startled awake. This time it was the Black Paint dream. He was in the shower on the Shistain when black paint came from the shower head. It fell to the deck, but instead of oozing down the drain, it began to crawl up his legs, tightening its bond to his skin so that he could not move. In his dream, Ben looked down as it crept closer to his face, wrapping his entire body before enveloping his head and suffocating him. It was the moment in the dream where he could not breathe that he usually woke up, his face red and bloated from holding his breath in the real world.  
 
    He stood up, panicked and ready to fight off whatever was after him, but nothing was there except the dark cabin on his crummy ship. “Holy farking shit,” he said through an out-of-breath exhale. He collapsed back onto the couch, warm and damp from his hot sweat seeping into the cushions. He sat there, panting as his heart beat like a drum playing 1/32nd notes in his heaving chest. He looked at the cabin, seeking all the ways the black paint could evade his privacy, but he knew it was an irrational reaction to the subconscious terror his mind was going through. Knowing that did little to make him feel better though. 
 
    Ben rose from the couch and went to the small refrigerator next to his slightly taller stove. The refrigerator was mostly bare, just a few beers left behind from the previous owners that Ben had been meaning to toss out for seven months, and a six-pack of flavored waters. Unfortunately, they’re the shitty berry flavored ones, he thought as he pulled one from the plastic container. He scrapped his tongue against the back of his teeth after taking the first sip. Why do I even buy these? Without answering his own question, Ben chugged the rest of the bottle and tossed it into the trashcan in front of the couch. I guess I successfully replaced the parched feeling in my throat with the taste of artificially flavored nasty, he thought, leaning back into the soft cushions of his couch. Well done, Ben.  
 
    He closed his eyes, but did not wish to sleep. He wanted only to quiet the thoughts running through his brain until the sun rose and he could get back to work. In a few days he hoped he could leave all of these thoughts and memories behind. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 chap+er +hree  
 
    “Fark-Me-Friday.” It had a certain ring to it, yet the connotations of it implied some harsh hardship that even the most promiscuous person might find daunting. It was a moniker born from the depraved sense of feeling insignificant; as the day people looked forward to most was twisted and perverted into a disastrous workday. Enough of those kinds of Fridays had a way of tainting the most happy-go-lucky of souls. In short, it was shitty as fark. Even with a few years out of the Army under his belt, Ben couldn’t help crawling from beneath the sheets on a Friday morning and muttering the same three words that seemed so prophetic while he served. While most of the civilized worlds used Friday as an excuse to cut out of work early, or at least on time, the Army always had a fresh brand of bullshit to torpedo your day straight into what his friends used to call “shit-blivion.” The old-timers had a different name for it, but Shit-blivion stuck in his platoon, and the members used it as a way of laughingly lamenting over the lack of morale permeating through the ranks.  
 
    Ben didn’t have to worry about any of that now, but the lingering memory of it still tainted his outlook on the day. Luckily for him, this Friday was going to be his last on Earth. His launch window was scheduled for early Saturday morning, and today was delivery day for the supplies he ordered earlier in the week. Sure, he had a long day ahead of him, but it was his choosing, not some power-hungry sergeant who got his kicks from sucking the morale out of his troops. This day had all the emotional highs of the last day of at a crap job when you knew you were moving on to bigger and better things. He was stoked to finally be within the last twenty-four hours before his life was going to change and he could put the past behind him, and everything on Earth left from his past. 
 
    Ben rose from the couch with a spring in his step that was perhaps a little too springy. The top of his head met the business end of a chill water pipe mount. Any other day of the week, he would have remembered it was there. But today, as if it was taunting him for being in such a good mood, he smacked his head hard enough to have a metallic taste in his mouth that oddly mixed well with the bloody mixture of saliva squishing around in there from biting his tongue. “Fark!” He wanted to punch the bulkhead to distract from the pain that tingled on his tongue, but that would have been a broken hand waiting to happen. Instead, he just seethed as he stormed off, rubbing the top of his head and pulling his fingers away every few seconds checking to see if there was any blood. Fortunately, the only blood shed was from the tip of his tongue.  
 
    Despite the sore mouth, he was famished and needed to eat something to dull the ache in his stomach. “That’s what I get for skipping dinner,” he said as he stepped into the kitchen. Of course, where the cabin ended and the kitchen began was anyone’s guess, considering the entire area was one wide open space with no walls separating the different habitable areas. The only “rooms” on the Shistain being a humorously tiny bathroom and the cockpit, comprising two seats and enough switches and controls to give an engineer a headache. Luckily, most of those switches were originally used for the ship’s previous life as a transport ship. When it came to running it as a personal carrier, there was a minimal number of controls Ben was required to know how to use. It was idiot proof for anyone smart enough to know how to fly.   
 
    He grabbed a protein bar from an open box on the counter and pulled away the crinkling wrapper. The noise of it opening was one of the most obnoxious sounds to ever dance around his ears. Thin semi-metallic wrappers that could not be opened without making a racket should be banned, he thought. There’s no way to open them quietly. He knew it was a marketing ploy. Manufacturers used the loud wrappers to draw attention to people using their product. Just because I hate it doesn’t mean it’s not effective, Ben thought as he tossed the wrapper away and shoved half the bar in his mouth to take a bite too large to chew comfortably.  
 
    In Ben’s mind, he was always in a hurry, but that was rarely ever the case these days. It was a habit he learned in the Army when he had small windows of opportunity to eat. They were training for the perpetual war that never ceased. For ninety-seven years, World War IV loomed on the horizon, a stalemate as world leaders refused to take the first aggressive step towards dominance. Russia conquered the United States during World War III, but times were different and the value of human life increased as the children of mankind flourished while they spread out to the stars. The machine of war was an outdated tool of humanity’s stupidity, yet it was the only tool they knew how to sharpen and make use of their points. While he chewed, Gli+ch whirred in a delicate hum. He looked down to see what the problem was, but it was negligible, just the pinky and thumb tapping together lightly. He knew from his life before the accident that it was a nervous action, not an actual flaw in the hardware, so he ignored it as he shoved the rest of the bar into his mouth.  
 
    Lost in the thoughts of the world he hoped to sever his ties to, he moved to the aft portion of the Shistain, towards the cargo hold so he could get started on the launch preparation. He thought about his first few months of indoctrination into the Army’s mindset. They prepare you for war by teaching you that it was necessary, he thought. By time his training was coming to an end, he was panicked that he would go to war, but excited about the prospect just the same. It did not matter that hundreds of thousands of men and women had been waiting for the call for more years than were comprehensible. The artificially induced urgency of the situation seemed to dictate that the real threat was imminent, and that terrified the shit out of him. It still did.  
 
    Ben shook his head of the thoughts running through it. “It’s about time I get over these old ghosts,” he whispered, pushing the broom from one end of the cargo hold to the other. The cargo hold of the Shistain was twice the size of the cabin area, and he’d cleaned it weekly since purchasing the ship. It wasn’t the fact that the ship was dirty that prompted the weekly cleaning, but the fact that he finally owned something of his own and wanted to take pride in it, so long as it didn’t take too much work. Regardless of the age and disrepair of the ship, he loved it, warts and all. There was a problem with electrical issues, though, that he had a hard time getting ahead of. They weren’t the kinds of problems that would endanger his life, but could affect his quality of life while onboard. The lights were always shorting out due to bad ballasts, and he’d spent the last week or more replacing them all. “I never thought owning a ship would be so much work,” he said as he shoved another light-housing into place and screwed the lens cover back on. It was already noon and he grew curious about when his shipment was going to arrive. Ben stalked down the cargo door and into the warm sunlight beating down onto the tarmac. In the distance, he saw a large cart being pulled by a heavy-set woman in a brown uniform. “Oh shit, this must be it,” he said excitedly, rubbing his hands together greedily.  
 
    The woman stopped at his ship and stared up at him. “I’m looking for the Shit Stain,” she said. 
 
    Ben grinned and stepped down to greet her. “It’s the Shistain. It’s less offensive that way,” he crooned, rubbing his hand along the hull as if he was consoling the ship. 
 
    “You can call your girlfriend whatever you want. It’s none of my business, but if you ask me, I don’t think the girls will coming running to see you on a boat called the Shit Stain.” The laugh that followed was hoarse and throaty, almost sounding as if it was being forced. 
 
    “Shistain,” Ben corrected, barely hiding the irritation in his voice. 
 
    “Yeah? I don’t really care. I’m just here to drop off your order and inventory to make sure you received everything. The sooner we do this the sooner I can move on with my life.” 
 
    This woman has the negative attitude that could take on an Army platoon, he thought, eying her warily. “All right,” he said, reaching for one of the boxes. 
 
    “Don’t touch it yet, I have to go in a certain order,” she barked rudely. 
 
    Ben held fast, the woman’s attitude grating on his nerves. He stood there for a moment as she thumbed through the chart and pulled out a scanner. She waved the wand-shaped tool over one of the barcodes and a chirp sounded. “Nine cases of baked beans, holy shit, this is going to leave a shit stain isn’t it?” Her laughter barked loudly, hissing through her sagging neck-flesh and reverberating from her jowls.  
 
    Her inability to let her previous joke go was infuriating. Ben grabbed the case and loaded it into the cargo hold, coming back to see her still snickering. She scanned another box. “Six cases of toiletries, assorted.” Ben reached down and grabbed the case, largely ignoring the woman, or trying to as he repeated the process for each crate, carrying it up into the cargo hold and coming back down to see the big woman leaning on the cart lazily. Her hair jutted out in wild directions from under her cap, and he was sure her shirt should have been tucked into her pants instead of half-hanging out and making her look like a slob, but that could have easily been his OCD transfixed on dressing down other people based on the haunted memories of his life in the Army. He did take note of her nametag, though. It said, “Trish”. 
 
    She knelt down and scanned the next case; the chirp of the scanner sounded sharply, and she immediately chuckled again. “A sex-bot huh? You’re a kinky boy. I wonder how the ladies like that about you, or maybe that’s why you need the bot,” she said, every few words cut short by her snorting laughter. 
 
    Embarrassed, Ben snatched up the case and carried it inside, dropping the heavy box onto the deck and shoving it with his foot under one of the work stations. Before walking off the ship, he extended two middle fingers in the woman’s direction, mouthing a series of expletives that he only wished he was ballsy enough to say to the woman’s face, but knew she would probably beat the shit out of him for doing so. Hell, she’s twice my size; she’ll probably crush me and laugh about it while she does it. Ben composed himself and slowly exited the ship. 
 
    “Wow, took you long enough. Had to get a quickie in, did you?” 
 
    Ben glared at her. “No, Trish.” He said her name as indignantly as he could, but his answer only elicited a hearty laugh at his expense. 
 
    “Whatever, Kinky Boy.” She looked down at the form for his name. “Benjamin Dale. See, I can read too, so why don’t you grab your shit and quit being such a baby.” Trish scanned the last box. “Nine cases of toilet paper. How appropriate.” 
 
    Ben grabbed the case and started to walk away from the woman, but he couldn’t hold in the rage he was feeling anymore. “You know, you’re the most disrespectful, unprofessional person I think I’ve ever encountered.” 
 
    She looked at him, shock on her face. “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah. You really should be ashamed of yourself.” 
 
    “Wow, I had no idea,” she said, her voice softer now. Her eyes looked moist as if tears were forming in the corners of her eyes. She looked sad in a way that Ben did not think she was capable of, based on her hard exterior. His own anger softened. 
 
    “No idea of what?” Ben asked, the need to repair the damage his words might have caused weighed heavily on his heart. 
 
    A smirk grew on her face where a pout had barely formed before. “I had no idea you could be such a bitch. Enjoy your sex-bot. I’m sure it looks forward to being disappointed by your lack of sexual prowess.” She pulled the cart along with her, laughing hysterically as her thick body disappeared behind the frame of the motorized cart. 
 
    Ben cursed under his breath. There were so many words he wanted to say, but none of them would make the situation any better. Some people just like getting a rise out of others. 
 
    “I hate people,” he said, turning to walk back into his ship. 
 
    Before him, the real work was about to begin. He had boxes and crates stacked up to the overhead in some places, but he would not be able to take off without securing everything. He began taking down the boxes and situating them in a way that would evenly distribute the weight. As he worked, he decided to make things easier by opening the larger boxes and crates and storing the goods while tossing out the trash and unneeded boxes. “No need to take a bunch of clutter with me,” he said to no one in particular. He just liked to hear the sound of a voice while he worked. It was a side effect of being alone most of the time, he supposed.  
 
    Once Ben had most of the boxes broken down, he came across the one containing the sex-bot. he looked at it, embarrassment still clutching on him with sharp fingernails. “Fark it,” he said. “I’m not opening that shit. I may as well return it if I come back or sell it on Europa.” He stared at the box for a moment and then turned around to see that everything else was stacked as it needed to be. All that was left was taking out the trash and he would be ready to launch in the morning. “I may as well enjoy my last night on Earth with a few cold beers and some Chinese food.” He said, grabbing a box of trash and hauling it off the Shistain to dispose of it, leaving the sex-bot and the rest of his supplies in the dark void of the cargo hold. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 chap+er four 
 
    Launch day. Twenty-two years, three months, seventeen days, and six hours in the making, and Ben was finally poised for his destiny; at least the destiny he chose to seek for himself. Any other day he would say “fark fate,” but this felt different, surreal even, as he sat in the cockpit, strapped into the pilot’s chair. He remembered the moment when everything felt so clear to him. He was reading a magazine, his eyes falling over the loosely clung words as his ADD fought to bring everything together, but it was an image that drew his attention to this life-changing moment. It was a picture of Europa as seen from space, but below that image was one depicting a mining technician, his gray coveralls clean and pressed, the name of the company Syna-Corp emblazoned down one sleeve. Ben remembered looking at the man’s coveralls and the smile on his face and realizing that was what he wanted for his life: to live off Earth and to work in an industry not tainted by the rigors of city life. Of course, the article explained how much money was to be made, and that the people who arrived to mine Europa would go down in history as the second set of off-world inhabitants in the history of humanity, but it was the idea of starting over somewhere else that initially drove Ben to act. The fact that Mars seemed more and more of a lost cause every year did much to unsettle his mind. All he needed was a ship to get there, and he found her.  
 
    Ben patted his hands along the armrests of his chair before running his hands along the switches for the tenth time in as many minutes. If one switch was out of sequence the Shistain could crash in a fiery blaze, never mind the fact the ship probably wouldn’t alert him of any hazard in his flight status. The worrisome dread threatened to cripple his resolve, if he did not find a way to occupy his fingers. Everything was in its place, just as it was the other ten times. 
 
    “Oh shit,” Ben said under his breath as the air traffic controller buzzed through his radio. The startling ping before the woman’s voice entered his ears was piercing. His ears rang as he turned down the volume knob, only to discover her voice was barely audible enough to be made out, thanks to the shitty compression of his radio system. Ben rotated the volume knob clockwise until he could hear her more clearly, constantly in fear that another ping would sound and rupture his eardrum. 
 
    “Shistain, you are queued next in line. Are you prepared for launch?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ben said, forgetting at first to depress the switch on his radio. “Yeah, this is the Shistain. I’m ready to roll.” He sat back, confident and excited. Nothing can be better than this, he thought. 
 
    Another ping ended his enthusiasm. This earsplitting sound made him wince as another announcement filled his throbbing ears. “Be aware, Shistain, that there are appropriate responses over the radio. The correct protocol if you are ready for launch is affirmative. If you are not prepared to launch the correct response would be negative. A breach in protocol again will result in the grounding of your craft and revocation of your license. Do you understand?” This voice was different, more authoritative. Ben noticed it was sent through a personal channel and not the open channel used by the air traffic controller speaking to him before. Really, that’s a thing? 
 
    “Ye…affirmative,” he replied nervously. Nothing was more nerve-racking than having your parade pissed on by someone of higher authority. Ben was trying to have fun with the adventure ahead, but this asshole was coming off like he wanted to ground Ben for using the wrong verbiage. “Fark off, dickhead,” Ben whispered, careful to note whether or not the radio switch was keyed up or not. He sighed, feeling like a coward for not saying what was on his mind to the guy on the other end, but he was just ready to get off this rock. Pride doesn’t mean shit anymore. If that’s true then why did having my dick slapped over the radio hurt my feelings so much? He sat in awkward silence, waiting for the man to come back on the line to chastise him for improper etiquette. Thankfully, it didn’t happen. 
 
    “This is air traffic control. Shistain, you are queued next in line. Are you prepared for launch?” It was the original air traffic controller again, her voice much calmer and polite than her supervisor, or whatever he was. Ben wondered what she looked like on the other side of the radio. He imagined she was a blond, petite girl, maybe with some glasses that showed the flight plan over her eye. I bet she has her hair in a bun too. 
 
    “Affirmative,” he said, making his voice deeper and more professional sounding to his own ears. He didn’t know why he felt the urge to try and impress her. She had no idea who he was or where he was going. Regardless, he had no intention of ever parking this ship back on Earth ever again. Still, the desire to impress was strong and hard to ignore. The fear of messing up and wrecking the ship into one of the buildings surrounding the tarmac gave him pause. It really didn’t matter that for an accident of that magnitude to occur, he would have to fly half a mile in any direction and make it past a point defense station used to prevent acts of terrorism from damaging the property. By the time his mistake could capitalize on embarrassing him, he would already be dead. Now that’s a comforting thought. 
 
    “Shistain, initiate launch sequence.” 
 
    “Showtime,” he said musically to no one. It was the time he’d been waiting for and there was no going back now. Ben ran his fingers across the switches and dials, bringing the drive to life and feeling the gentle rumble of its power through his seat. He watched the monitors, the engine parameters escalating to peak performance. Everything was as it should be and all that was left was to be released for flight as his ship hovered over its docking port. “Launch sequence initiated. All parameters are within limits.” 
 
    “Affirmative, Shistain, releasing dock port now.” Ben felt the ship lift as the dock port released its hold on his ship. “All visual indications of your ship being self-sustaining have been verified. You are now safe to depart, Shistain.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Ben said, his heart pumping with excitement as he lifted the ship higher in altitude. The drive propelled the Shistain forward quickly, the blood in his face draining from all of the force, before his suit inflated and kept all of his blood in his torso, all in order to maintain the blood flow to his brain. The sensation made his head feel five times its normal weight, but the tunnel vision creeping into his line of sight was already fading. Ben flew the Shistain through the glass ceiling and into the open skies, free from the constraints of New York City. He moved the external camera to look down on his home, or the place that he once called home, but now he felt he did not belong there. The streets looked like a grid, the distinct lines fading as he drifted further up the sky towards the dark void of space.  
 
    Somewhere in the ever-reaching propulsion of his ship, the sound of air rushing past evaporated, or it could have all been in his mind. But as the darkness loomed, consuming his ship in her vacuum, everything behind him seemed to fade away. The Earth was a shrinking ball behind him as the darkness grew more vivid with each passing second. “I made it,” he said, confidence returning to his voice as he was awestruck by what he had accomplished. Tranquility filled the cabin as he looked out at the twinkling stars, something he could hardly see most nights living in the harshly lit city. The port window of the Shistain was no larger than two fists coming together, but through it he could see his future, his freedom. What others might see as a sea of black, he saw as endless possibilities, and he was finally taking the first step.  
 
    Ben looked down at the data to see how fast he was dashing through space. By Earth standards, his ship would be traveling right around Mach I, but as there is no sound in space, Ben wondered if that could even be accurate. Seeing the gargantuan International Space Station from several hundred miles away made him feel as if the Shistain was crawling through space, that perhaps he could walk faster than his ship was moving. But the space station was half the size of Luna and he knew perspective could play tricks on how your mind perceived things when near something so large. 
 
    “This is farking beautiful,” he said, his hot breath fogging the port window. He wiped it away, staring out into the nothingness so full of wonder, a smile etched into his face enough to make his dimples stand out in his reflection. “Farking beautiful.”


 
   
  
 

 chap+er five 
 
    Thirty days. Seven-hundred and twenty hours of drifting through space, faster than any vehicle on Earth can travel, with only forty percent of that time spent sleeping. The rest of the time was spent mindlessly watching the twenty-one hours of documentaries that successfully downloaded to the computer before he launched. Twenty-one hours out of the more than one-hundred hours he'd purchased from the Net. That meant that through the course of two days, Ben watched three of the programs twice. 
 
    “The cyberattacks were just the first violation of the RUS-AM Pact, furthering the distrust between two sects of the governing powers. As the New American government’s anti-Russia propaganda gained popularity within the states, Russia cried foul, citing the militarization of New America a breach to the treaty that essentially ended World War III, not mentioning the fact that the propaganda violated speech laws under the New American Constitution as it was outlined by Russia’s government. Prime Minister Harold Gerald traveled to Russia to stave off the flames of war threatening to bring his states burning to the ground. The result of that meeting was a public execution and the remains of Prime Minister Gerald being sent back to New America in a casket draped with the Russian flag. That symbolism was not lost on American officials, and a hasty removal of all anti-Russian propaganda was orchestrated in order to prevent further digression.” 
 
    Ben's lips moved with the narration, never fumbling for the correct words to say. He'd seen this program sixteen times and had it committed to memory by the seventh viewing. He no longer needed to have the sound on the program to recite it word for word, but it wasn't why he kept the volume up. The truth was that after thirty days he felt utterly alone. The sound of another human's voice meant more to him than what those words had to say. 
 
    “It was fifteen years before the grumbling citizens of New America reared their heads against their Russian overlords. A single shot was fired in the sky, a warning shot from a Russian officer, on June 19, 2382, as American militias formed around the embassy in Sacramento, California. The shot rang over silent fears of growing aggression, but the militia laid down their arms, setting fire to the weapons as a symbol of peace on the brink of war. That single shot…” 
 
    Ben's eyelids felt heavy, but not from being tired, or perhaps he was tired and no longer understood what the sensation felt like. He yawned, a shrill sound as he stretched his stifled body and fought to find a reason to care any more about the war that never seemed to begin or have a rational end. It was all bullshit and he had the script down enough to quote the reasons why, but that all centered around the probability that you believed any of the explanations political theorists gave. Ben’s opinion was more akin to dumb luck than any real form of diplomacy. Humanity needed to survive, so the logical conclusion was not to wipe ourselves out in another brutally escalated war. It was common sense in a world where common sense sounded like a superpower. 
 
    “To hell with this,” Ben said, closing the program and selecting music to fill the silence of the cabin instead. “What to do, what to do?” He drummed his fingers on his leg to the tempo of the music, something that sounded reminiscent of jazz with an industrial metal vibe. It was random and welcomed, considering the monotony of long days in space were getting under his skin. 
 
    It came to Ben’s mind that the isolation he was feeling and the pent-up frustration was because he was lonely. He once wished to go days on end without having to deal with another person and their bullshit, but now he felt that he would give his left testicle to have to endure someone else, even if for a short time. He wiped sleep from his eyes, the crusty remains of dried tears crumbling between his thumb and index finger. His embarrassment of being caught ordering the sex-bot by the delivery woman was waning to the point of nonexistence. Ben canted his head towards the aft section of the Shistain, to the void where the box containing his mystery guest waited patiently in the darkness.  
 
    “Should I?” He asked himself, knowing full well what the answer would be, but craving the sound of spoken words over the claustrophobic void of lonesomeness. His fingers danced on his leg, no longer tapping to the beat of the music, but to the thrum of his heart as he anticipated the possibilities that lay ahead if he could muster the courage to open the box and give into the temptation. His hands grew sweaty as he sat in silent contemplation. 
 
    Ben leaned forward, but did not fully commit to standing up. He paused another moment or two, waiting for the silent voice in his head to tell him whether he should act. The voice remained silent, snuffed out by the desires of a sexually repressed man cascading towards an uncertain future. The romanticism of his plight fueled the eagerness to copulate with a machine, to take pleasure in its company, to use it for his wiles. 
 
    Ben stood; a conqueror of his fears, of his humiliation. The beat of a distant war drum thrummed in his ears as he took the first few steps forward, slowly at first, not wanting to run towards his prize. Ben chose to savor it, to stalk the conquest and enjoy it fully. The war drums drew silent as he made his way to the door into the cargo hold. He realized it was nothing more than a change in the music as it played on the speakers in the cabin, a soundtrack for his lust. The door opened, welcoming him into the abyss. The lights were off, but a single word fixed that. “Lights,” Ben ordered, like a general to his army. The cargo hold was flooded in brilliant illumination, blinding at first until his brown eyes adjusted.  
 
    He saw the box, hidden under the workstation where he left it before his journey began. It beckoned to him. “Open me,” he imagined it saying, the words echoing in his mind, reverberating between his ears as a cadence. The voice he attributed to the box was sultry and feminine, luscious and beautiful and all the adjectives he could think of that made his lust burn like a wildfire. He stepped towards the box, dust already gathering on the surface. It was a sign of neglect that he would have to repay with plentiful hours of sensuous behavior. The thoughts of what he wanted to do with the contents of the box flooded his imagination and he found himself thirsty to act on those thoughts. Ben fought the urge to tear the box open, to grapple with the wrapping like clothes on a teenage boy’s first lover. He was a man. He could take his time. 
 
    No, he couldn’t. 
 
    Ben jumped towards the box, seeking the seam of the tape and ripping it from the cardboard container. It peeled away in painful shreds, delaying his victory, his release. His fingers scrambled to find access; digging between the taped corners and the inside of the box, they flexed, and they gripped, and they tore it away. Cardboard cried in agony as he disrupted the integrity of the container, remnants of its former glory falling to the deck beside him. 
 
    With heavy breathing, Ben pulled the cover from the box and beheld a mass of plastic packaging pellets. To his eyes, it looked like a sea of pink plastic, the waves cresting lightly as the ship drifted port and starboard as it careened towards Europa. “What a mess this is going to be,” he said, sinking his hands into the pink pool and finding purchase on the sex-bot’s torso. Ben strained to lift it, feeling the burn in his lower back. He corrected his posture, genuflecting to allow him to lift with his legs. The fleshy torso felt soft, yet solid under his grips and his excitement grew as he rose from a kneeling position and brought the sex-bot out into the open. 
 
    Wide eyes stared at the half-naked machine as he leaned it against the work station. Tired and out of breath, he glared at it, his pulse rising, but not for the lust that was burning in his loins. “What the fark?” Before him leaned a male sex-bot, half-clothed, it’s ripped torso displaying muscles Ben had never seen on himself, much less another person. “This can’t be.” 
 
    Ben knelt and grabbed the shipping slip from the torn box cover and ran a shaky index finger along each line, pausing when he found the description of the sex-bot. “M/M,” he said, “no farking way.” Frustrated, he crumpled the shipping slip in his hand and tossed it behind him. “And I was embarrassed when I thought it was a chick. I’m glad she didn’t see this.” 
 
    Ben stood and stared at the sex-bot, shaking his head in disappointment. The body of the sex-bot was slightly shorter than six feet and had a mocha complexion. The head was bald, but a perfectly manicured, pencil-thin mustache spread across its upper lip. Ben imagined this would be any gay man’s idea of a fun sex-bot, but for him it border-lined on horrific. Not only was he not into guy on guy action, but he would be left alone for the next several months because there was no way in hell he was going to power this thing on. Ben would laugh if he wasn’t so pissed off, but despite the anger he could see the humor in the situation. Unfortunately, he was thousands of miles from any form of civilization and he was going stir crazy. He looked down at the box full of plastic pellets and wondered what he had done wrong in a past life to deserve such a shitty turn of luck. “May as well stuff you back where you came from so I don’t have to look at you,” he grumbled, taking hold of the sex-bot and attempting to lift it from the deck. He strained his muscles, but the sex-bot was top heavy and leaning away from him. Ben repositioned his footing and tried again, wrapping his left arm around the neck of the sex-bot and pulling it towards him. At that moment, the ship rolled twelve degrees starboard, sending the sex-bot’s dead weight towards Ben, and he was unprepared to catch the crashing form of mechanical manhood. The bot fell onto Ben, the heavy weight knocking the wind from Ben’s lungs. He could already feel a knot forming on his head where it smacked against the deck and his rage was building up to something he had not felt since he was in the Army. 
 
    A rapid utterance of expletives fell from his lips and he shoved the bot away from him, straining under the weight to lift it from pinning him to the deck. He shoved away, pushing against the bot’s forehead with both hands as he tried to pull himself free. His left arm shifted under the weight, another Gli+ch triggered by some rogue stimulus tossing it into a mechanical frenzy, causing Ben to drop the heavy head of the sex-bot squarely into his groin. He cried out in pain; the throbbing of nerves laughing maniacally at his expense made his eyes tear up. He used his right hand to punch the bot in the top of the head, his knuckles striking the hard-plated material and sending a jolt of pain up his arm.  
 
    “Damn it to hell!” Irritation, frustration, and some other word ending in “tion” coursed through his body. “Get off me,” he seethed, shoving again with both hands, forgetting that his gli+ch-riddled left arm was unreliable. When his left hand made contact with the head of the sex-bot, it sent a jolt of electricity that initiated the startup sequence. To Ben’s horror, the sex-bot came to life, it’s head lifting, and dark brown orbs looking up to him. Their eyes met, locked into each other for a brief moment.  
 
    “Hello, my name is Chip,” it said. 
 
    Ben groaned, trying to get out from under the weight of the now-awake robot. “My name’s Ben. Can you please get off of me?” 
 
    Chip looked down to examine the situation before looking back up into Ben’s anxious eyes. “Are you sure? We could have a lot of fun in this position.” 
 
    Ben rolled his eyes. Any other time he would think the joke was funny, but he wasn’t much in the mood for finding the lighter side of anything at this point. “Seriously? Get the fark off me.” 
 
    Chip slowly retreated from his place on top of Ben, the quiet sound of perfectly manufactured gears moving the articulating joints of the man-like machine. Under the thin skin of the unit, Ben could make out the soft sounds of the actuators, hydraulic fluid coursing through lines at one-hundred and fifty pounds per square inch. It was enough force to break a bone if the robot was used to enact violence, but instead it was used as a personal sex toy. 
 
    Well, not this one, at least not by me, Ben thought. 
 
    Chip stood and extended an open hand to Ben, who reluctantly took it as Chip assisted him in standing up. Ben noticed a sharp pain shooting down his right leg and knew he had tweaked his back again. “Ow,” he hissed as he tried to step forward. 
 
    “Are you all right?” 
 
    “I think I hurt my back pulling you out of the box.” 
 
    Chip looked down at the scattered pink pellets and the sinking form in the center of the box where his body had been. It was just an empty coffin now. “Do you require my assistance?” 
 
    Ben went to take another step, but the act of lifting his leg a short distance caused pain to erupt again. “I’m afraid so,” he said, furious that he had to rely on the robot to get back to bed. He knew where that would lead, but he wasn’t about to have any of the robot’s shenanigans, program or not. 
 
    “Take my hand and I will help you.” 
 
    Ben reached out, taking Chip’s hand. The robot steadied him as they slowly moved out of the cargo hold and back into the main living space. The temperature cooled as they left the cargo hold behind, but the shooting pain up and down Ben’s spine brought sweat to his brow. He winced with each step, inhaling sharply to keep from crying out. This was the third time he’d thrown his back out, and each time was a miserable existence for the better part of a week. And to think, this is all because I got a thrill out of doing a sex-bot. This is what I get for this shit, he thought as Chip lowered him to the small mattress. Truth-be-told, the couch was more comfortable, but he knew the firm mattress would support his back better. 
 
    “Do you need anything?” Chip asked while Ben adjusted himself. 
 
    Ben groaned, trying to find a comfortable position as his entire body ached. “No, I just need to lie here and try to forget about the world. 
 
    “Is there any medication that can help?” 
 
    Ben canted his head towards Chip, but didn’t look into his eyes. “There’s some valium in the cabinet to the left.” 
 
    Ben watched as Chip turned and made his way to the cabinet. The door squeaked as he pulled it open, the packed shelves spilling the contents out onto the counter. Ben could imagine the computerized eyes scanning each label until it identified the proper bottle. I bet he would be great at word-search, he thought, trying to numb his thoughts to the pain he was experiencing. 
 
    “This medication is out of date. I’m not sure it is safe for you to consume.” 
 
    Ben smirked, “It’s an old bottle, but the medication is new. It’s fine.” 
 
    Chip turned and stared at him. “That is not a common use of prescriptions. I’m afraid that by allowing you to take this medication that I will be complicit in your abuse of a narcotic.” 
 
    If Ben’s body didn’t hurt so much to move he would have rolled his eyes. “Look, Chip,” he said, saying the robot’s name mockingly. “I’m in enough pain that I could eat a bullet and be perfectly fine with the outcome because it would be better than what I feel right now. So, if you could not be whatever you’re being right now, and give me the farking pills, that would be great.” Ben knew that sarcasm was not a method of communication that even the most advanced robots understood, but it made him feel better nonetheless. 
 
    Chip relented and gave Ben the opened bottle of pills. 
 
    Ben’s hand shook as he tapped two pills from the bottle into his mouth and swallowed them dry. The chalky residue on his tongue was nasty, but the La-La-Land experience that would come later was something he was looking forward to.  
 
    “I hope you’re right,” Chip said. 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “About the med‒” 
 
    “Never mind,” Ben said. “I don’t really care.” His words slurred as drool fell from his open mouth. The world was dead to him, and he was dead to the world. Ben wouldn’t have it any other way. 
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    The next morning Chip stood across the cabin, his big brown eyes looking up at Ben. As Ben opened he groggy eyes, he noticed that Chip sat shirtless and still despite the cold air rushing through the vents. Ben thought Chip might be cold, but then reminded himself that Chip was a robot, even though he looked like any other man Ben had seen. Still, even knowing Chip was a robot, Ben was distracted by the man wearing tight little shorts and no shirt.  A part of him was surprised Chip wasn’t wearing tassels. 
 
    “I really need to get you some clothes,” Ben said as he stood up on shaky legs. The pills he’d taken were enough to knock out an elephant and he wasn’t entirely sure how long he had been sleeping. If my growling stomach is any indication, I must have been knocked out for more than twenty-four hours, he thought as began walking away from the couch. Chip attempted to follow Ben as he walked to what Ben referred to as the bedroom. It was nothing more than a small stowage area where Ben tossed his dirty clothes. “Stay,” he ordered Chip, using a deep and authoritative voice as if that would make a difference. It reminded Ben of his cracking pubescent voice when he ordered the family dog off the furniture. 
 
     He would laugh, but his voice still did that from time to time, and it was embarrassing. Chip stopped following him and merely stood, statuesque, watching Ben as he knelt down and fumbled through the clothing on the deck. “Here, try this on.” Ben said as he tossed a black t-shirt towards Chip, who caught it single-handedly. 
 
    Chip unfolded the waded shirt to see red and white lettering scrawled across the stark black fabric. “What is ‘Tabitha Anne’?”  
 
    Ben looked up as Chip showed the printed side of the shirt to him. 
 
    “Tabitha Anne was an all-female death metal band I listened to in high school,” he replied. 
 
    Chip studied the design for a moment and shrugged his shoulders as if he was thinking about the band and came to some realization. The t-shirt hugged against Chip’s body, tight around the shoulders and chest. The fit of it actually made Ben jealous because it hung like a loose sack on him when he wore it. “Do you like?” Chip’s voice was flirtatious and sensual. 
 
    Ben glared at Chip. “It’s a t-shirt, man. There’s nothing to like about it,” he said. Chip stared back at him, watching him as he moved towards the couch and collapsed in a frustrated heap. The cushions sagged under his bodyweight, springs groaning as he shifted to get in a more comfortable position. Ben was used to the fact one side sat higher than the other, and he compensated by leaning against the armrest so his back wouldn’t start hurting. I wish I could have afforded a new couch before leaving Earth, he thought. 
 
    Chip stepped over to the couch as well, slowly sitting, the couch regretfully welcoming his mass as he reclined backwards. The groan on the couch crying out filled the room as Ben looked on in horror, waiting for the couch to crumble into splinters, but it never did. The man and the sex-bot looked into each other’s eyes, one questioning his sanity and the other seeming to question what the next move should be. Ben shook his head and looked away, his heart beating wildly in his chest. He was far from aroused. Chip seemed to sense the frustration in Ben’s mannerisms and placed a gentle hand on the inside of Ben’s leg. 
 
    Ben jumped up, mortified. “What the hell are you doing, touching me?” 
 
    Chip rose, following Ben as he walked off. “I’m only trying to make things better for you.” 
 
    “By groping me?” Ben asked, his voice raised in pitch, but didn’t crack. 
 
    Chip smiled. “Placing a hand on another’s leg is not groping, by definition. Though, if I squeezed your buttocks as he walked past then that could be scrutinized as groping.” 
 
    Ben lifted his arms questioningly. “It is by perception.” He let the word hang in the air, fluttering slowly before Chip responded. 
 
    “I don’t understand. I’m only here for one thing.” 
 
    Ben stepped up to Chip and stuck a finger in his face. “I know, and I wish I could reprogram you into something more useful,” he spat. He was surprised by how much hatred spewed from his lips as he said it. What was more surprising was the fact that the hatred came from how he felt about himself and the mistake he made in buying a gay sex-bot when he intended to purchase a hot female sex-bot. How do I keep farking myself over like this? 
 
    Chip stood, looking into Ben’s hate-filled eyes. There was a tinge of sadness in his face as emotion receptors computed what expression was appropriate. Chip simulated taking a deep breath and spoke. “I am useful, but it is up to you how best to utilize me.” 
 
    “We’re not farking.” 
 
    Chip nodded. “I understand you have reservations, but perhaps you can find me useful in other ways that don’t require the sexual tension floating in the air around us.” 
 
    “What sexual tension?” This time his voice did crack, and his face blushed in embarrassment. 
 
    “It is only natural for a man such as you to feel an infatuation for someone as aesthetically pleasing as myself. There is no shame in that.” 
 
    Ben shook his head. “You’re out of your farking mind if you think I’m infatuated with you.” 
 
    “If not, then why is your heart rate elevated? That is a sign of sexual desire, is it not?” 
 
    Ben snapped. “It’s also a sign for being mad enough to want to farking vomit!” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Why are you mad enough to want to vomit? Did you eat something that doesn’t agree with you?” 
 
    This guy is beyond annoying, Ben thought. He knew it was just the programming, but he was certain the people responsible were purposefully toying with him by creating such a dense machine. “No, I didn’t eat anything that doesn’t agree with me. I just realized that I made a purchase I didn’t want, spent more money than I should have, and now have to sit in this tin can for months with a sex-bot I can’t do anything with.” 
 
    Chip looked at Ben apologetically. “If it’s any consolation, I have no reservations towards being with you. I am, after all, programed to please you.” 
 
    “For fark’s sake.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Ben looked at Chip, his anger fading only because the situation was so messed up that it bordered on comical. “Look, if you want to help take care of the ship and make things easier for me, great. But please, don’t try to make things weird sexually. It’s not my thing and if things do get weird I’m going to have to power you down.” 
 
    Chip nodded his head, the look on his face somewhere between thoughtful and constipated in Ben’s opinion. Apparently, they haven’t made every effort to make these sex-bots one-hundred percent lifelike. 
 
    “What would you have me do?” 
 
    Ben looked around at the mess that he’d been meaning to cleanup for the last few weeks. “For starters, you could clean up around here. I’m usually busy monitoring the flight path of the ship and making sure nothing is going wrong with the engine.” 
 
    “All right. I will clean the ship for you,” Chip said. 
 
    Ben stood and smiled. This is a good turn on a negative situation, Ben thought. I wish I could capitalize on all my fark ups this easily. 
 
    Ben reclined back and placed his hands behind his head, content with the idea that things were finally looking up. The stress of being on the ship alone was at a point where it could fade as he got used to having an ill-purposed robot walking around. If I can deal with this, I can deal with anything. 
 
    Seemingly on cue, his left arm gli+ched, shorting to the bulkhead and sending a shock through his other arm. A blue arc of electricity climbed towards the ceiling and reached out towards the light in the center of the room, causing it to blow the fluorescent bulb inside. 
 
    “Shit!” Ben screamed, both from the fear and the pain. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Chip said, walking hurriedly back into the cabin. 
 
    Ben was looking at his gli+ching arm, the motors running erratically and causing his hand to spin around at the wrist. Sparks were shooting out near the elbow, and with each beat of his heart he could feel himself being shocked. This is the worst episode I’ve had in a long time, Ben thought as he gaped at the sparks fluttering to the deck like raindrops. “My arm is gli+ching out again,” Ben said finally. 
 
    Chip stepped over to him and grabbed his arm. “The synchro’s aren’t properly shielded. So you have any thermal paste?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Chip shrugged. “I need something to keep the synchro’s from arcing against the framing of your arm. It’s a good thing these materials are made to withstand this kind of treatment, otherwise your arm would be dangling uselessly against your body.” 
 
    “Tell me something I don’t know,” Ben said sarcastically. He was unsure why he was taking his problem out on Chip, but the sex-bot didn’t seem to mind. 
 
    Chip grabbed a small screwdriver and wedged it between the two synchro’s, interrupting the power going to them and settling down Ben’s arm. Almost immediately the current entering his body died down and he was left with only the sensation of his chest feeling tight, but he knew it was normal after having an episode like this. 
 
    “Thanks,” Ben said. 
 
    “No problem, Ben. I’m here to make your life better.” 
 
    “Great.” Chip’s eyes lingered on Ben for a moment too long and Ben grew uncomfortable. “Well I already thanked you so you can probably continue what you were doing before.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, thank you,” Chip replied. He turned and walked back out of the cabin, leaving Ben to feel like a turd for treating Chip like shit.  
 
    I should apologize, he thought, but for now I need to rest. It’s not like Chip has any real feelings anyway. His rationalization didn’t make him feel any better, though. 
 
    “Hey, Chip?” 
 
    “Yes?” He said from the other side of the bulkhead. 
 
    “I’m sorry I was being an asshole to you.” 
 
    “What was that?” Chip replied, coming back into view. 
 
    Ben sighed. “I said I’m sorry for being such an asshole to you.” 
 
    “Oh,” Chip said with a shrug. “All right.” He smiled and disappeared back behind the bulkhead to finish cleaning the Shistain. 
 
    Ben smiled and let the robot work. 
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    The problem with space is all the darkness, not necessarily the color of darkness, but the emotional baggage the darkness carries with it. Somewhere beyond the asteroid belt the Shistain careened through the expansive vacuum, a silent marauder in pitch black nothingness. Outside there should have been more nothingness than the human mind could comprehend, but there was something sinister lurking in the shadows of the great void of space. 
 
    When Ben was alerted of the incoming craft, he felt a rumble in his stomach that had nothing to do with food. He was always anxious, and that anxiety had an embarrassing effect on his body. The first indicator was sweat stains under his arms, the dark gray a stark contrast against the lighter shade of fabric surrounding the rest of his torso. The other indication was something worse, the moist sensation of nervous sweat as it formed in his ass crack as something in his stomach seemed to do back-flips.  
 
    He ran to the monitor and saw a small vessel speeding towards him. The proximity alarm chimed; a deep warbling sound that sounded like a goose choking on a cork after he covered the speaker with enough foam to drown out the shrill chirp that would reverberate inside the hull otherwise. “You’ve got to be kidding me,” he said, hunched over the monitor. 
 
    “What is the matter?” Chip asked, with robotic concern impressed upon his features as his sensor arrays suggested the mood in the room had changed from uncomfortable to something worse. 
 
    “Could be pirates,” Ben said, not looking away from the white dot closing in on their position. 
 
    “Could be?” 
 
    Ben exhaled loudly. “Definitely pirates?” Ben said questioningly. “Which sounds better to you?” 
 
    Chip didn’t respond, but he watched as Ben hovered anxiously over the monitor. “Look, this is probably going to get real shitty, really quick, so if you could just hide or something, that would be great.” 
 
    “Why would I hide?” 
 
    Ben looked at Chip, seeing an expression of misunderstood loyalty in his eyes. “Because they take what they want if they see value in it. A couple of cases of food, no big loss. A computer, a bigger loss. A robot that can be used as a weapon, a pretty big loss.” 
 
    “But I’m not a weapon,” Chip replied. 
 
    “I know,” Ben said. “But they would program you into being one. You wouldn’t want that, would you?” 
 
    “No, of course, not.” 
 
    “Well, there you have it.” Ben looked at the monitor again and calculated the time in his head until they would be boarded. “We have only a few minutes; you might want to hide now.” 
 
    Chip turned to look around the cabin. His eyes settled on the door leading to the cargo hold. Ben watched Chip walk past, his heart beating faster as the pirates closed in. “Don’t make a sound,” Ben ordered. Chip didn’t respond, but Ben knew Chip had heard him—there was no way that Chip’s hi-tech sensor arrays didn’t pick up on everything, even the softest of sounds.  
 
    Ben stayed hunched over the monitor, crippling panic so thick in the air around him that he could cut it with a knife if he wanted to. This was not part of the plan; it wasn’t even on his radar as a possibility, yet here he was about to get boarded by people who live outside of the system. Laws were meaningless in the darkness of space. Hell, a hundred years, or more, could pass before anyone found any evidence of foul play. Ben looked at the small icon on the console that was meant to be used in case of distress. This particular moment fit the bill something serious, but he knew that if his finger touched that button, his craft would be blown to bits by whatever ordnance the pirate ship was carrying. It doesn’t matter how situations like this play out in the movies, Ben thought, in the real world the bad guys get away and the authorities eventually lose interest. The seconds ticked by slowly, each agonizing moment toying with the butterflies in Ben’s stomach. “Now is the time I really wish I had an FTL drive,” he muttered under his breath. 
 
    The pirates closed in like a lioness on her prey. The other ship crept up on the starboard side, metallic tendrils jutting away from its hull and clamping onto the Shistain with electromagnets. Ben could only watch as the monitor revealed what was happening outside of his ship. A robotic arm stretched out from the pirate ship, bringing with it the clamps to dock to the airlock leading into the cargo hold. It was not a fast process and the slowly ticking clock droned on in Ben’s ears only further perpetuated his anxiety. I don’t want to die. I don’t want to die. I don’t want to die. It was his mantra now as the sealed ducting closed onto the Shistain and pumped in artificial atmosphere so the pirates could board his ship. Everything happened in silence, no radio transmission, no control by Ben’s own hand. When the airlock cycled, it was done by whatever the docked ship used to control the Shistain’s computer system. 
 
    He heard the footsteps before the first voice broke the silence. Even knowing they were on board, the booming voice startled Ben, making him wish he could curl up and hide. 
 
    “I have only one lifeform on board, Eddy,” a nasally voice said from the dark cargo hold. 
 
    A tuft of darkness moved just out of view from where Ben sat shivering in fear. The darkness returned and with it brought the hulking form of a man ten years older than Ben, his hair thinning on top, but his eyes showing all that the aging process did nothing to diminish his ability to take what he wanted. The man—Eddy Ben presumed—stepped forward. “And what have we here? Shorty, I found our friend hunkering in the corner.” He looked down at Ben, a sneer on his face as if he was fighting back the urge to laugh in Ben’s face. “I’m assuming this is your first time, but even the real amateurs know that it’s best to actually try and hide. This whole sitting out in the open thing takes some of the fun out of it for me.” 
 
    Another person stepped from behind the towering man. This new individual was no more than half the height of Eddy. He must be Shorty, Ben thought, but the maniacal gaze of the man’s eyes didn’t make his accurately descriptive name as humorous as Ben would have hoped. At first, Eddy seemed like the most likely suspect to kill him, but Shorty seemed to contain all the crazy that was evident in Eddy’s eyes, but in only half the size. I bet he has a Napoleon complex too, Ben thought, but all it did was send shivers down his spine. 
 
    The nasal voiced, kid-sized, crazy person spoke next. “Here’s the thing: we are behind schedule and were expecting something a little more profound. If you can just point us towards the shit that might be worth something, then we’ll take it and let you go.” He turned around and gazed at the messy cabin, “Though, it looks like you don’t really have shit worthwhile. Your computer system is about twenty years obsolete and your furniture isn’t even structurally sound. Maybe we should let him rob us, huh?” 
 
    Eddy smiled, looking down at Shorty. “We can let him try.” 
 
    Ben gulped nervously. “I’m not trying to rob anybody. I’m just trying to go make a new life for myself somewhere else.” 
 
    The two pirates snickered. “You don’t find new life out here, kid,” Shorty said. “All you find is more bad days than you can count. Now, point us to the good stuff so we can be on our way.” 
 
    Ben lifted a reluctant finger towards the cargo hold. “Everything I brought with me is in there,” he said, barely louder than a whisper. “It’s just food and stuff.” 
 
    Shorty looked up at Eddy and nodded his head towards the hold. “Go check it out. And you,”—he pulled a ray gun from behind his back— “follow him so I can keep an eye on you. If you pull some silly shit, I’ll put a hole in your head so big it’ll take mine and Eddy’s dick to fill it. You got me?” 
 
    Ben’s eyes widened. He’d heard a lot of shit-talk in the Army, but the homoerotic sociopath version made him feel more uncomfortable about his future than ever before. What kind of person would get off on something like that? “I got you,” he said meekly, following the large man out into the cargo hold while Shorty pressed the tip of the ray gun into the small of his back. All it would take is a hairbreadth pull of the trigger and a beam of light one-tenth the heat of the sun would burn through my body in less than a second. Death would be quick, but now wasn’t a good time for dying, not in Ben’s mind. 
 
    Eddy whistled as he looked around. The cargo hold started out semi-organized, but over the course of a month it became a disheveled mess. Ben hardly knew exactly where anything was, and he was the one responsible for putting it wherever the hell it was. “Hot damn, you need a housekeeper, boy.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess,” Ben replied. 
 
    “You know, how much pride a person puts in the appearance of their ship says a lot about a man. For instance, I know I’m a crook, but I’m a crook who takes pride in what’s his. Every day, me and Shorty go through our ship and keep it clean. We might not be the best role-model for the youth of this generation, but at least no one could ever say we didn’t give a shit. You? I have no idea what you have going for you. Hell, we might be doing the world a favor if we off you.” A cryptic smirk spread across his face as he looked back and winked at Ben. 
 
    Ben went to take a step back nervously, but the ray gun sticking into the soft flesh under his t-shirt reminded him that Shorty was stalking behind him. 
 
    “Are you looking for shit to take or are you running your mouth?” Shorty said sardonically. 
 
    Eddy just grinned and went back to work. Ben had a hard time figuring out who was in charge, Eddy was the more imposing figure, but Shorty seemed to be more in control, dishing out orders that the much larger man took without complaint. “What have we here?” Eddy moved over to a large crate which Ben recognized immediately as the shipping container that Chip arrived in. “This doesn’t look like a food container to me.” 
 
    “It’s nothing, really,” Ben started to say, but the sharp point of the ray gun reminded him to keep his mouth shut. Besides, what harm is it if these guys find Chip? They’ll laugh, think I like man-love, and hopefully get out of here. 
 
    “Oh, shit, I’ve seen crates like this before,” Eddy said as he moved closer to it. “Those pink pellets are specifically made for sex-bots!” He turned to face Shorty with a wide, hungry grin on his face. “Maybe we can find something to do during the long downtime we’ve been having lately.” 
 
    Shorty smirked and moved out from behind Ben to get a closer look. Ben looked down at the short, stubby little man and noticed a scar behind his ear, probably born deaf and needed the surgery to hear. 
 
    Eddy knelt next to the crate and turned once more, as excited as a kid about to open a present on his birthday. “I hope she’s got a British accent, you know how I like the foreign girls,” he said as he reached his hands into the crate. 
 
    “I could give a shit less about the accent,” Shorty replied. “You know what I like.” 
 
    That comment struck Ben as odd and slightly more of an innuendo than the man probably intended. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Just so long as I get some then I’m good,” Eddy said, reaching his long arms into the crate to grab the sex-bot and bring it out into the open. Ben watched as the man strained slightly under the cumbersome weight of Chip’s robotic body. He knew what it felt like to haul the sex-bot out of that crate, and he envied Eddy none at all. “This thing is heavy as fark,” Eddy said through a strained, heavy gulp of air. He rose from the deck, Chip’s arms and legs dangling as it came out of the pink pellet abyss.  
 
    “What the hell?” Shorty said, the disgust in his voice bringing a smile to Ben’s face.  
 
    Now’s my chance, he thought as he grabbed Shorty by the collar and hurled him into a stack of boxes along the bulkhead. The man groaned as his head and shoulders struck the hard containers. Ben had hoped the man would drop his ray gun, but it still sat in his trembling hand as Shorty rubbed at the knot forming on his head. 
 
    “Seriously, you pussy-ass-bitch!”  
 
    Ben drew his own ray gun from under the front of his shirt and aimed it as the diminutive little man. “I have to protect my ship,” Ben said, trying as hard as he could to sound tough despite the distinct feeling that he would defecate himself at a moment’s notice. 
 
    “What the—” Eddy tried to say, but Chip came to life as the man held him in the air, looking back at the commotion Ben and Shorty was causing. Chip grabbed Eddy’s throat and squeezed. 
 
    With Eddy out of commission and an impasse between Ben and Shorty, the tides seemed to have turned. That was when Chip spoke.  
 
    “I’m afraid there are too many members of this sex party, Ben, and the dimensions of that one could pose a problem.” 
 
    Ben had no idea if that was an attempt at humor, but he laughed anyway. “Yeah, well the party’s over, Chip. I think we need to teach these boys a lesson, though.” 
 
    Chip stepped forward, carrying Eddy with him as the man struggled to break free. “I love portraying the disciplinarian.” 
 
    Ben, still aiming the ray gun in Shorty’s direction, looked at Chip. “I don’t think you get what I’m talking about.” 
 
    Chip canted his head towards Shorty and back at Ben. “Of course I do. We are going to stick it to them.” 
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    Shorty seethed as he glared at Ben. “You think you have us, but all it takes is a single press of this switch and the rest of my crew will storm onto your ship and blast your farking head off.” 
 
    The threat seemed real enough, but with the pirate ship docked to the Shistain, Ben scanned the vessel and concluded it could only support three personnel. He could give away the fact he knew Shorty was bluffing, but he’d never been in this type of situation before. “You sure do talk a lot despite the fact you have a weapon pointed towards your face.” 
 
    Shorty smirked. “I highly doubt you’ll shoot me.” 
 
    “Yeah, I wouldn’t be so sure about that.” 
 
    Shorty lifted his ray gun, leveling it in Ben’s direction. Ben could see the reflection of the shiny red blaster in the little man’s glistening eyes. It was a newer model, capable of welding steel within a nanosecond at maximum power. What it would do to Ben’s body if Shorty fired would be devastatingly quick. At least Ben hoped it would be. 
 
    Ben kept his blaster pointed at Shorty. He knew better than to withdraw. At least if I’m pointing it in his direction then he will assume I’m threatening. 
 
    Shorty shrugged. “I’m glad you seem to have found your balls, but this isn’t going to work out as well as you would like.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    A shit-eating grin spread on Shorty’s face. “Because, you idiot, you brought an uncharged blaster to a gun fight.” 
 
    Ben averted his gaze from Shorty and looked at the power meter running along the side of the weapon. All he saw was a flashing red light depicting the ray gun had no charge. “Well, shit,” Ben muttered. 
 
    “Well, shit, indeed,” Shorty remarked. “Die well.” He took a step forward to lean into his shot, his eyes afire with the impending kill that would lead to his victory. 
 
    Inside, Ben was about to release a load in his pants, and not in a good way, but outside he looked as if he already had. This is it, he thought, I’m going to farking die. 
 
    “Ben,” Chip said, drawing Shorty’s attention for a brief moment, but it was long enough. Chip hurled the hulking figure that was Eddy towards the short man, his large frame creaming Shorty, pinning him between the bulkhead and Eddy’s heavy, unconscious body. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Ben looked down at the mayhem and then back up at Chip. “That was awesome.” 
 
    Chip looked back at Ben and said, “I am not aware of how that could be considered awe inspiring, but thank you.” 
 
    “Dude, you kicked their asses.” 
 
    “I merely used one as a means to counteract the other. I believe the lowly man was going to shoot you within three heartbeats, based on his stats I was reading. I thought it would be unfortunate for me to not intervene in some kind of way. I hope my actions do not paint me in a negative light. After all, I am a lover and not a fighter.” 
 
    Ben shook his head. “Well, nice way to ruin the moment there, buddy. Anyway, can you grab some tape and ties so we can bind them up?” 
 
    “Affirmative,” Chip said, stepping back into the cabin, leaving Ben poised over the unconscious men. Ben had never been in a real fight before, and the thrill of it was exhilarating. Unfortunately, he was all too aware of the fact the fighting was done primarily by a sex-bot. I would be embarrassed if it wasn’t so funny, he thought as he reached down for Shorty’s ray gun. It felt warm and heavy in his hand, much more threatening than the bright red paint job made it look. 
 
    Below him, Shorty moved an arm, trying to turn over. Ben, full of trepidation and fear, swiftly kicked the man in the face, knocking him out again. “You can never be too careful.” 
 
    Chip returned moments later. “We only have a few ties and a quarter roll of tape, Ben. I hope this is sufficient.” 
 
    Ben took the ties from Chip and started by binding Eddy. “I’ll have to make it work. Do me a favor and keep an eye on Shorty. The tough little shit woke up while you were gone.” 
 
    “He looks unconscious to me,” Chip replied. 
 
    Ben looked up grinning. “Yeah, that’s what a steel-toed boot to the face will get you.” 
 
    Chip looked back down, watching Shorty intently.  
 
    Ben bound Eddy’s hands behind him and then tied his feet together. I was a crude way of restraining him, but it would have to work. “Can you grab that pipe over there?” 
 
    Chip stepped towards the pipe leaning against the bulkhead, never taking his eyes away from Shorty. He grabbed the pipe and moved back towards Ben. “Here you are.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Ben said, taking the pipe in his hands and laying it on Shorty’s back and taping his hands to either end like a crucifix before taping his feet together. 
 
    “Is that necessary?” 
 
    Ben smirked. “Not really, but it’s making me feel better about the situation.” 
 
    “I suppose that must account for something.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ben said, standing up and looking at his work as Shorty slowly came to. 
 
    “He’s waking up now, should I do something?” Chip asked. 
 
    “Nah, I think we’re good,” Ben replied. 
 
    Ben stood over Shorty and Eddy, feeling as if his luck was finally changing. The thing about growing up under the assumption of being condemned by Hearn's Law is that bad luck always escalates, never getting better. All my life I’ve been afflicted with terrible luck but maybe Hearn’s Law is not a universal thing, Ben thought as he looked down on them. Eddy was bound with his hands behind his back, while Shorty was taped to a pole. It was a rudimentary way to restrain someone, but Ben hadn't departed Earth with any ideas for dealing with pirates. In fact, he was noticing several things he was not prepared for.  
 
    "What are you going to do with us?" Shorty asked, defiance dripping from his every word.  
 
    "I'm not sure," Ben replied. He wasn't lying. It was an unfortunate circumstance that he didn't tend to think that far in advance  
 
    "You better kill us if you know what's good for you, because heaven help you if we find you." 
 
    Ben swallowed hard. I'm in way over my head. Even after all the training he received in the Army, Ben was not confident he could defend himself against people like this. In fact, if not for Chip, Ben probably would have been spaced as soon as the pirates took what they wanted.  
 
    Ben stepped forward. "Chip, can you access their ship's computer system?" 
 
    "I can, but there is a significant firewall in place that prevents me from controlling anything." 
 
    "Can you interrupt electrical power to their anchoring system?" 
 
    Chip paused a moment before replying as Shorty gazed up at Ben. Eddy lay silent and still on the deck, still unconscious. "I can." 
 
    “Will you?” 
 
    “And risk rupturing our hull in the process? It could result in your death, Ben.” 
 
    “It’s a risk I’m willing to take.” 
 
    “But who will keep me company?” 
 
    Ben looked at Shorty. “If he doesn’t fly out into space once the breach is made, then use the short one to your mechanical heart’s content. Just do what I asked.” 
 
    Shorty glared at Ben. “You think you’re tough shit, huh?” 
 
    “Not really, but I’m willing to do what it takes to get you the fark off my ship. Chip.” 
 
    At that exact moment, the cargo door opened as the ducting tore away from the Shistain, opening the void to the dark vacuum of space. Ben watched as Shorty and Eddy were flung against the bulkhead, each of them holding on for dear life, suffocating with their silent screams as all sound evaporated from the room. Ben expected to be pulled out as well, but when he turned around he saw Chip holding onto him while grasping the ledge of an angle-iron on the bulkhead. Ben couldn’t breathe, but neither could the pirates. Instead, he watched with bleary eyes as his lungs hungered for air and the other men stopped moving. Eventually, as his vision blurred to nothingness, the bodies of the two pirates slipped closer to the opening and were caught in the rush of exiting atmosphere and tossed from the craft. Ben was unconscious when the door finally closed, but he was safe. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 chap+er nine 
 
    The world returned with a crushing weight as Ben lay on the couch with his hands folded over his chest. Even the dim light shining in his eyes hurt at first, and there was a peculiar smell wafting around his nose. “What?” 
 
    “Shh, everything will be all right,” Chip said as he dabbed at Ben’s forehead with a cold towel. “You’re fine, the ship’s fine, I’m fine.” When he said the last two words he did so with a slight rise in tone as if he was singing the words. Ben hardly noticed, though. 
 
    “What happened?” Ben asked. “Did you get them off the ship?” 
 
    “I did, and your plan worked flawlessly.” 
 
    “Really? How long was I out?” The surprise in Ben’s voice caught even him off guard.  
 
    “About a day, but I drugged you so you could sleep off the effects of the ordeal. I have to say I was impressed by the outcome. It could have gone better, or the plan could have been better, but all things considered, we were able to get the pirates off the ship. I suppose that is room for celebration.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, what did you have in mind?” Ben sat up and brushed his now wet hair back out of his face. His body hurt and a part of him was glad Chip decided to drug him. If nothing else, I got to sleep a day and I’m that much closer to Europa. 
 
    “When it comes to celebration, I am programmed to understand alcohol, food, and sexual intercourse are suitable functions for having a good time.” 
 
    Ben smirked. “I’ll give you the food, but alcohol is running low, and sex is a no-go, buddy.” 
 
    Chip looked at him puzzled. “Is it not a celebration worth having? You are alive and we are without the pirates taking over your ship.” 
 
    Ben shook his head. “It’s not that I don’t want to celebrate, but you need to understand that we have limited resources, and sex is completely, one-hundred percent off the table. You’re a dude, I’m a dude, and we don’t do the two-dude tango.” 
 
    “I’d love to tango,” Chip replied, the sarcasm to Ben’s ears not necessarily mimicked in the way Chip said it. 
 
    “I know; it was written on the box you were shipped in.” 
 
    Chip sat straight with his hands on his thighs. “How do you wish to celebrate then? I don’t think another marathon of World War IV documentaries is necessarily a celebration of life.” 
 
    Ben shrugged. “I don’t know; there’s some macaroni and cheese I’ve been holding onto for a special occasion. Maybe I’ll cook that up and toss some hot dogs in it or something.” 
 
    Chip formed what looked like a sour expression on his face. “You really need to learn a thing or two about ‘celebrating’ if you want to have a happy life.” 
 
    “So says the robot,” Ben chided, nudging Chip on the elbow. “In all seriousness—thank you for saving me.” 
 
    “I didn’t want to be left alone,” Chip said without looking at Ben. 
 
    Way to make me feel important, Ben thought shaking his head. Sometimes I don’t think this guy gets it; or maybe I don’t get it. 
 
    Chip looked over to Ben with a smile. “I’m only kidding,” he said. “I’ve been learning about humor by watching your video collection.” 
 
    “Really? Most of them are war documentaries.” 
 
    “Not all of them. Some are very ‘saucy’ I think.” 
 
    Ben grinned. “You found the dirty videos huh?” 
 
    “They were clean.” Chip shrugged. 
 
    Ben laughed at how ridiculous the conversation was getting, but somewhere in the absurdity of the situation, his thoughts drifted to what he had just endured. The fact that two men boarded his ship and, in order to save himself, he took their lives, weighed heavy on him. The sudden anguish over what he had done shifted his mood. The laughter was gone. 
 
    “Are you all right?” 
 
    Ben shrugged at first, and then he said, “I’m just thinking about what happened. We killed those men. Does that make me a murderer?” 
 
    Chip looked at Ben, nearly his natural expression taking over his face again. “As I understand it, what you did was self-defense, and you cannot be punished for it.” Ben understood the law portion of it, but it was the moral ambiguity he was having the biggest problem with, and it was one he hadn’t expected to have. 
 
    “That’s not what I mean. No one will ever know about what happened, at least not in my lifetime, but I have to live with myself regardless. If there’s a God, will I be judged for that? The question formed without much thought about what he truly believed. Ben always considered himself an agnostic because adhering to atheism was too much commitment in his mind. 
 
    “I don’t have any basis to answer that question,” Chip replied. 
 
    “Of course not,” Ben said. “You know, I think I want to be left alone now.” 
 
    “All right,” Chip said as he rose from the couch and walked slowly out of the cabin. He looked back for a moment, but Ben did not look up. 
 
    As Chip disappeared behind the dividing wall, Ben’s face fell into his hands. He hadn’t cried since he was a child; even when his arm was torn from his body and he was being discharged from the Army for a bullshit accusation, he shed no tears at all. But this was different. Death had a finality to it that affected him deeply. 
 
    “God,” he said, looking up at the overhead, his face red and streaked with tears. “If you’re real, I hope you will forgive me for what I’ve done.” Ben stopped talking, trying to formulate whatever words were gnawing at him and straining to be uttered under the burden of a heavy heart, but he came up empty-handed. Ben never had a way with words, but he knew what was blocking him from putting his thoughts into words. It wasn’t a lack of faith that God wouldn’t forgive him for what he had done, but that Ben didn’t deserve to be forgiven. “Fark it, it won’t change anything,” he said softly. With his eyes looking up, he fell back into the cushion of the couch and let his head rest against the cool bulkhead, drained of all energy and wallowing in self-pity. 
 
    Maybe Chip was right, he thought. Maybe I should celebrate, but I feel too much like shit right now. Ben looked up, letting his vision fade until he succumbed to a sleep where his dreams temporarily took him to a better place. 
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    Two months passed, feeling like three, and Ben and Chip turned out to be a good team. Ben gave orders, and like an enthusiastic puppy, Chip was always there to please him. To Ben it was a great working relationship and he found himself depending on Chip more and more. For Chip, Ben wasn’t sure if the robot even felt anything about it one way or another, but he maintained steadfast enthusiasm, and now the fruit of their labor was paying off in a big way. They arrived at Jupiter’s moon three days ahead of schedule, and the past conflicts no longer weighed heavily on Ben’s heart. Things are better than ever, he thought as he wiped sleep from his eyes after Chip woke him up to tell him the good news. I finally get a fresh start. 
 
    Europa grew larger as they approached her. Ben watched as the rocky orb glared back at them stoically, an unwilling victim of the expansion of humanity’s footprint in the solar system. But like most things not of man, what it wanted paled in comparison to what mankind would force to happen on their behalf. Ben felt a tinge of dread, but excitement swelled in his heart as he looked at the future, straining to see through the hydrogen-rich clouds surrounding the moon. Below the cloud cover was a new world, frigid and dangerous, unwittingly beautiful as it revolved around its host planet. The light reflecting from Jupiter gave the clouds a silvery appearance, and Ben wondered if it would look like daylight on the surface, beyond the thick, hazy clouds. 
 
    “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Ben asked without looking away from the monitor. The high-resolution image filled the screen with an unimaginable clarity that he had no idea was possible. Even the best telescopes from Earth could not peer at the moon with the kind of definition he was now seeing. 
 
    “It is,” Chip replied, his eyes not moving from the screen. “But where are the communications satellites? Aren’t those necessary for landing on the surface?” 
 
    Ben shrugged. “Maybe they are shielded by the clouds.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but the radio isn’t chirping with activity.” 
 
    Ben looked away from the monitor. “You do realize this is Europa, right? The population here is so low they probably don’t emit a lot of radio waves. I’m sure it’s fine,” he said, trying to maintain his composure. He didn’t like being questioned, nor did he like the fact the questions being asked made him question himself. 
 
    “I’m sure you’re right,” Chip replied as he stroked his thin mustache. It was trait he picked up from watching Ben play with his scraggly whiskers. Not being able to grow real facial hair, Chip always toyed with the short hairs above his lip. 
 
    “Do you want to steer her in?” 
 
    Chip looked at Ben, his eyes widening in an attempt to look surprised. “You mean fly the Shistain?” 
 
    Ben shrugged. “Yeah. I mean you did help me fight off the pirates and you’ve made a good companion for the rest of the journey. I think you make a good crew member for me to be the captain of.” 
 
    “I think I would like to fly the ship,” Chip replied, the facial expression actuators making him smile politely. 
 
    “Take the helm; I’ll watch from here,” Ben ordered. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Chip said, rendering a salute with his left hand. Ben smirked at the lack of actual military courtesy displayed by Chip’s programming. You would think the company who built him would have at least programmed him to salute with the right hand, Ben thought as Chip walked behind him for the bridge. The truth was that Ben was suddenly nervous and wanted to be alone. What if I was wrong to come out here? What if this was all for nothing, or I die trying to land on this alien world? The questions going through his mind were overwhelming, and the only way to quiet them was to prove he was right all along. But for some reason he didn’t have the strength to fly the ship as the dread coursing through his body beat away at his morale. 
 
    The Shistain drifted closer to Europa, creeping at a slow pace of five hundred kilometers per hour. Ben watched through bleary eyes as his emotions got the best of him. Europa basking in Jupiter’s light was more astounding than viewing Mars had been. He felt like a grain of sand in the presence of such celestial bodies dancing across the expansive darkness. When he first made his plan to come here, he was wet behind the ears and just a kid. Now, he felt he had the future by the balls and he wasn’t willing to give it up for a goddamned thing. 
 
    “How far out are we, Chip?” Ben yelled from the cabin into the bridge. It was only separated by a steel bulkhead, but the sound of the air recyclers droning in the background made it hard to hear when speaking at a normal volume.  
 
    “We will enter atmosphere in twenty minutes.” 
 
    Ben smiled. In less than twenty minutes I will be a European…wait, that’s not right, he thought. “Hey, Chip. What would you call someone who is a citizen of Europa?” 
 
    Chip came from around the corner and looked at Ben quizzically. “I don’t think there is a name for it in my database.” 
 
    “Would European be right?” 
 
    “No, Europe is on Earth, Ben.” 
 
    “I know that, but the names are similar enough. The same word could be used for both.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “But.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Ben shrugged. Whatever, it isn’t worth arguing with a damned sex-bot anyway. “Just take us in and cross your fingers we don’t blow up on entry,” he said. 
 
    “Is that a possibility?” Chip asked with no sense of humor about it at all. 
 
    Ben winked. “I don’t think so, Chip, but you can never be so sure.” 
 
    Chip nodded. “If you die, I will miss you. I’ll try not to crash the Shistain,” he said, turning back for the bridge. For some reason, Chip’s declaration didn’t make Ben feel any better about their possibly -imminent demise. That joke went the wrong direction, he thought, leaning against the bulkhead and staring at the monitor as Europa filled the screen with its hauntingly majestic presence. 
 
    Ben felt the rumble of the ship as it entered the atmosphere surrounding Europa. It wasn’t as harsh as reentering Earth’s orbit, but after months of floating through vacuum, the sudden slowing down of the ship and increase in gravitational forces felt uncomfortable. Ben was only one hundred and fifty pounds, but he felt much heavier, especially as his lungs struggled to draw breath. Ben tried to call out to Chip, but without sufficient air in his lungs, he was drowning in open air. Miraculously, the pressure lifted and breathing became easier again. Ben sucked in huge gulps of air as he steadied himself against the wall. 
 
    “Chip,” he said as loud as he could. 
 
    “Yes?” Chip responded as he peered around the corner. 
 
    “How fast were you entering atmosphere?” 
 
    Chip’s eyebrows rose. “Much too fast, Captain. I apologize for any discomfort you may have experienced. I adjusted speed as soon as I felt the pressure in the cabin increase. I hope entry was not completely unpleasant.” 
 
    Ben gawked at Chip. “Are you serious? I thought I was going to die not even two minutes ago.” 
 
    Chip smiled sheepishly. “I understand. The mistake will not happen again.” 
 
    Ben glared at the sex-bot. He was angry, but more so at himself for trusting piloting the ship to a machine programmed to stimulate sexual desires. The only piloting he was programmed to do involved “ship entry into a black hole”. “Make sure it doesn’t happen again,” Ben ordered, still relishing the cool air as it touched his lungs. The crushing gravity felt like a giant had been standing on his chest, and he didn’t doubt there might have been some bruising if he dared to pull up his shirt and take a look. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “And Chip?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Have you found any communications towers now that we are in atmosphere?” 
 
    “Negative. This moon is very quiet, but I am continuing to scan.” 
 
    That wasn’t the answer I was hoping for, Ben thought as he took a seat on the couch. You would think there would be some kind of satellite or communications tower scanning the area for incoming traffic. There’s no way there’s people down there with no way to communicate off world. “Chip, can you see if there are any artificial light sources in the area?” 
 
    “I’ll run a scan.” 
 
    Ben sat back and waited, the gnawing in his heart telling him that he most likely spent the last several months on this ship for nothing. When Chip returned he replied with a solemn shake of his head. 
 
     “What the farking fark!” His lungs were still sore for entry, but his anger was afire enough for him not to care. He punched the cushioned portion of the bulkhead, and the lagging covering it wasn’t enough for him to not hurt his hand. The pain brought forth a new set of expletives. 
 
    “Damaging yourself isn’t going to solve any of your problems,” Chip said. It was hardly comforting to Ben. 
 
    “I can’t believe we came all this way for nothing.” 
 
    Chip shrugged. “It wasn’t for nothing. You said there was work here.” 
 
    Ben pointed at the monitor. “Do you see work here?” 
 
    Chip shook his head. “No, but if you could show me what you read, then maybe we can figure out where to go from here,” Chip suggested. 
 
    Ben reached in his pocket and pulled out his tablet. He opened the icon with images saved and tossed it to Chip. “Here you go,” he said, huffing and puffing as he paced around the cabin. 
 
    Chip looked at the image and scrunched up his nose. His fingers moved across the screen, making the picture larger. “Oh,” he said. 
 
    “Oh, what?” 
 
    Chip looked up at Ben with the closest expression to sorrow he could manage. “I hate to be the one to tell you this, but we did come all this way for nothing.” 
 
    Somehow, hearing his worst fear said aloud, even knowing in his heart it was true, was unsettling. “Seriously?” 
 
    Chip nodded. 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    Chip showed Ben the image enlarged enough to read the fine print. “This is an advertisement for a video game, Ben. It’s a new release, and should be available at your nearest gaming store. Is it possible the scantily clad woman in the image may have distracted you from the fine print?” 
 
    “Oh, for fark’s sake.”  
 
    Ben felt like someone had kicked him in the chest with a lead boot. He collapsed back onto the uneven cushions of the couch and leaned his head back against the bulkhead, quietly thinking to himself. I should have expected this, he thought, Dad always said I was too quick to jump on the next idea and here I am, months away from home and humiliated. 
 
    “Chip, can you please direct the ship back to Earth?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain.” 
 
    The word “captain” burned Ben’s ears. I’m not a farking captain. I’m just a guy whose stupidity outran his dreams. 
 
    The hard burn of the Shistain pulling out of Europa’s grip jostled the small ship, pushing Ben back into his seat, but not with the same pressure and discomfort as he experienced upon entry. Leaving orbit felt peaceful, and they entered the dark expanse of space. Ben breathed better, but he knew it was probably all in his head. Just like everything else, he thought as the fine print of the stupid advertisement popped into his brain. Why do I do this to myself? 
 
    Chip walked in and sat down next to Ben, resting his hand reassuringly on Ben’s knee. “We have a course plotted for Earth. Do you want to the estimated time until we reach it?” 
 
    “Eight months and twenty-four days?” 
 
    “Close, but twenty-six days,” Chip replied. His correction only made Ben feel more defeated, if that was even possible. 
 
    Ben exhaled, slapping his hand over his face, fighting back tears. “I had everything planned out,” he said. “I was going to have a fresh start, a new beginning. Now, I spent all of my savings to get here and I have nothing to show for it.” 
 
    Chip looked at Ben. “You have me,” he said. 
 
    Ben’s hand slid from his face his eyes met Chip’s, the longing expression on the sex-bot’s face matched exactly how Ben felt. Their eyes peered into each other with matched tension. The loneliness in Ben’s heart came bubbling to the surface and he felt something he never felt before. “I don’t know—” 
 
    “It’s all right,” Chip said as he wrapped his arm around Ben’s shoulder, pulling him closer. 
 
    “It’s been a long time since I felt I had anyone in my life who gave a shit.” 
 
    “I know,” Chip replied, a friendly smile formed by unseen motors manipulating the contours of his face. 
 
    “I thought I was strong enough to endure all this time alone.” 
 
    “I understand, Ben. It’s been a long journey.” 
 
    Ben let his gaze fall, uncomfortable with how vulnerable he was feeling. This isn’t who I am, he thought. “I don’t—” 
 
    “I’m here if you need me,” Chip said, interrupting the silence left by Ben’s incomplete thought. 
 
    They looked at one another for a long, quiet moment; man and machine, man and friend. 
 
    Ben finally shrugged and rose from his seat on the couch. Looking down at Chip he said the only two words that he could bring himself to say. 
 
    “Fark it.” 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
    —  —  — 
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 Bat Johnson, the Mad Mortician of Mars 
 
    by Rachel Aukes 
 
    A tale of space colonization, alien invasions, and lactose intolerance. 
 
    The Mars Bionet is a desolate place. Only the toughest survive there. Those who don't end up on Bat's table. When business suddenly picks up, he discovers that humans aren't the only Martians, and the real ones are tiny, cute, and really ticked off. When no one believes his story, Bat alone must take on an alien army to save Mars and--hopefully--get a little peace and quiet. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Becoming Martian 
 
    Bat Johnson had estimated the probability of Mars being a miserable, depressing place to be eighty-seven percent, but that hadn’t stopped him from selling everything he owned to buy a ride on the next cargo ship to the red planet. He could certainly attest that the ninety-seven-day trip to Mars was both miserable and depressing.  
 
    The trip was miserable because Bat was confined to a very small space with his sixteen fellow passengers, since the bulk of the cargo hold was taken up by a giant drill quite appropriately nicknamed Big Bertha. Due to the mammoth on board, the passengers had been restricted to a third of the normal size restrictions for luggage. To make matters worse, within a week, no one could tell who smelled the worst since they all smelled equally awful.  
 
    The trip was depressing because the passengers conjectured endlessly about all the great things they’d do on Mars. All the others were doctors of one line or another. Bat had just finished a two-year program. He already knew his job would bring him no recognition, even though he was necessary. He was about to become the first mortician to the growing Mars colony. That would make him the best mortician on the planet—if only by default.  
 
    When he’d heard about the opening for a mortician posted on his school’s job board, he’d applied as soon as he saw it was on Mars. He didn’t care that it paid the lowest salary ever seen in his career. He later learned that he had been the only applicant, but he liked to think he would’ve gotten the job, anyway.  
 
    Mars was a dream come true for Bat, where he’d be his own boss and have more than a little time for peace and quiet. He didn’t especially care for people, and he cared for adventure even less. Sure, the trip to Mars could be considered an adventure, but once he landed, he expected to be the least busy mortician in the solar system.  
 
    He spent the ninety-seven-day trip nestled in between two crates, planning his new mortuary business, though he had little idea as to what his real estate space within the Bionet would look like. Until he landed, he’d have to guess, which is exactly what he did. Between those two crates, he planned his new business, making lists on spreadsheets, and drawing diagrams of where he’d store all his tools and chemicals. The other passengers thought him a bit odd, but then they remembered he was a mortician, and morticians were generally thought to be a bit odd.  
 
    When he wasn’t planning his mortuary, he was researching the Bionet. He learned things such as no one called the Mars Bionet the Mars Bionet. They simply call it MB for short, because any place that had some modicum of fame had its own acronym (an acrostic, to be more precise). By the time they landed on Mars, Bat had the entire MB layout memorized, and had worked out every single detail of his business. 
 
    After the ship docked at the MB, Bat was the first one off the ship. He froze, and nearly dropped his giant duffel bag. The MB housed 2,493 colonists, and every last one of them seemed to be crammed onto the dock. Bat had never been good around people, at leaving the living ones. He swallowed, realizing they were no doubt there to welcome each of the newest residents as they entered the MB. Taking a deep breath, he stepped forward.  
 
    “Hello,” Bat said, with an awkward wave.  
 
    “Is Big Bertha on board?” someone asked.  
 
    “The drill? Yes,” Bat answered. “It’s a beast of a thing.” 
 
    People cheered, and began chanting, “Big Bertha! Big Bertha!” 
 
    A tinge of disappointment niggled Bat, but he also felt relief at not having to meet the colonists. In a rush, he pushed his way through the crowd and to the welcome desk, where a rather fit young man sat.  
 
    He set down his bag.  
 
    The clerk eyed Bat. “Name and occupation?”  
 
    “Bat Johnson,” Bat promptly replied. “I’m the mortician.” 
 
    “The more what?” 
 
    Bat winced. “I’m the undertaker. Don’t you know what a mortician is?” 
 
    “Don’t look at me. I was born here. Never had one of you guys before. The government says we have to use you.” He scrolled through his screen. “There you are. You’ve been assigned pod E6B. That’s on this level. You can move in anytime. Maps are on every level by the stairs. And, here’s your key card. It’ll gain you entry to everywhere you have access, as well as to all the screens. If it doesn’t work on a door, you don’t have access. The Martian Handbook is available on the screens. Orientation is at 2800 in the Commons—that’s on the main level. Any questions?” 
 
    Bat blinked twice. “Uh, I don’t believe so?” 
 
    “Welcome to Mars,” the clerk said without any hint of congeniality, and motioned to the passenger standing behind Bat. “Next.” 
 
    The next man stepped up to the counter next to Bat. “Dr. Michael Gundersten. Scientist.” 
 
    The clerk grinned. “Dr. Gundersten! The whole MB’s been talking about your arrival. It’s an honor, sir. I have a goodie bag here for you. Let me page an assistant to show you around.” 
 
    “Well, it seems you get the full welcome mat rolled out,” Bat said drily, but the doctor ignored him. Not that Bat was surprised, since the doctor had said only five words to Bat on the entire trip. Bat remembered them. They were, “What do you do?” followed shortly by an, “Oh.” After that, none of the passengers had much to say to Bat. It was the first time he discovered that people tended to feel uncomfortable around morticians, as though anyone in that profession had cooties. Bat surmised that morticians reminded people of their own mortality, a concept Bat always found odd since people were, by nature, mortal. He had to admit that humans were an odd species. 
 
    Bat stepped away from the counter and lugged all his life’s possessions toward the stairs. Even though he had the MB’s floorplans memorized, being here in the flesh was more than a little intimidating. Gray plastic walls and rilon beams protected the MB from the Martian elements outside. With no windows, it was impossible to tell if it was daylight or nighttime, though the MB followed its own 30-hour daily schedule anyway.  
 
    The MB was a seven-level structure, with six levels below the planet’s harsh surface. No human could survive more than a few seconds outside, which meant that the MB was the colonists’ entire world for all practical purposes.  
 
    As Bat made his way through the narrow hallway, it came as no surprise why the Mars entry exam asked about claustrophobia. Bat handled tight spaces admirably. What he couldn’t handle was lactose. He had a terrible intolerance to the stuff. Fortunately, there were no cows on Mars. Or goats, for that matter. So he was expecting his gastric life to be much easier now that he was thirty-plus million miles from lactose-producing creatures.  
 
    He had a minor intolerance to people, especially the irrational ones (which was nearly everybody). While he had a strong desire to help others, he never had the aptitude for the most simple of conversations, and he most definitely never had a knack for talking with the opposite sex. Eventually, he’d realized that people were much easier to get along with when they were already dead. 
 
    Bat pushed his way against the colonists still arriving at the dock. As he entered an even smaller hallway, traffic lightened and he could breathe more easily. He found pod E6B as the last door in a dimly lit hallway of storage closets and warehousing. The only level that had outer walls exposed to the Martian elements and cosmic radiation, the ground level faced the most risk, and therefore only the residents with free housing lived here. Bat wondered who else lived on this floor.  
 
    On the bright side, his may be one of the few pods with a window. He excitedly fumbled with his key card, scanned it over the lock, and the light turned from red to green.  
 
    He stepped inside and dropped his bag. The door automatically closed behind him. The pale gray pod was so cold he could see his breath. Before him, in the middle of what should’ve been his tiny living room, stood a large plastic slab on wheels for processing cadavers.  
 
    He let out the breath he’d been holding, relaxed, and chuckled. “For a second, I thought this was my housing pod.”  
 
    He casually walked around the tiny workroom and admired clean shelves. “This will do nicely.” He noticed a door in the wall and cocked his head, imagining the office that must be on the other side. He opened the door, and his frown returned. He then rushed through the unit’s adjacent—and much warmer—studio apartment. He collapsed on the seat at his kitchen table-slash-desk.  
 
    He no longer cared that he had no window. He was far more disappointed in having a combined mortuary and studio that made a twenty-second-century New York apartment look like a mansion. “Free housing,” he muttered. “I should’ve known better.” 
 
    He stood and looked through the open doorway. At least they had the decency to put a door between the two rooms. Then, he shut the door and went to bed, though the constant hum of the MB’s heaters kept him from getting any respectable sleep.  
 
    The next day, Bat was tired, but his excitement had returned. By the time he finished unpacking, the sign-maker had arrived. 
 
    “How do you spell it again?” the sign-maker asked.  
 
    “M-O-R-T-I-C-I-A-N,” Bat said for the third time.  
 
    “Why not put ‘undertaker’ on the door. People know that word better.” 
 
    “Because I prefer ‘mortician’.” Actually, it was because “mortician” was one fewer letter than “undertaker”, the sign-maker charged by the letter, and Bat was flat broke.  
 
    The sign-maker seemed confused for a moment before shrugging. “Whatever you say.” And he went to work. 
 
    An hour later, Bat stood in front of his door, scowling. “Oh, for God’s sake. You spelled it wrong.” 
 
    The sign-maker looked at the sign, and then shrugged. “No, I didn’t. I spelled it exactly how you told me.” 
 
    “No, you spelled it wrong. I’m only paying you for nine letters.” 
 
    The sign-maker took a step closer. He was several inches taller and at least fifty pounds heavier than Bat.  
 
    Bat swallowed and held out his key card. “Or, I could just pay for the full ten.” 
 
    The man nodded, took the card, and swiped it on his tablet. He handed back the card. “It was nice doing business with you.”  
 
    Bat didn’t watch him leave. Instead, he stared at his door, which read: MORETICIAN.  
 
    After a long moment, he gave a small nod. “Other than the letters, he did a rather nice job.” 
 
    He headed back in to finish organizing his mortuary. While being a mortician is unequivocally not right for everyone, Bat rather enjoyed his vocation. He was his own boss. And, there was something about each project having full closure that felt right to him. No such things as unfinished business; not when it came to death.  
 
    Until Bat arrived, volunteers had performed the role of undertaker. Everything went fine until the administration back on Earth learned that one of the volunteers was doing the job only to get access to the key cards—and any other possessions on the deceased when they died—so they could get into their pods and steal what they could discreetly take before Security itemized everything. Earth had decided that Mars needed a mortician, and here Bat was.  
 
    He glanced at his clock and stiffened. “I’d better get going.” He shut off the lights, locked his pod, and strode through the hallways—which were much quieter than this time the day before. He arrived at the commons fifteen minutes before orientation was scheduled to begin.  
 
    Bat was the first of his shipmates to arrive. After taking a seat at a large round table, he looked around the commons. The room was the largest in the MB, built for all the early colonists to eat meals together. Now, the MB had grown a hundredfold a couple times over, and residents ate whenever they wanted.  
 
    He watched the large screen on the wall, where news of Big Bertha had been playing constantly. Evidently, they had unloaded the drill, moved it all the way down to Level Seven, assembled it, and had it up and running in twenty hours. In the first hour, the drill had already broken through a strange, incredibly hard bedrock that had stopped all expansion plans. Thanks to Big Bertha, expanding the MB was back on track as the colony’s priority, which meant the colony would continue to be funded by Earth.  
 
    Bat sniffed the air. He walked over to the front of the cafeteria as a cook set out fresh-baked bars. He realized for the first time that he hadn’t eaten since he’d arrived. Even though they were an ugly brownish green, his mouth watered, and he looked up at the cook.  
 
    “It’s a desert-flavored Mars bar,” the cook said.  
 
    “I’ll take one.” 
 
    “Sure thing.” The cook wrapped a bar and handed it to him.  
 
    Bat didn’t bother sitting down. He unwrapped the bar and took a bite. It was vanilla flavored with plenty of sweetness that had quite an artificial taste and a bitter aftertaste, but it was still better than anything Bat had eaten during the trip to Mars. He took another quick bite. “This isn’t half bad,” he said with a full mouth.  
 
    “Glad you like it,” the cook replied. “There’s plenty more where that came from.”  
 
    After he finished, he tucked the wrapper neatly into his pocket, and wiped his fingers on his pants. He held out his hand. “I’m Bat Johnson, the new mortician at your service.” 
 
    “The more what?” 
 
    Bat sighed. “I’m the undertaker.”  
 
    “Ah, of course.” The cook analyzed him for a moment. “Yeah, I could see that.” Then, he shook Bat’s hand. “I’m Hank Strafford. Pleasure to make your acquaintance.” 
 
    Bat smiled, feeling as though he’d just made his first friend on Mars. He remembered what he was doing there in first place, and looked at the large clock on the wall. He turned back to Hank. “I’m here for orientation. It should’ve started two minutes ago. Yet, no one’s here yet. Do you know if they changed the meeting location?” 
 
    Hank’s brows rose. “Orientation was last night, buddy.” 
 
    Bat’s jaw slackened, then he shook his head. “No. The fellow at the welcome desk said 2800. I distinctly remember him saying, ‘2800 in the Commons’.” 
 
    “It was 2800. Last night. I was working. I know.” 
 
    Bat began to grumble something, but his card vibrated, startling him. He pulled it out to see a message flashing. He cocked his head. “It seems that my first customer has arrived.” 
 
    “Someone croaked?” Hank asked. “Who was it?” 
 
    Bat shrugged. “It doesn’t say.” He looked up. “I suppose I’d better get going. You have a nice night, Hank.” 
 
    “You, too, Bat.” 
 
    As he turned to walk away, his stomach rumbled long and loud. Bat froze, then turned slowly back to Hank. “By any chance, Mars bars wouldn’t happen to have lactose in it?” 
 
    “Of course,” Hank replied. “Artificial powdered milk. We use it in damn near everything around here. With the lower gravity, we need to take in extra calcium for our bones.” 
 
    “Oh. Just great,” Bat said on a sigh and trudged back to his pod. About halfway back, he was running. The only thing he could think as he sprinted was how his life couldn’t possibly get any worse.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Martians are dying! 
 
    M. Schumacher—or Poor Schmuck, as Bat called him—died from a run-of-the-mill cardiac arrest. Not the most common cause of death on Mars. That would be mining accidents. And definitely not the most common cause of death for a twenty-five-year-old in peak health.  
 
    Like most miners, Poor Schmuck had listed no visitation service in his will. It was straight to the crematorium for him. The streamlined service made it easier for Bat, which was a good thing since it took him several hours to recuperate from his lactose episode. Unfortunately, streamlined service also brought less money. 
 
    Bat stood over Poor Schmuck, still wondering what had caused the man’s demise. Cardiac arrest made no sense. Every colonist had comprehensive annual exams each year. He had scrutinized the body and done everything up to a full autopsy, but hadn’t found what could’ve caused the victim’s heart to fail.  
 
    The door chimed, and Bat started. He looked up from the corpse to see Dr. Gould’s image on the wall screen.  
 
    “Enter,” he said.  
 
    She stepped inside. Dr. Gould was the elected governor of Mars, and seemed to be on every MB committee that existed. Not only was she governor; she was the colony’s chief physician. That she and Bat didn’t hit it off from the beginning wasn’t a good sign.   
 
    “I’m checking back in to see how things are wrapping up with Dr. Schumacher. Are you finished yet?” 
 
    Bat absently pondered how it seemed that everyone—except him—were doctors on Mars.  
 
    “Poor Schm-Schumacher has been processed and is ready for cremation. However, I’d like to examine him a little longer.” 
 
    She picked up a tablet and began entering details. She spoke without looking up. “I’ve run complete bio-scans and have irrefutable results that say Dr. Schumacher died from cardiac arrest.” She then looked up. “Mr. Johnson, you’re not a medical examiner. In fact, you don’t have any medical credentials. So, please tell me, why you’re better qualified to determine the cause of death than I am.”  
 
    “I’m not saying I’m necessarily better qualified. I’m just saying that I find his death to be suspicious.” 
 
    “I see.” She pursed her lips. “I understand that you’re new and want to do a good job, but you’re a mortician, not a medical examiner. Leave the medical science to the professionals.” She put down her tablet. “There. I’ve notified the personnel at the crematorium. They’ll be expecting you within the hour.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    She shot him a hard look. “If Dr. Schumacher is not cremated within one hour, I’ll find you a new job here. Do you understand me?”  
 
    “Perfectly,” Bat said with a hint of a sneer. 
 
    She strode from the pod without another word, leaving Bat alone with Poor Schmuck.  
 
    Bat turned to the body on his worktable. “Well, it seems that folks don’t care about what happened to you.” 
 
    Poor Schmuck didn’t reply.  
 
    Bat took a seat and stared at the cadaver for a long moment. With no answers, he blew out a sigh and pushed to his feet. He covered the body in a thick, opaque plastic fabric. He wheeled the cart out of his pod and into the hallway. The few residents in the small hallway gave him a wide berth as he pushed the table the short distance to the crematorium.  
 
    “Don’t worry. He’s not contagious,” Bat said when a young woman stumbled trying to step aside in time. He paused. “At least I don’t think so.” 
 
    She stared at him aghast before hustling down the hallway. He shrugged and continued along his way.  
 
    Bat’s pod was the nearest of all pods to the crematorium, for obvious reasons. His first night on Mars, he learned another reason why all the cheapest pods were on ground level… all the heavy machines were on that level. And they were loud. Bat’s home sounded like a freight train—minus the whistles, of course—was running through it when the air converters fired up every thirty-eight minutes of every day, precisely.  
 
    The heaters, also known as the crematorium, were the loudest machines of all. The air purifiers were surprisingly quiet, but the heaters were monstrous beasts. The heaters themselves were housed outside the MB, built to run off the ultra-thin carbon dioxide that made up the Martian atmosphere. The machines were accessible through a tunnel from the main colony.  
 
    Bat pushed his cart up to the door leading to the tunnel and swiped his card to open it. The door didn’t open. Instead, a scraggly fellow with a filthy face appeared on the screen.  
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “I’m Bat Johnson, the mortician.” 
 
    “The more-what?” 
 
    Bat sighed. “I’m the undertaker. I’m here to use the crematorium.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re the one Doc Gould told me about. Come on then.”  
 
    The screen went blank, and the door opened with a swish. Bat pushed the cart down the narrow tunnel. The walls were covered in a reddish soot, and he found himself breathing harder in thin air that was thick with dust. The door at the other end of the tunnel stood open, and the scraggly fellow stood just the other side.  
 
    Bat had to stop when the man didn’t move. 
 
    “First, the ground rule.” The man held up a finger. “Don’t touch, do, or even think about doing anything around here without my permission.” 
 
    Bat shrugged. “Okay. What do I call you?”  
 
    “Sir.” 
 
    “Um, what do I call you, sir?” 
 
    “Sir.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Sir.” 
 
    “Sir,” Bat echoed, dubious. He glanced around, though there wasn’t much to see. The large machines filled the space, allowing only a small walkway around each one. The air was hazy with red dust. “Isn’t it dangerous to breathe the air in here?” 
 
    “No. I’ve been doing this job for going on forty years. And, I’m as healthy as an ox.” 
 
    Bat cocked his head at the skinny man, who was covered in a layer of dust. They stood in silence for a long moment.  
 
    Bat spoke first. “Where’s the crematorium?” 
 
    Sir grimaced. “I don’t know why they call it that. It’s really just a venting shaft off Ginny over there.” He pointed to the largest machine.  
 
    Sir led Bat to Ginny, and they walked halfway around. On the side was a square door. Sir hit a switch, and the light above the door turned green. He cranked open the door and pulled out a metal slab. “There. You load it up. And, I’ll show you how to do it.” 
 
    Bat lined up his cart next to the slab. Then, he pushed the deceased from the cart and onto the metal, and found himself a bit surprised at how easily a cold body slid across smooth surfaces. 
 
    Sir spoke as Bat worked. “NASA sure thought of everything. It’s a pretty ingenious setup when you think about it. Minimal energy waste. Once you shut that door, the Mars atmo sucks out any moisture through the vents. Then, a couple blasts from Ginny here wraps up the process. Instant fertilizer for the gardens. You know the number one rule around here.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Bat asked as he lifted the sheeting that covered Poor Schmuck, folded it, and tidily tucked it away.  
 
    “The rule?” Sir asked. “Don’t waste.”  
 
    “That’s it?” Bat asked.  
 
    “Yeah. Why?” 
 
    “That’s a rather dull sounding rule. A rule of any importance should have a bit of panache to it. I expected something more like, ‘waste not, want not.’ Or maybe an alliteration or something.” 
 
    Sir guffawed. “Well, that’s just silly. ‘Don’t waste’ is simple and to the point. It doesn’t need anything fancy for folks to remember it.” 
 
    Bat thought for a moment. “I suppose so.” He went to push the slab into place. Poor Schmuck’s hand draped over the side, and Bat paused to lift it back into place. A spot of red skin caught his eye, and he lifted the hand to examine the small patch of swollen skin.  
 
    Bat frowned. “He has a bug bite. A rather nasty one.” 
 
    “That’s impossible,” Sir said, bending down to look at the hand. “There aren’t any bugs on Mars.”  
 
    Bat scrutinized the deceased’s index finger, where the swollen spot certainly looked like an insect bite. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be,” Sir said as he looked over Bat’s shoulder. “It sure does look like a bug bite though, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Maybe something came through in the cargo,” Bat said. 
 
    “Impossible. A bug hasn’t gotten through the decontamination process in a hundred years,” Sir countered.  
 
    “Do you have a camera?” Bat asked.  
 
    “Do I look like I have a camera?” 
 
    “Everyone has a camera.” 
 
    “Why don’t you have a camera then?” Sir asked.  
 
    “I don’t like them very much.” Bat shook his head. The bite was probably nothing. He lowered the hand onto the deceased’s chest, pushed the slab into place.  
 
    Sir stepped in. He cranked the door closed. “Make sure it’s locked, and then all you have to do it hit this button. One blast should do it, but I use two to make sure. I’d do it, but Doc Gould has this whole ‘separation of duties’ thing.”  
 
    Bat lifted his finger and eyed Sir.  
 
    Sir nodded, and Bat pushed the red button on the heater. The heater squealed for a couple of seconds before silencing.  
 
    “Now, hit it again.” 
 
    Bat repeated the process.  
 
    “And that’s all there is to it,” Sir said. “You can get the stuff out of there now. 
 
    Bat opened the door to find a pile of ash where Poor Schmuck had been. He took out a box and a hand brush from under his worktable, and swept the remains into the container he’d be taking down to the gardens. Evidently, cremains made a rather decent fertilizer.  
 
    Bat’s card vibrated as he closed the box. He read the text. “That’s unexpected. It seems I have another client.”  
 
    “Another one?” Sir asked after he closed the heater door. “Damn. Busy week.” 
 
      
 
    Several hours later, Bat stood, deep in thought, over his latest cadaver. Another twenty-something man who’d died from cardiac arrest. This man, too, had an insect bite, this one on his palm. Bat certainly didn’t believe in coincidences.  
 
    He went to his system and dialed Dr. Gould.  
 
    A man’s face came on screen. “Dr. Gould’s office. How can I help you?” 
 
    “I need to talk with Dr. Gould. It’s important. It’s about…” He paused to look at the cadaver’s name. “D. Williams.” 
 
    “Please hold.” The screen blanked for a moment before the man’s visage came back online. “I’m sorry, Mr. Johnson. She’s busy right now.” 
 
    “Well, tell her I’ve found something that links the two deaths and would like her opinion.” 
 
    “Is that all?” 
 
    “Isn’t that enough?” When the other man didn’t answer, Bat continued. “That’s all.” 
 
    The screen went blank, and Bat considered his next steps. He’d run scans on the odd wound, but unfortunately he had no medical equipment since he was no medical examiner and certainly no doctor.  
 
    What Bat did have was access to the MB’s computer system. He sat down and researched the two most recently deceased. It took only a couple minutes of detective work—okay, all he did was search the directory—to find what he needed.  
 
    Each man had performed a different job. M. Schumacher was a mining engineer, while D. Williams was a geologist. Each had been in perfect health, like nearly every colonist. The only thing they had in common was that both lived on the same level. In fact, they were neighbors, housed at the very edge of the residential pods on their level.  
 
    Bat leaned back in his chair. He had a suspicion he’d be seeing more bodies, since it seemed that Level Seven had a bug problem.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 A zinger of a discovery 
 
    Bat Johnson should’ve had the easiest job on Mars. Working in a colony of young, healthy pioneers, he’d calculated that he’d have approximately one client every two months—enough to pay his living expenses while giving him plenty of free time to spend as he pleased. 
 
    Bat had already cremated two men this week, and was now looking down upon his third cadaver.  
 
    Dr. Wenger, Dr. Gould’s assistant, had come upstairs, and now stood across the table from Bat. The doctor scrolled through the screen on his medical scanner. “It’s just like Dr. Gould told you. The analysis still shows cardiac arrest. The scanner is never wrong.” 
 
    “But, look at the bite on his foot,” Bat said, swinging the large magnifying glass over to the doctor. 
 
    Dr. Wenger gave a lame attempt at looking through the glass before turning back to Bat. “I know it’s odd looking, but I can’t ascertain that it’s a bite. It’s more likely a form of contact dermatitis. It could be adult acne.” 
 
    “Acne? On his foot?” The last word puffed out in a little cloud in the cold room. 
 
    The doctor shrugged. “You wouldn’t believe the things I’ve seen since coming here. Mars is a lot different than Earth. It brings an entirely new set of environmental factors, which lead to new impacts on the human anatomy. Back when the colony first started, it wasn’t uncommon for teenagers to develop both cataracts and osteoporosis.” 
 
    “You need to run more tests,” Bat ordered. 
 
    Dr. Wenger’s brow lifted before his eyes narrowed. “I need to do my job, or else Dr. Gould won’t be happy. And, running down an irrational theory is not doing my job.” 
 
    “It’s not irrational,” Bat countered. “I’ve seen this same thing on all three bodies. 
 
    “Listen, Bat. I’m not an epidemiologist. I specialize in sports medicine. But, even so, there’s no way I could defend that a small wound like that could lead to death. It doesn’t fit medical reasoning.” 
 
    Bat shook his head. “Level Seven is infested. I know it.” 
 
    The doctor sobered. “If there was an infestation, the drilling teams would have noticed, don’t you think?” After a moment of tense silence, he continued. “Plus, the systems constantly scan the MB for any signs of danger. All systems are reporting normal status.” 
 
    “The systems must be wrong, or someone’s covering something up.” 
 
    “Watch yourself. Everyone had the MB has the same goal, and that’s to see the colony thrive. No one would cover up a risk to the MB. While three deaths in one week is exceptionally high, three is still statistically possible. However, my job as medical examiner is to determine that. Your job is to take care of the deceased in a respectful manner. Dr. Stevens was an esteemed geologist. Inventing conspiracies is not respectful.” 
 
    “I’m not inventing—” 
 
    Dr. Wenger held up his hand. “We’re finished here. You need to watch yourself, because you’re already on Gould’s list. Do your job—and only your job—or else Dr. Gould will find a new mortician. Trust me. She’d have no qualms changing your position. How do you think we got all our janitorial staff around here?” 
 
    Bat pondered the pros and cons. After a moment, he said, “Being a janitor may not be so bad.” 
 
    The doctor shot a hard look at him, then strode from the mortuary.  
 
    Bat grumbled. Everyone complained at him to do his job when he was frustrated that no one else seemed to be doing their jobs. He knew something was going on, but his hands were tied. He sighed, and took S. Stevens off to the crematorium.  
 
    An hour later, Bat returned to his pod with an empty worktable. As he boxed Dr. Stevens’s personal items, he noticed his key card. As he stared at the thick plastic mini-computer, an idea hit him. He took a seat at his desk, and swiped the doctor’s card. Immediately, the welcome screen displayed dozens more functions than it had for him.  
 
    “He can order catering?” Bat asked aloud as he read through the list. After the momentary distraction, he selected the Medical Files option. It took him over three hours to navigate the labyrinth of files and programs until he found the MB’s medical records. He opened one labeled “Dr. Samuel Stevens”, and skipped over the deceased’s history until he came to the final record. Entered today by Dr. Wenger, the record contained the post-mortem performed by the doctor.  
 
    The record was brief and lacked details:  
 
    Dr. Stevens was found dead in his kitchen. Cause of death: cardiac arrest due to natural causes. 
 
      
 
    Below the brief statement was a note attached to the image of the deceased’s foot: 
 
    A small mark of unknown origin was found on Dr. Stevens’s right foot. It’s small and deemed of no concern in the cause of death.  
 
      
 
    Bat clicked on the image and zoomed in, filling the screen with an angry wound that looked far more ominous at 1000 percent zoom. He scrutinized the image for a long moment before noticing a short list of menu items off to the side. Near the top read Run image analysis? 
 
    “Yes, please,” Bat said, and clicked the button. 
 
    Little dots blinked across the image for several seconds until a message appeared on the screen.  
 
    Results: Wound caused by energy pulse, similar to common electrocution. Point of entry is 0.01 millimeter in diameter.  
 
    “What could cause that sort of wound?” Bat asked the system. The system posted an immediate response.  
 
    The tip of a small, live wire could cause such a wound. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’ll be,” Bat said, reading the screen again. These three hadn’t been bitten. They’d been zapped. And, Wenger had to have known.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 A murder mystery on Mars 
 
    After the lights dimmed throughout the MB for the night, Bat donned his extra-heavy-duty rubberized hazmat suit. The suit was a staple in every mortician’s supply. However, the suits were generally reserved for the most unpleasant of tasks, not for strolling around the MB. It was for that reason that he waited until nearly all colonists would be tucked into their pods for the night before venturing out.  
 
    Only he quickly discovered one big problem. He’d completely forgotten that tonight was movie night, and the movie had just finished. 
 
    Bat hadn’t made it to the stairwell before throngs of colonists erupted from the commons. He spun around and headed straight back to his pod, but not before catching several confused glances thrown his way.  
 
    “It’s a bit chilly out tonight,” he mumbled, and hugged himself as though fighting off the cold. He admitted it wasn’t the best response since the MB was kept at a constant sixty-eight degrees, and the excuse especially didn’t explain why his face and hands were covered. 
 
    He hustled the remaining distance to his pod and avoided eye contact, hoping that no one recognized him. He swiped his card and stepped inside as quickly as possible. He peeled his rubber suit off, tossed it onto his worktable, and headed to his bed and waited.  
 
    And waited.  
 
    The door chimed sometime after Bat dozed off. He looked at the screen to see Dr. Gould’s angry face. He rolled over, ignoring the chime.  
 
    “What are you doing, Bat?”  
 
    Bat jumped to find Dr. Gould looking over him. “How’d you get in here?” 
 
    She held up her key. “I have unlimited access. Now, tell me what you’re up to.” 
 
    “I was sleeping. At least, until you broke into my place.” 
 
    Her lips somehow thinned even more. “Why were you walking around the MB in a hazmat suit?” 
 
    He frowned. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Don’t be coy with me, Mr. Johnson. Several residents saw you enter your pod.” She pointed to the worktable through the open doorway. “You left your suit out.” 
 
    Bat looked at the suit sprawled across the slab before turning back to the doctor. “Oh, that hazmat suit.” 
 
    She took a deep breath before continuing. “What are you doing to my MB?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Just breaking in the new suit. The rubber is still a bit stiff.” 
 
    She seemed unconvinced, since she continued to stare at him.  
 
    He stared right back. “Is there a problem with breaking in a new suit?” 
 
    “It makes people uncomfortable. I’d prefer you don’t wear the suit outside your pod.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying it’s not illegal,” Bat countered. 
 
    Her gaze narrowed. “No, but the MB is a closed ecosystem. Maintaining peace and order is a delicate balance. When you do things outside the norm, you can throw that balance off.”  
 
    “Well, I’d certainly hate to do that,” Bat said drily. 
 
    “Don’t mess with me. I know you had something to do with those three deaths, and I intend to find out,” Dr. Gould cautioned, and walked away. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” he said, but the door had already closed behind her. He watched the door and he sobered. He had to get to Level Seven and find out the truth before he became an easy scapegoat.  
 
    He took a seat and waited. Now, adrenaline kept him wide awake and fidgety.  
 
    An hour later, Bat emerged from his pod. He only brought his rubber gloves this time, leaving the rest of the suit behind. The hallways had emptied, and the stragglers he came across paid him little attention, since he was dressed normally with the gloves stuffed in the backpack he carried. The only thing that could be construed to be suspicious was that Bat was walking around at this hour, but late hour strolls weren’t uncommon in the MB, where insomnia was a common thing.  
 
    He headed down the stairs—all seven flights—until he reached the lowest level. He’d walked through the MB a couple times before, to see the colony in person. Each floor was nearly identical. Level Seven was unfinished, with less than half of it built out. Cutting through Martian bedrock was an incredibly slow process on a planet with no large equipment and where any mistake could prove fatal to the entire colony. That was, until Big Bertha landed a week ago.  
 
    The door Bat sought was near the edge of the new development, where only the mining crews lived. A wall of red rock blocked the hallway, with drills and tools charging in stations lining the wall. In the center of the hallway stood Big Bertha, like an ominous machine. He half-expected it to wake up and look at him with red LED eyes.  
 
    He shivered and stepped over a cable to reach the door. He glanced over his shoulder to make sure no one watched, since what he was doing wasn’t precisely legal. The MB system scanned all hallways, but no one looked at the footage unless there was a reason. Bat didn’t plan on giving them a reason.  
 
    He pulled out the key card he’d borrowed from Dr. Stevens, and swiped it over the screen. The door opened, much to his relief; they hadn’t closed the deceased doctor’s accounts yet. Like any detective story he’d read growing up, finding the weapon used was crucial to connecting the killer with the crime. Until he had evidence, Dr. Gould would pose a bigger and bigger threat to his own wellbeing.  
 
    He entered.  
 
    “Welcome, Dr. Stevens,” the computer said.  
 
    Bat glanced around and frowned at the larger room. “Why does everyone get a better place than me?” Switching gears, he hurriedly opened his bag, pulled out the gloves, and tugged them on. Then, he pulled out the large magnifying glass that generally hung above the worktable in his pod.  
 
    He scanned the pod, finding everything seemingly untouched since Dr. Stevens’s death. Artwork hung on the walls, and knickknacks sat on shelves. The entire inner wall was red bedrock, likely done to save resources as much as to give the pod a bit of style beyond the light gray plastic that comprised so much of the MB.  
 
    He moved to the kitchen, where the doctor’s death had supposedly taken place. A few dirty dishes sat in the sink. Otherwise, everything seemed in place and well-kept. He found no signs that a man had died here a day earlier. He stepped carefully as he looked around, using the magnifying glass to peer closer into dark corners. 
 
    “If I were an exposed wire, where would I be?” he mused.  
 
    If Dr. Stevens’s death was an accident, the wire should’ve been easily found near the body—if not in this pod, then in one of the two neighboring pods where the other men had been found dead.  
 
    However, Bat was convinced these three deaths were no accidents. He was also convinced that Dr. Gould had an inkling of the truth. 
 
    In the corner, where the cupboards met the bedrock, Bat found a small hole in the floor. It reminded him of a mouse hole, except that the edges were smooth, as though they’d been cut. There were (reportedly) no rodents in the MB, and especially no rodents that used tools.  
 
    “Why would Stevens cut a hole down here?” Bat asked himself. Since the good doctor had been cremated a few hours earlier, he couldn’t answer. The hole was too low for a Peeping Tom to spy on his neighbor, so the placement baffled Bat.  
 
    Curious, he grabbed a light from his bag and shone it into the hole. The tunnel continued until darkness swallowed the beam. Whether the tunnel had always been there or not, the hole had clearly been made after the cupboards were put in, which was within the past year.  
 
    He moved the magnifying glass from the hole and slowly across the floor. A tiny movement caught his gaze, and he swung the glass up the wall. Bat squinted, and then his eyes widened. It blended with the bedrock so well that if it hadn’t moved, Bat never would’ve noticed it. But, now it was unmistakable. A small reddish caterpillar was crawling up the wall.  
 
    Bat leaned back. “Ha. I knew it! They do have bugs here.” 
 
    The sound made the caterpillar reel back, and Bat found himself face to face with a little red man wearing a furry caterpillar coat.  
 
    “Oh,” Bat said.  
 
    The thing squeaked back a response. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Little red men 
 
    To call the creature a man was a rather extreme exaggeration. He—or it, to be precise—had two arms and two feet and one head, but that was where any resemblance ended. Its eyes were beady, as though it preferred darkness to light. Its skin was ruddy, much like everything on Mars. And, most notably, it stood less than two inches tall.  
 
    The Martian stared at Bat, who stared back at it.  
 
    “Hey there, little guy. How’s it going?” Bat said in a light, sing-song voice as he set down the magnifying glass. With his hands free, he slowly raised his fingers toward the alien. The Martian didn’t move, but kept a careful gaze on Bat. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Bat continued. “I’m not going to hurt you.” 
 
    As he closed in, the Martian squeaked out what sounded akin to a string of profanities at Bat. Light glinted off the weapon in its grip the instant before it flashed. A bolt of power shot out at Bat’s forefinger.  
 
    Warmth seeped through the rubber covering his finger. Bat glanced down to see the rubber blackened but otherwise not damaged.  
 
    “Whoa!” he said. “Not cool!” 
 
    The alien shot again; this time the blast hit Bat’s palm.  
 
    With a finger, Bat flicked the alien off the wall. It flew through the air and bounced off the floor. The Martian landed on its feet and took off running. Bat scrambled after it. Just before it reached the hole below the cupboards, Bat cupped his hand over it.  
 
    “Gotcha!” 
 
    Little bolts of heat warmed Bat’s gloved hand. With his free hand, he rustled through his bag and pulled out a clear plastic jar. Carefully picking up the Martian, he plopped it into the jar and snapped on the lid. It shot in every direction, lighting up the jar like a firefly.  
 
    Bat watched the angry alien bounce around the jar like a bumper car. “Shoot all you want, you little bugger. You’re not getting out of there. That plastic is indestructible.”  
 
    He gingerly slid the jar into his bag, peeled off his gloves, and plopped them on top of the jar. He slung the bag over his shoulder and hustled to his pod, his heart teeming with a sense of satisfaction. 
 
    Once inside the safety of his home, he carefully lifted the jar and set it on his worktable. The Martian had quit shooting like it was in the Wild West, and now sat with its caterpillar cloak draped over its shoulders. It glared at Bat, who thought it was rather impressive that a tiny little creature with beady eyes could make a humanlike expression so apparent.  
 
    Bat took a seat and watched the Martian as it watched him. Who would've ever guessed that the first intelligent alien life humans came across would be murderous little things? 
 
    As he pondered the alien before him, Bat faced a quandary. Who could he trust with this grand discovery? He knew very few residents, and those who he could trust made for a very short list. He hadn’t spoken to a single shipmate after landing, which ruled them out. He certainly couldn’t trust Dr. Gould, since she’d covered up anything suspicious about the three recent deaths. Dr. Wenger was her assistant, and was as involved as his boss was. That left Sir, who didn’t give a whit about anything that took place outside of the heaters.  
 
    Bat soon realized that there was only one person left on his list. 
 
    He searched the directory and dialed the number. No answer. It was too early for him to be at work, so he had to be home. After a fitful glance at the alien in the jar, Bat left his pod and jogged down the hallway to the pod. He rang the doorbell. Still no answer. He rang it again, then again and again. 
 
    Finally, the door opened. Hank the cook stood there, wearing nothing but boxers, looking more asleep than awake. “What the hell do you want at this hour?” 
 
    “I need to show you something.” 
 
    “It can wait,” Hank said and turned to shut the door. 
 
    “No!” Bat exclaimed. 
 
    Hank paused and eyed his visitor suspiciously. 
 
    “It can’t wait,” Bat said simply. “The entire MB is in immediate danger.” 
 
    Hank stared at him for a long while. Then he yawned. “All right, I’ll bite. Hold on.”  
 
    The door shut, leaving Bat standing in the hallway. The lights still hadn’t brightened for the day, meaning it was still some time before six AM. 
 
    A moment later, the door opened. Hank was dressed, though he still looked half asleep.  
 
    “Hurry back, sugar,” a woman’s voice called out from inside Hank’s pod.  
 
    Hank shut the door and shot Bat a hard look. “This had better be good.” 
 
    “Trust me,” Bat said.  
 
    Bat tried to set a faster pace, but Hank continued at a slow stroll.  
 
    “Why me?” Hank asked as they walked.  
 
    “I don’t know anyone else I can trust.” 
 
    “You don’t know anyone else, you mean.” 
 
    “I know lots of people.” 
 
    Hank glanced at him, unconvinced. “Dead guys don’t count.” 
 
    Feeling deflated, Bat said, “Do you want to see this or not?”  
 
    “I’m not sure,” he answered. 
 
    Bat stopped at his door, swiped his key card, and stepped inside.  
 
    Hank followed. “So, what have you got to show me that’s important enough for me to leave Dirty Deidre naked and alone in my bed?” 
 
    “It’s right here.” Bat gasped and his body froze. The jar was still on the worktable, but it now lay on its side, with the lid several inches away. “Son of a bitch,” he muttered.  
 
    Bat grabbed the rubber gloves, fell onto his knees, and began searching.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Hank asked.  
 
    “It was there, in the jar,” he replied in a rush. “I left it for just a couple minutes. I don’t know how it could’ve gotten out.” 
 
    Hank looked around worriedly. “What was it?” 
 
    “The Martian.” 
 
    “The Martian,” Hank echoed in a monotone voice.  
 
    Bat jumped to his feet. “The little bastard got away. I’ll find him.” 
 
    “And what did this Martian look like?” 
 
    “It’s about this big.” Bat pinched his fingers. “It looks a tiny bit like a human, only it’s red.” 
 
    Hank’s brow lifted. “You’re saying that Martians are little red men?” 
 
    “Yes. I guess so.” He cocked his head. “Although, I suppose we’re the real aliens here since we’re Earthlings on Mars.”  
 
    Hank cocked his head. “Take my advice, Bat. This Martian is something you should keep to yourself.” 
 
    Bat stood. “You don’t understand. These things are what’s killing off people. They have these itsy-bitsy blasters that shoot out electricity, only it’s not electricity. Whatever it is, it’s some sort of highly-conductive energy that causes cardiac arrest.”  
 
    Hank leaned on Bat’s worktable. “And you have proof of this?” 
 
    “Yes! I mean, I did.” He grabbed the jar and held it up. “Look. How else do you explain these little burn marks?” 
 
    “I’m a cook, not a detective.” Hank paused. “Maybe you should talk to Dr. Exeter.” 
 
    “Who’s Dr. Exeter.” 
 
    “He’s a clinical psychiatrist. A lot of new residents talk to him. You know, with the stress of getting used to colony life and all.” 
 
    “I’m not crazy.” Bat blew out a breath. “They’ll never believe me without proof. I’ve shown Dr. Weber the burn marks on the victims, but he refused to hear me out.” 
 
    “Dr. Weber is a trained medical professional. Maybe you should believe him.” 
 
    “No! They’re covering it up. I know it.” 
 
    Hank’s brows rose. “Bat, listen carefully. Dr. Gould carries a lot of power around here. You don’t want to make enemies with her. She can make your life very unpleasant if you piss her off. Do you understand?” 
 
    Bat scowled.  
 
    “So, take my advice. Keep this to yourself.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    Hank held up a hand. “Trust me on this. She can make your life miserable. And, it’s not like you can hop on the next flight back to Earth. I didn’t start my career here as a cook. Do you understand what I’m telling you? So, you’d better damn well leave me out of this, at least until you have tangible, real proof. I don’t need my life to get screwed any worse by Gould. Got it?” 
 
    Bat grimaced, then nodded.  
 
    “All right. I’m heading back to my place. Get some sleep, Bat.” 
 
    Hank left Bat standing alone in his pod.  
 
    The MB was under attack by Martians. And Bat Johnson seemed to be the only one who believed it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The problem with alien invasions 
 
    Bat had turned in Dr. Stevens’s personal effects in the morning, minus the doctor’s key card when he realized Security had no proof that the deceased doctor had had the card on him when he was delivered to Bat. If Bat was lucky, the key card would buy him at least one more trip to the doctor’s pod before Security closed the doctor’s accounts.  
 
    The problem was, Bat couldn’t return to Level Seven during the day with all the drill teams down there. And so he had to wait, spending the day searching his pod for the little escape artist. After twelve hours of tearing his pod apart and finding no sign of a Martian, Bat gave up and ventured down to the commons to grab a bite to eat. Bat stepped in line behind the dozen or so residents ahead of him.  
 
    He could already smell the dinner special: Mars bars. He didn’t know why they called Mars Bars the “special”, since they were the only entrée ever on the menu. Mars bars, an artificial concoction with the texture of tofu and a kale-like aftertaste, were the only abundant food source in the MB. With enough artificial flavor added, they weren’t half-bad. What he hated was that every damn one of the things contained lactose. 
 
    Bat scowled when he reached the front of the line and found that salmon-flavored were the only bars left. He hated salmon. For a price, food could be specially prepared. The problem was, Bat had no money.  
 
    He grabbed two bars and dropped them on a tray. The green squares with specks of pink jiggled with each step he took. He grabbed a glass of water before trudging over to an empty table and sat down. He was halfway through his first bar when someone took the seat next to him.  
 
    He glanced up to find Hank.  
 
    “Hey,” Hank said in flat voice. 
 
    Bat held up a chunk of a bar. “Who thought of making salmon-flavored bars?” 
 
    “I take it you didn’t find that thing you lost since you’re so moody.”  
 
    “I’m not moody. I have lactose intolerance.” 
 
    Hank cocked his head. “I have no dietary restrictions on file for you. Didn’t you fill out the dietary questionnaire before leaving Earth?” 
 
    “Lactose intolerance was listed as a disqualifying condition,” Bat said.  
 
    Hank lifted a brow. “So, you’d rather be in gastric misery your entire life?” 
 
    Bat shrugged. “It’s better than being jobless back on Earth and choking on smog every day.” 
 
    Hank nodded after a moment. “Sometimes I forget how bad it is there.” 
 
    “Although, at least people back on Earth aren’t getting killed off by little red aliens.” 
 
    “Allegedly,” Hank corrected. “All right, I agree. Three deaths in one week is nuts. Everyone’s a bit freaked out about it. After all, we’d been on a long run with no deaths for a couple months at least.” 
 
    Bat thought for a long moment, then his jaw loosened. He looked at Hank. “That’s it. The killing began right after we landed.” 
 
    “I’m not following.”  
 
    “Nearly the entire cargo hold on the ship was filled with a big drill. It was so big there wasn’t much room left for anything else.”  
 
    “So?” 
 
    “From what I hear, Big Bertha was a game-changer. It can cut through bedrock a hundred times faster than the hand drills they’d been using.” 
 
    Hank nodded. “Yeah. The colony’s growth stagnated until Big Bertha arrived. Now, they’re chipping through rock that none of their drills could even scratch before.”   
 
    “What if that rock wasn’t really rock after all? What if it was a defensive wall that was protecting a Martian city?” Bat leaned back. “The Martians think we’re invading them!” 
 
    Hank sighed. “Here we go again with the Martian theory.” 
 
    “It makes perfect sense. The three deaths all happened close to where the drilling is taking place.” Bat thought through his logic for a moment. “It’s only the beginning. There’s going to be a lot more deaths if we don’t stop drilling.” 
 
    Hank guffawed. “Dr. Gould will never let that happen.”  
 
    Bat shook his head slowly. “I’m going back down there tonight. I’ve got to get proof in front of the entire MB before it’s too late. It may already be too late.”  
 
    Hank stood up. “Whoa. What you’re talking about will end you up in jail.” 
 
    “I don’t have a choice. If I don’t do something, the shit’s going to hit the fan. I came here for peace and quiet, not for a gang war.” 
 
    “Bat, have you wondered, if there really were Martians, then why hasn’t someone down on Level Seven seen them yet? Wouldn’t someone have seen something when they were drilling?”  
 
    “I think that’s why the three residents were killed. They must’ve seen Martian scouts or something.” 
 
    “Scouts?” He shook his head. “I was wrong. You won’t end up in jail. You’ll end up heavily medicated and strapped to a bed.” He put a hand on Bat’s shoulder. “Good luck, buddy. But, stay away from me.” 
 
    Bat frowned as his only friend (sort of) walked away. Then, he went back to eating his salmon-flavored Mars bars. 
 
      
 
    It was four hours later before both the MB and Bat’s gastric system quieted down for the night. He put on his rubber suit—this time he wasn’t taking any chances—and headed back down to Level Seven. He cautiously approached the end of the hallway where Big Bertha stood before a wall of bedrock. Hairline cracks fractured out from where the drill bit penetrated the iridescent stone. 
 
    Bat walked up to the drill bit and examined it. He knew nothing about mechanical things, so he suspected this would be a bit of a challenge. The drill bit looked solid enough, and he traced the bit back to where it connected to the drill. Sheets of metal protected the front and sides of the machine. However, the back of the drill was exposed. There, he found a panel of switches, along with several wires and cables.  
 
    Bat tugged at a red wire that looked important. Nothing happened. He tugged harder. Then, pulled at it with both hands. When it finally came loose, it broke off and he stumbled back, nearly falling. He yanked out a couple more wires for good measure. Confident that drilling would be delayed—hopefully long enough for him to acquire proof (again) and convince the MB of the risk—he headed back to Dr. Stevens’s pod. 
 
    He swiped the deceased doctor’s key card at the door, but nothing happened. He swiped again. Still nothing. “Damn it,” he muttered, and slid the useless card back into his pocket. He turned and began searching the hallway for Martians.  
 
    He was on his hands and knees when a woman’s voice behind him called out, “What are you doing, Mr. Johnson?” 
 
    He scowled and looked over his shoulder at Dr. Gould who was standing with two guards. “I lost a contact lens. I’m looking for it.” 
 
    “In your hazmat suit?” 
 
    Bat pushed to his feet. “I told you before, I was breaking in the suit. There’s no law against that.” 
 
    “No, but there is a law against tampering with MB equipment. And there’s a law against stealing another resident’s key card.” 
 
    Bat cocked his head. “Is it really stealing when the resident is already dead?” 
 
    Dr. Gould scowled, and motioned to the guards. They rushed Bat, and had him pinned against the wall before he could brace himself. 
 
    “You’re under arrest, Bat Johnson,” a guard said. “For vandalism, larceny, and the murder of three MB residents.” 
 
    Bat froze. “What? Whoa! I didn’t kill anyone.” 
 
    “I think we’ll soon prove otherwise,” Dr. Gould said. “I find it too much a coincidence that a string of deaths started within a day of you landing on Mars. In fact, I’ve already put the request for your juvenile files back on Earth. I don’t know how you did it, but I intend to find the truth.” 
 
    Bat nodded toward the bedrock. “The truth is right in front of your eyes. That hard bedrock isn’t rock. It’s part of a perimeter that protects a Martian city from us. They think we’re attacking them.” 
 
    The guard next to him laughing. “Is this guy serious?”  
 
    The doctor sighed and looked to the guards. “Secure him for the night. Dr. Exeter will be down in the morning to perform a full evaluation. It’s clear Bat Johnson is suffering from severe space sickness.” 
 
    “You have to stop drilling, and you’ve got to shut down Level Seven before it’s too late!” Bat cautioned as the guards walked him past the doctor. 
 
    Dr. Gould held up her hand, and the guards paused.  
 
    “Bat,” she began. “If we stopped expanding, the MB would be cut off from Earth. For the past twenty years, they’ve been looking for excuses to cut funding to the MB to start a new colony several miles to the west of here. So, even if I believed you, we couldn’t afford to stop.” Her lips curled. “Though, the idea of Martians is ludicrous, albeit quite entertaining. This planet was a dead rock when we arrived. Trust me, the only living things on this world were imported from Earth.” 
 
    Bat’s gaze narrowed. “You really aren’t covering anything up, are you? You really don’t see what’s so obvious?” 
 
    She sobered. “I see it clearly. You’ll go down in history as the first murderer on Mars.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 And then all hell broke lose 
 
    “I don’t like that woman,” Bat said as he sat in his tiny gray cell.  
 
    “It’s safe to say Dr. Gould doesn’t like you either,” the guard outside his cell responded. 
 
    “She doesn’t like the truth, is more like it,” Bat muttered. 
 
    The guard walked up to the plastic bars that separated him from Bat. “You know something? I don’t like you, either. Anyone who comes into my MB and thinks he can get away with killing my people is in for a world of hurt. You shouldn’t be worried about Dr. Gould. You should be worried about me.” 
 
    Bat glared right back at the guard trying to stare him down. “I didn’t kill anyone.” He pointed over the guard’s shoulders. “What killed those people is still out there, and you’ll see more deaths if you turn that drill back on.” 
 
    The guard chuckled drily. “That drill has been running since lights up. You think unplugging a couple cables would break a high-tech piece of equipment like that?” 
 
    Bat shrugged. “Yeah, I did.” 
 
    The guard brushed him off. “Dr. Exeter will be here soon. Try not to talk until then.” 
 
    The guard took a seat and put his feet up on his desk. 
 
    Bat tried to doze off, but he was still wearing his rubber suit, and it was hot. He refused to take it off, though, because sweating was preferable to getting zapped. Fortunately for him, Dr. Gould and the guards really believed he was crazy and let him keep the suit on. That they took his mask bothered him, but upon considering his odds, he figured he’d have an easy enough time protecting his noggin. 
 
    The guard’s radio squawked. “We’re getting reports of multiple casualties on the drill team on Level Seven.” 
 
    The guard’s feet dropped to the floor. “How many?” 
 
    “All of them!” 
 
    Bat’s eyes widened. “It’s too late.” 
 
    “What happened?” the guard asked.  
 
    “People are just dropping. We think the drill hit some kind of gas, but the air sensors show normal. We’ve seen some flashes of light. Maybe the gas is sparking.”  
 
    “They carry zappers,” Bat said as a matter-of-fact. “They’re actually pretty impressive considering the size—” 
 
    “Shut up,” the guard ordered.  
 
    The screen on the wall began to light up. The guard stood. “That’s impossible.” 
 
    “What is it?” Bat asked.  
 
    The guard snapped a quick look at Bat before grabbing his radio. “All units report to duty. Level Seven is off the grid. 911s have been called in from Levels Six and Five. Gear up with breathers. We don’t know what we’re up against yet.” 
 
    “You’re up against Martians,” Bat said.  
 
    Bat watched the guard as he pulled on hazmat suit.  
 
    “Your suit is fabric, right?” Bat said.  
 
    The guard shot him a look. “Yeah, why?” 
 
    “No reason.” He paused. “Can you let me out? Isn’t it now obvious that I didn’t kill those people?” 
 
    “Why does it matter what my suit is made of?” the guard asked, ignoring Bat’s request.  
 
    Bat leaned back. “Will you let me out if I tell you?” 
 
    The guard’s eyes narrowed. A tense minute of silence followed. Finally, the guard pulled out his key card. “Tell me what you know, and I’ll let you out.” 
 
    Bat pushed to his feet. “Let me out first.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “But, what if I tell you and then you don’t let me out?” 
 
    “I give you my word.”  
 
    Bat chewed the guard’s words for a moment. “Okay, fine. The Martians electrocute their victims. I’m sure it’s a bit more complicated than that, but I know that my rubber suit saved my life when one of those little red buggers shot me.” He motioned to the bars. “That’s all I know. Now, let me out.” 
 
    The guard seemed surprised. “I’m not letting a criminal run free.” 
 
    “You gave me your word!” 
 
    “You stole a key card. You tried to sabotage Big Bertha.” 
 
    “Oh, come on. I had a very good reason for doing both those things.” 
 
    Only the guard was no longer paying attention to Bat. He was now looking at the ventilation shaft. “What is that?” 
 
    Bat turned and squinted his eyes. “I don’t see—oh, hell.”  
 
    A hint of movement in the darkness behind the grid turned into dozens of little caterpillars hopping out from the vent. Several landed on the guard. He scrambled to brush them off him. Several small flashes of light sent the guard convulsing, and then he toppled to the floor, unmoving.  
 
    The little fuzz balls began to move toward Bat. He shook at the bars. Then, he saw the guard’s key card lying on the floor. He dropped down and reached out. The Martian nearest the key card fired, but the shot was stopped by the rubber of Bat’s gloves. In a rush he grabbed the card, jumped to his feet, and swiped the card over the lock.  
 
    His prison door opened, and he leapt over the Martians shooting at him from the floor and walls. Bat held his arms up to protect his head. His personal effects were in a box on the table. He lunged the last couple of feet to reach it.  
 
    He grabbed the rubber mask with one hand. With his other hand, he took the box and smashed the Martian nearest him. He slid the mask over his face and then turned to face his enemy. They were now a small army, pouring out of the vent. Many continued to shoot at him, to no effect.  
 
    He contemplated finding a quiet place in the MB to ride out the attack, and thought that seemed like a good plan. He picked up his key card and noticed the squashed alien under box. He cocked his head as an idea struck him. 
 
    Bat disliked adventure. Luckily for everyone at the MB, he disliked aliens even more. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The fuzz busters 
 
    The entire MB was under attack. Bat walked through the hallways, fast enough to move quickly past the Martians on the walls, but slowly enough to not wear himself out. After all, he’d never been the most athletic fellow.  
 
    He headed down the stairs to Level Two, stepping over bodies along the way. He needed to get to Level Five, which he suspected had already been completely overrun by Martians. There were so many Martians, the walls were crawling with the fuzzy-coated things. 
 
    Little flares of light constantly twinkled around Bat, and he felt pinpricks of warmth across his suit. He wondered if the thick rubber would last, and he began to jog. As he descended, he encountered fewer Martians and more bodies, and he realized that it was probably because there was no one left to kill.  
 
    When he reached Level Five, it was relatively quiet, though hundreds, if not thousands, of Martians still lingered on the walls and floors. Bat needed to check the screen to find the right room. He flicked a Martian off the screen as he scrolled through the map.  
 
    “There you are,” he said, and hustled down the hallway.  
 
    At the door, he used the guard’s key card and was relieved to see it open. He stepped inside and found himself standing before a large 3D printer. He ran through the printing wizard to design the item. Once he was satisfied, he selected Two for number of copies and pressed Print. In the meantime, Martians were trickling in from the overhead vent. 
 
    As his items were produced, Bat smiled. His fingers caressed the first one before wrapping around the handle. He picked it up and faced the incoming Martians.  
 
    How do you kill a bug? 
 
    With a giant electrified flyswatter, of course.  
 
    And, what was better than one giant electrified flyswatter?  
 
    Two giant electrified flyswatters.  
 
    He swung the three-foot-wide weapon. It smashed a dozen Martians with a resounding zakt. Bat laughed before swinging it again and again. Soon the room was devoid of any living Martians. He looked up at the vent to see the remaining aliens running away.  
 
    Bat picked the second swatter up from the printer bin, and held the two before him. “I shall call you fuzz busters.” 
 
    He then strode with confidence out of the room to face the alien hordes. Bat worked his way up, level by level, smashing and pounding his way through every Martian he came across. By the time he reached the ground level, he was exhausted and headed to the commons for a cold drink.  
 
    As he stepped inside the large hall, his jaw dropped. Here was where the residents had made their last stand. Much of the population lay on the floors and sprawled across the tables. Dr. Gould lay toward the back, nearly buried by a guard. Hank lay next to the food line, a meat cleaver held in a literal death grip.  
 
    Bat had no time for reflection, because there were still thousands upon thousands of Martians in the commons—and every single one of them was headed for Bat. His jaw dropped. “Oh, come on, already.” He sighed, raised his fuzz busters, and let out a roar. “Bring it on, you fuzzy fiends!” 
 
    He swung and took out a dozen Martians. He swung again. Bat continued to swing until his arms felt like they were about to fall off, and his suit was filled with sweat. The Martians kept coming, so he kept swinging. He became a mindless automaton, swinging at anything that moved. At some point, he realized there was nothing left moving, and he stood in the center of the commons, holding his battle-worn busters and surrounded by piles of caterpillars.  
 
    Bat wanted to collapse, but instead he pushed himself to keep going. He walked over to Dr. Gould and took her key card. Every level had a control room, as a redundancy measure, so he took the control room nearest him. Using her key card, Bat sealed off Level Seven—and Level Six for good measure. No one could accuse Bat of not being fair.  
 
    From there, he returned to Level Five and began printing off rubber suits, Fuzz busters, and vent covers. If the Martians wanted to return, he’d be ready.  
 
    Some time later, he returned to his pod, sealed the vents, stripped, and showered. When he collapsed onto his bed, pleasant thoughts flitted through his mind. He’d been right after all. He would find some peace and quiet on Mars. He frowned. And, a lifetime supply of Mars bars. 
 
    With a sigh, he pushed to his feet. After all, he was the undertaker of Mars, and he had a job to do. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
    —  —  — 
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