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 Cryonite Caper 
 
    by Felix R. Savage 
 
    Someone froze my weapons officer in cryonite. They won’t get away with that. Let me just find somewhere to put down these talking Barbies … 
 
    Independent freighter captain Mike Starrunner has seen it all, but when someone freezes his weapons officer into a six-foot cube of cryonite, even Mike is stumped. Who would have done this and why? And what happened to good old carbonite?   
 
    On skanky, sweltering hub world Ponce de Leon, there’s no shortage of suspects. Fortunately, Mike is a Shifter—genetically gifted with the ability to shift into animal form. Unfortunately, so are the other guys. When Mike’s investigation leads him to his nemesis, notorious smuggler Buzzz Parsec, and his gang of criminal bear Shifters, things get hardcore.  
 
    If Mike can’t solve the mystery, he’ll lose not only his weapons officer, but his home and maybe even his beloved daughter. 
 
    Hold these damn Barbies. It’s time for BEAST MODE!  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 1 
 
      
 
    I rang Risssk’s doorbell with my chin, since I was balancing two hot coffees on top of a plastikrete crate of Barbie dolls. I was hoping one or the other would revive Risssk from his lager-induced coma. We had celebrated a profitable cargo run to Diesas Moom last night, but that was no excuse for spending the day in bed. I was an independent freighter captain and Risssk was my weapons officer. We had to hustle just to keep up. 
 
    The doorbell echoed through the apartment on the other side of the peeling, pink front door. For some reason it gave me the chills. The apartment sounded empty. 
 
    I put down my crate and leaned on the bell. Then I cupped my hands to the window beside the door and squinted through the frosting of salt on the outside of the glass. 
 
    I saw nothing but Risssk’s front hall, heaped as usual with boxes of stuff he was trying to offload on the side. I really had to talk to him about that. Through a chink between the boxes, I saw one of his deck boots lying in the kitchen doorway.  
 
    It lay at a funny angle. 
 
    Toe up. 
 
    I pounded the window. “Risssk!” I yelled. 
 
    The only effect this had was that his upstairs neighbor came out on her balcony. These houses in Shiftertown have paper walls, literally—they’re built from fibers of the gravelnut tree, an invasive species which has basically taken over the planet of Ponce de Leon. A bunch of gravelnuts had grown through the sidewalk beside Risssk’s building. Passing cars crushed their malodorous nuts, stinking up the humid air.  
 
    Risssk’s neighbor was a surprise—an attractive, fit young woman with her hair pulled back in a tight braid. My mental image of Risssk had him surrounded by felons and addicts. A toddler wriggled around the woman’s legs and waved hi. After giving me the once-over, Mom pushed the child back inside. Shiftertown folks are wary; they’ve got to be. 
 
    Midday traffic honked and crawled along 90th towards Shoreside. Tourists clustered around stalls vending back-home specialties, basically meat burned in various ways. I moved my crate to one side of the stoop and kicked Risssk’s front door. Tourists glanced at me from the sidewalk. I smiled back at them. Just part of the local color, ladies and gents and aliens. Carry on as you were. I kicked the door again, and it popped open.  
 
    It hadn’t been locked. 
 
    That was unlike Risssk.  
 
    Warily, I moved into the hall. My hand snaked inside my lightweight suit jacket and closed around the butt of my Midday Special. I picked my way between the boxes of crap that fell off the backs of spaceships, to the kitchen doorway. 
 
    Risssk’s deck boot was on his foot. 
 
    Kinda. 
 
    His foot was a fox’s paw. 
 
    It was attached to a dog fox the size of a man, wearing a misfitting t-shirt and jeans. 
 
    The old fox lay on a sheet of polythene spread across the kitchen floor, like builders use when they’re painting. But he wasn’t exactly lying on it. 
 
    Risssk was frozen. 
 
    He was encased in a transparent, slightly sparkly, six-foot-long ice cube. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    What the everloving heck had the old fox done now? I crouched down and touched the slab of ‘ice’—and jerked back. I sucked my fingers. Motherloving stuff was as cold as frozen CO2. 
 
    Well, of course it was. And that was only the surface. The interior would be much colder. The material was cryonite, a substance invented by the long-gone Urush, which is disappointingly easy to manufacture. We don’t know if they used it to imprison people, to preserve fresh fruit on long voyages, or to make non-melting ice cubes for their drinks. On Ponce de Leon it was used for all three purposes. 
 
    I straightened up, drawing my Midday Special. I wasn’t even really aware of what I was doing until my eyes registered what my subconscious had already noticed. 
 
    Across the kitchen, the door of Risssk’s refrigerator stood ajar. 
 
    And two size sixteen boots stuck out from under it. 
 
    Just…boots? It was so odd I still didn’t understand. Then the mystery solved itself. 
 
    The fridge door flew the rest of the way open. A human male the size of a linebacker charged out, straight at me.  
 
    I had a split second to decide whether to shoot. 
 
    My long-dead commanding officer screamed, Blow the blanking hostile away, you blankety-blanking blanker! Rational me pointed out more quietly that the thug was empty-handed. 
 
    This inner debate ate up my split second of thinking time. The thug leapt onto the kitchen table and kicked me in the face. The kitchen spun like a carnival ride. My Midday Special went flying. 
 
    It was a glancing blow because by this point in my life, I had taken several kicks to the face and I knew I didn’t like them. I pivoted and missed the worst of it. Then my commanding officer was back with more advice, grab the blankety-blank’s leg, and I caught the thug’s foot in the air.  
 
    This was more like it. Superhero stuff. Just like the old days— 
 
    Without a moment’s pause, the thug switch-kicked with his other foot. He landed his boot square in the middle of my chest and knocked me back from the table. 
 
    So, spinning head, and now good-bye air. Maybe I’d land on something soft. I’d been in this situation before, too—thanks to a squandered youth and then the army—and I knew I’d be in bad shape when I landed. 
 
    I held onto the thug’s foot. Not from any plan. It was basic reflex, my only way of being disagreeable to him. 
 
    I got lucky. 
 
    His kick knocked me back, and his foot with me, and he landed with a satisfying crash on the table. He bounced to the floor headfirst. He caught himself with his hands—on Risssk.  
 
    They probably heard him yell uptown. 
 
    I still had his foot. I twisted it, tumbling him off the fox-cube, and then pinned him in place with my boot on his ass. “Who are you?” I wheezed, breathless. “Why did you ice my weapons officer?” 
 
    “Screw you, man,” he growled. 
 
    I wasn’t thinking too clearly. Something about being kicked twice in one second, by the biggest thug I’d seen in a year—it made me want firepower.  
 
    I stooped to pick up my Midday Special, which had skittered next to Risssk’s cube. I saw the thug’s fist just in time and took the punch on my shoulder. It still knocked me across the kitchen. I fetched up against the sink, my shoulder radiating pain. This time I didn’t drop the pistol. I leveled it at him. “Talk, asshole.” 
 
    The thug glanced at my .22 and gave a snort of disdain that the gun probably found demoralizing. I know I did. Really, unless I got a lucky shot, it wouldn’t slow this beast down. 
 
    He spun on his size sixteen heel and darted out the kitchen door, Great. I wouldn’t have to kill him—but he was taking all his answers with him. 
 
    I jumped to my feet and staggered after him—and tripped over Risssk. Blankety-blank it! I stumbled out of the kitchen just in time to see him charging out of the door to the apartment, which I had considerately left open.  
 
    When I reached the stoop, he was nowhere to be seen. You wouldn’t think a guy that size could successfully blend with the tourists, hustlers, and teenagers ambling along the sidewalk, but he had. With his speed and skill—he was obviously trained—he was the least thuglike thug I’d met. That didn’t bode well for Risssk, and whatever trouble he’d gotten into. 
 
    I cursed some more while I caught my breath, and then went back inside. To satisfy my bruised pride, I cleared the rest of the apartment in tactically correct style, gun first, exposing as little of my body as possible to potential enemy fire. I never thought I’d end up putting these muscle memories to good use in Shiftertown, in my employee’s apartment. There were only two other rooms: his bedroom and the living-room, which currently served as a warehouse for Risssk’s inventory. I checked under the bed. I even checked inside a few of the larger boxes. 
 
    I really was alone in the apartment now. 
 
    With a man encased in cryonite. 
 
    Well, a fox. 
 
    Same difference. 
 
    Nothing moved in the kitchen except flies crawling over a cereal bowl on the draining board. I smelled sour milk. I smelled cryonite. The fact that I could smell it meant it wasn’t dry yet. Cryonite takes hours to set fully. Whoever did this must have finished the job early this morning, then left Thuggy McThug to watch the stuff set—a job slightly more exciting than watching paint dry. Lucky that I’d come along to give him a workout, not that he needed one. 
 
    My shoulder still hurt. And my face. And my chest. 
 
    I stared at Risssk. Bubbles frosted the tip of his tail. His eyes were half open. He seemed to be staring accusingly at me, although I knew he was suspended in a cryogenic coma. The way cryonite worked, unless it was keyed to a nanonic defroster, Risssk would remain encased like that, potentially until the heat death of the universe.  
 
    I should’ve fired him ages ago. Then I wouldn’t have to deal with this. 
 
    But one of the reasons I hadn’t fired him was that he was a good guy, as well as a good weapons officer. Yes, he mixed with some dodgy types, but I could not imagine who would have gone to these lengths to ruin his life. Bullets are cheaper. Actually, one blow from McThuggy’s fist would have done the job, if they—whoever they were—wanted to kill him. But instead, they’d turned him into a giant paperweight.  
 
    When I started to run through species of aliens large enough to use him as a bookshelf ornament, I had to admit I was stumped.    
 
    I righted the kitchen table and found Risssk’s jacket on the floor. There was nothing in its pockets except a hundred, some change, and a receipt from Wally’s, a local seafood joint, dated three days ago. The refrigerator was full of dodgy herbal beer which Risssk must have been hoping to sell. I checked all the windows. They were painted shut and clearly had not been opened in years. 
 
    I went back outside, closed the door behind me, and moved my crate of Barbies in front of it. “Ow! Please be careful!” said a chorus of teeny tiny robotic voices from within. Ignoring the dolls, I sat on the stoop and opened one of the coffees I’d brought. Although it felt like a lifetime had passed since I entered the apartment, the coffee was still hot.  
 
    I’d brought the coffees from Kitty’s, the tourist-trap café on the corner of 90th and Shoreside, because I wanted Risssk alert for the serious chat I’d planned. Now it would take more than Kitty’s coffee to wake him up. Maybe the caffeine would help me think.  
 
    You may be wondering why I didn’t call the emergency services. Surely that’s what any normal person would do after finding one of his employees frozen in cryonite? 
 
    Not in Shiftertown. Risssk was a Shifter, like me. We aren’t the most popular flavor of alt-humans on Ponce de Leon. Any publicity is bad publicity. As a result, we tend to clean up our own messes.   
 
    I drank the first coffee, then took out my phone and called Dolph, my co-pilot and business partner. He was at our office near Mag-Ingat Harbor, clearly working through his own hangover. 
 
    “What happened to good old carbonite?” he said, after I ran down the situation for him.  
 
    “You need supervillain-level infrastructure for that,” I said. “Cryonite is stupid easy. Just mix and pour.” 
 
    “Plus, transparent is cooler than gunmetal gray,” he observed. “If you’re going for a conversation piece.” 
 
    “Or individual fox-flavored ice cubes.”  
 
    Dolph made a noise halfway between a laugh and a cough of disgust. It was no joke, though. I had heard of exactly this happening in the Ponce de Leon underworld, which lies as close to Shiftertown as a shadow to the sunlight. It got worse the more I considered it. The illicit organ trade, indentured workers, even simple gang mob hits : freeze the victim and drop him in the ocean. Honestly, once you started freezing people in cryonite, there were no ‘good’ explanations. 
 
    “So did you get any pictures of Thug Life?” he said.  
 
    I shook my head. “I was too busy dodging. He was good but he didn’t strike me as having the smarts for this. It looks like a professional job.” I watched the street as I talked, wondering if any of the people meandering past were actually McThuggy’s cronies, now watching me and cursing their luck. I doubted it. I haven’t yet met a bad guy who’d be caught dead in an I Heart Shiftertown baseball cap. 
 
    “What did you go over there for, anyway?” Dolph said. 
 
    I sighed. “I was going to have a serious chat with him about showing up for work. And about his side business.”  
 
    “Follow the money,” Dolph said. 
 
    “Yeah, could be related. He still seems like the last guy something like this would happen to.” In the background I could hear the professional voice of our receptionist, Mary, dealing with customers. Mary is a lovely lady and a mainstream human. In her world, people you know don’t get frozen in cryonite. 
 
    “Well, at least now you won’t have to fire him.” Dolph got up and went outside. The background noise changed to the hum of a train rushing past below. “Didja go through his pockets?”  
 
    “Only a hundred GCs and change.” 
 
    “Can’t even buy lunch with that.” 
 
    This reminded me that it was thirteen o’clock and I hadn’t eaten. “Pick up sandwiches at Haughey’s and get down here.” 
 
    “Venison or gazelle?” 
 
    “Venison.” 
 
    “Beer?” 
 
    “Nah, there’s plenty in the fridge here.” 
 
    “Ole fox was hitting the sauce hard last night,” Dolph recalled. 
 
    “It wasn’t the booze that encased him in cryonite,” I said, and rang off. 
 
    As I drank the second coffee, I felt eyes on me. I looked up and saw Risssk’s neighbor again. The young woman with the tight braid. She was watching from the landing above and she looked even more wary now, maybe because she’d heard fighting and yelling. She also looked a little stressed out, which comes with living in Shiftertown. 
 
    Shiftertown hadn’t yet gotten to the little girl peeking around her legs. She was a cute little thing of three or four. Blonde, chubby-cheeked, chipper.  
 
    “Hello mister,” she called down. “Why is your box talking?” 
 
    I glanced at the crate of Barbies and had a brainwave. If anybody had seen something, it would be the upstairs neighbor who came onto her balcony at the slightest noise.  
 
    “Something for the guy who lives here. I’ll show you, if that’s OK with your mom.” I smiled up at them,  
 
    Mom obviously thought I was skeevy as heck. But I was wearing a business suit, albeit somewhat rumpled now, and it was the middle of the day. The street was crowded with people. She didn’t know there was a Shifter-sized ice cube in the downstairs apartment.  
 
    “All right,” she said grudgingly. She buzzed me in. I opened the door beside Risssk’s and carried my crate up a flight of stairs. The Barbies exclaimed at each step, “Excuse me!” “No, excuse me!” The little girl burst out of a door at the top of the stairs and giggled.  
 
    I followed her into a kitchen identical to the one below, except that there was no slab of cryonite in it. Also, it was sunlit, noisy with the combined wailing of a baby and a holovision, and smelled of dirty diapers. The baby lay in a cot on the kitchen table, next to the characters from a popular kids’ show, who danced and sang, two foot high, with the characteristic too-sharp edges of holographs. Mia’s mom switched them off, uncovering the noise of a second holovision in the living-room. She picked up the baby—a protective move. “Have I seen you around before?”  
 
    “I work with Risssk,” I said, smiling but not trying for a handshake.  “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Irene.” She shifted her weight from foot to foot, attempting to calm the baby. “I’d better say up front, if you’re selling something, we’re not buying.”  
 
    She probably assumed I was part of Risssk’s dodgy consignment sales business. She might not even know he had a real job. He sure didn’t act like it a lot of the time.  
 
    “Mister!” Mia tugged my sleeve. “Open the box!” 
 
    This little one was fearless. My own daughter, Lucy, was a year or so older, but she tended to be quiet and watchful unless you had the honor of being on her OK list. That was partly my fault. I’m a wee bit paranoid. But not without reason. Some asshole or assholes unknown had just iced my weapons officer.  
 
    I tried my damnedest to keep these thoughts off my face as I popped the crate open and revealed a crowd, a mob of bubble-wrapped Barbies. All of them staring blankly up. 
 
    Mia squealed ecstatically and snatched one.  
 
    “Oh! Hello!” it squeaked. 
 
    “Mia!” snapped her mother. “Did the man say you could touch that?” 
 
    “It’s all right,” I said. “In fact, Mia can help me out. I’m conducting a market research survey.” 
 
    This was actually true. I had received these Barbies from their manufacturer, a startup which wanted to try selling them in the Isaw system, one of my regular ports of call. Thing is, the company didn’t have any orders from Isaw yet. They wanted me to take a bunch of the dolls and try to sell them to local distributors, in exchange for a cut. I go where the money is, usually, but I’m in delivery, not sales. I couldn’t picture myself talking dollies with buyers. Risssk, on the other hand, had no shame. I’d been going to run the idea past him, and then see how the Barbies went over with  Lucy and her little friends in my apartment complex.  
 
    Another child’s feedback couldn’t hurt, so I said, “Go ahead and unwrap her.” I glanced at the product leaflet taped to the underside of the crate lid. “She walks, talks, cries, and closes her eyes when she goes to sleep. Now with MORE!! realistic functions.” 
 
    Mia was too busy tearing at the bubble wrap to respond. Irene snapped, “Mia! Say thank you for letting me play with the dolly!” 
 
    “Thank you for letting me play with the dolly,” Mia parroted. She might be boisterous, but Irene had her well trained. She skipped down the hall, fighting with the bubble wrap.  
 
    “Sorry about that,” Irene said, brushing loose wisps of hair out of her eyes and transferring the baby to her other hip. “She loves that kind of thing. Like that show? Lil’ Hellraisers? She adores that.” 
 
    “So does my daughter,” I said, and stopped myself. “Never mind.” 
 
    Irene finally seemed amused. “You have a daughter?” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I?” I involuntarily touched my face. Because I’d just got beat up by a 250-pound thug, that was why. Family guys aren’t supposed to do that. I wondered how bad the damage looked. 
 
    Fortunately, Irene didn’t ask where I came by it. In Shiftertown, you don’t. “No reason.” A sparkle forced itself through the tired distraction in her eyes. “How old is your daughter?”  
 
    “Four.”  
 
     I hadn’t intended to use Lucy as an icebreaker, but that’s how it panned out. Within the next five minutes, I’d told Irene that I was raising Lucy on my own, and that my ex was offworld. I’m well aware, thank you, that the single-dad thing is a surefire sympathy play with women. I won’t even pretend I have never used it. But this time, I wasn’t trying to charm Irene. I was in shock from the whole Risssk thing and my encounter with McThuggy, more so than I’d realized. I even told this stranger that we lived uptown, in Majesta Gardens, safely away—although I retained enough sense not to put it like that—from the dirt, frequent flooding, and hoodlum-haunted streets of Shiftertown. I wanted a better life for my little girl.  
 
    I knew I shouldn’t be chatting with this woman. But I never usually got to talk about Lucy, and Irene seemed more relaxed with each piece of information she pried out.  
 
    I drew the line, however, at the mug of tea she made for me. It was that disgusting herbal stuff. After lunch hour, my body is trained to only accept bourbon, or beer in an emergency.  
 
    Irene sat with the baby on her lap, giving him a bottle. “So what does your daughter want to be when she grows up?” 
 
    Irene would be aware that I was a Shifter, although I hadn’t said so, and nothing visibly distinguishes us from mainstream humans. I also knew she and her kids were Shifters, for the same reasons. If we weren’t, we wouldn’t be here. Simple as that.  
 
    All the same, the question represented a first acknowledgement of our shared heritage, and it would’ve killed the increasingly friendly ambiance if I had deflected it. I laughed. “She changes her mind twice a day on average, but as of this morning, she wants to be a cheetah.” 
 
    “A cheetah! That’s ambitious. Mia wants to be a fox.” 
 
    I thought of the old dog fox lying downstairs, encased in cryonite. 
 
    “She got the idea from your friend downstairs,” Irene added, as if reading my thoughts. Her eyes were blue, rather large, and she had skin so perfect it looked lab-grown—although there was no way she could have afforded that. Wisps of pale blonde hair escaped from her tight mom-braid. She had baby dribble on the shoulder of her t-shirt, but it did not detract from her uncommon aura of self-possession.  
 
    I wondered what she knew. Call it paranoia, but I had a feeling she was hiding something.  
 
    She’d given me an opening, so I asked, “Do you know Risssk well?”  
 
    “Is that his name?” she responded.  
 
    So much for that. 
 
    “We say hello. What I mean is, Mia says hello. But that’s about it.” 
 
    “Guess she must have seen him going in and out in his fox form, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah. She’s always out on the balcony, talking to whoever comes by.”  
 
    At that moment Mia’s voice pealed from the living-room, “No! Stop it!” 
 
    A deep-pitched, threatening growl answered her. 
 
    I was down that hall so fast, I practically broke the sound barrier. I had a clear picture in my head of this sweet little child peeking down from her balcony last night, when she should have been in bed, and seeing the rest of the fox-cubing crew. Had those villains now come back to silence her? Not while I was around— 
 
    I skidded into the living-room. The balcony doors stood open. Thin curtains blew into the room, splashing sunlight over a floor littered with toys … and over a seven-foot male lion sprawled on the couch, watching a horde of wee rugby players tussling amidst the clutter.  
 
    One massive paw trapped Mia against the couch. She was wriggling, squealing, and beating on the lion’s leg with the Barbie. “Lemme go, Daddy!” 
 
    The doll echoed her in its tiny, but very shrill, voice. “Let me go!” 
 
    “Owww!” Mia whined. 
 
    “Not letting you go until you turn that doll off,” the lion rumbled. 
 
    “Oh. Ha ha,” I said. “Hello. I’m responsible for the doll.” 
 
    “What’s it called, the Headache Generator Mark 2?” said the lion. “Like it’s not enough to have those shows playin’ all the time …” He lashed his tail once against the back of the couch. Thump. “You gotta be quiet when your mom has guests, Mia,” he admonished her, over the noise of the rugby game.  
 
    I could have taken his side against all things noisy (that weren’t rugby) and cultivated another potential witness, but I don’t like lions. They tend to be, well, lazy. And let their women do all the work for them.  
 
    Besides, by now I was fairly sure the family hadn’t seen anything. King of the Beasts here obviously had little interest in the world outside of his holovision projector, and Irene had her hands full with the kids. If she was hiding something, it was something mundane, such as that they were behind on the rent—not unlikely given that neither of them was at work, on a weekday afternoon. I felt sorry for her, but it was none of my business. I needed to quit wasting time here and do what I could for Risssk. 
 
    “Well, I’d better be going,” I said. “I can see you’re busy.” 
 
    “Not a problem, man,” the lion yawned. He scooped his squealing daughter up, rolled over on the couch, and deposited her on his pale-furred chest. She cuddled down with the Barbie in her arms.  
 
    “Give that back to the man, Mia,” said Irene. I jumped. I hadn’t heard her coming up behind me.  
 
    “Can I keep it? Pleeeeease?” 
 
    “Of course,” I said warmly. “It’s yours.” I packed up the crate and left, foreseeing hours of shrill torment for King of the Beasts. You have to get your satisfaction where you find it in this world.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Dolph was waiting for me on the stoop, eating a venison on rye. He looked up and waved to Irene, who’d come out on the balcony again. Then we went inside. “Who was that chick?” Dolph said. 
 
    “Upstairs neighbor. Married with kids,” I added, before he could get any ideas. “Pretty sure they didn’t see anything.” 
 
    “Naw,” he said. “They wouldn’t have. These guys were professionals.” 
 
    “Why do you think that?” 
 
    “Because you said it on the phone.” 
 
    We went into the kitchen. The pathetic sight of Risssk’s body dismissed Irene and her family from my mind. I remembered why I had concluded that this was a professional job. “Number one, they got the drop on Risssk.” 
 
    We agreed this would not have been easy. Although in his sixties, Risssk was no slouch in the self-defense department. He had not been in the army, much less in the special forces like Dolph and me, but he had grown up right here in Shiftertown, Mag-Ingat, Ponce de Leon. That’s an education in situational awareness and the use of weapons, rolled into one.  
 
    “Number two?” Dolph said. 
 
    “Number two? There is no number two.” 
 
    “Oh.”  
 
    We ate our sandwiches at the kitchen table. It felt a bit wrong, when Risssk was lying there on the floor. However, I was hungry, and Haughey’s venison is the best this side of San Damiano.  
 
    Dolph finished his sandwich first. He mooched around the kitchen. He checked the catch on the small window above the sink, as I had done. Then he got a herbal beer out of Risssk’s fridge, tried it, and made a face.  
 
    I balled up the foil wrapping of my sandwich and put it in my pocket. “Number three,” I said, “the total absence of any clues.” 
 
    “Total absence?” 
 
    “This is where you whip out your portable DNA scanner,” I said, hopefully. 
 
    “That’s on my wish list, right after a flying bike.” 
 
    I was starting to think we might have to call the cops after all, and that my delay in reporting the crime was not going to look good, when Dolph had one of his occasional flashes of brilliance. “Clues? His living-room is full of ’‘em.” 
 
    We spent the next hour going through Risssk’s inventory. It was a grueling exercise that challenged my faith in humanity. Instant muscle-builder building gizmosleech pads, still half-alive. Kits for dyeing flowers black. Invisible beach towels. Artificial self-licking ant-eater tongues. Knockoff designer fanny packs. Ground-up Yuriops horns (for enhanced sexual performance). Diamond-encrusted ear scrapers for the neo-Victorian Shifter in your lifeArtificial diamond paperweights. Radar jammers. A travel cage full of live fuzzy-wuzzies from Kabath Noor, which Dolph and I released out of the bedroom window, committing a minor crime against the ecological conservation laws of Ponce de Leon. Ecological integrity is a joke on a hub world like PdL, anyway. May the most invasive species win. 
 
    Some people think the title of most invasive human species should go to the Shifters, although we have no interest in conquering anyone, even if we had what it takes. Which we mostly don’t. Risssk was a good example.  
 
    He bought this stuff cheap from his contacts in the shipping industry, and tried to sell it for a hefty markup to the tourist tat emporia  on Shoreside. It was the inverse of my potential Barbie export business, with the minor difference that Risssk and his contacts thought taxes were for losers. Sometimes he made bank. The rest of the time, the goods ended up cluttering his living-room.  
 
    He had smuggled his crap aboard my ship a couple of times, until I caught him at it and had the first of what would turn out to be multiple serious chats with him. If I’m caught dodging customs, I could lose my landing license for the PdL , I’d explained. Sorry, Mike, he’d said. It won’t happen again. 
 
    I surveyed the worthless junk spread out across the living-room, the sum total of his life.  
 
    Damn straight it won’t happen again, Risssk, not with you frozen stiff. Poor dumb fox.  
 
    I could sigh, throw up my hands, and move on to the next crisis—as an independent freighter captain, I’m rarely short on them. Dolph was silent, reading the fine print on the bottle of ground-up Yuriops horn. He was waiting for the captain’s decision on this. 
 
    My old commanding officer came to my mind, and this time, for a change, he was here to help. You are responsible for every blanking blankety-blank under your blanking command!  
 
    Risssk was my crew, for better or for worse. Even when he was frozen in cryonite. I’d get to the bottom of this. Righteously.  
 
    “Well, no one iced him for this crap, anyway,” I said.  
 
    The corners of Dolph’s mouth ticked up a millimeter. We’ve known each other long enough that we can settle the important stuff without talking about it. He knew the decision I’d made, and he agreed. “Oh, I dunno,” he said, holding up the bottle of ground-up Yuriops horn.   
 
    “That stuff doesn’t work,” I said. 
 
    “Why, have you tried it?” 
 
    “Who me? Never.” 
 
    “I’ll take your word for it.” 
 
    I sighed. “This would be a pretty nice apartment if it wasn’t so …” 
 
    “Filthy? Old? Turquoise?” He was referring to the color of the living-room walls. The bedroom was terracotta and the kitchen was yellow. A typical Shifter color scheme. Irene’s apartment upstairs had been green, hot pink, and baby-blue. “It might be nice if it wasn’t in Shiftertown.” 
 
    “Right,” I said, snapping my fingers. “That’s the word I was looking for. Shiftertown.” 
 
    Dolph tried out an exercise band, which sproinged back and wrapped around his forearm. “Ow. Maybe they did kill him for some of this crap … but the crap in question is now gone, because they took it.” 
 
    That did seem likely, tying in with the fact that the front door had been unlocked. Risssk had known his assailants, and let them in.  
 
    If only you could talk, I thought, back in the kitchen. It was now unnaturally cool in here, as the cryonite achieved its minimum temperature of 14 Kelvin. Some people use cryonite for air-conditioning. Paradoxically, the surface of the slab now felt slick but no colder than your average freezer.  
 
    “Those Urush definitely knew their shit,” Dolph sighed, grabbing the beer he had set down on Risssk to keep it cold.  
 
    His remark gave me an idea. I got down on my hands and knees and heaved at the slab. 
 
    “What are you doing?”  
 
    “Help me turn it over.” 
 
    It wasn’t that much heavier than Risssk himself would have been. Now the old fox lay face-down. I peered closely at the back pocket of his jeans. “Aha!” I exulted. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Look.” 
 
    A slim metal tag stuck out of Risssk’s jeans pocket.  
 
    “You can deactivate cryonite, if it’s keyed to a nanonic defroster,” I said. “Otherwise it wouldn’t be much use as a preservative, would it? So whoever did this was planning to defrost him at some point.” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    I did an Ekschelatan voice. EkschelatansEschelatans, or Eks, are reputed to be super-intelligent. “Deactivation key we have not. Bust the encryption we cannot.” 
 
    “No problem,” Dolph said. “We’ll find the bad guys, kick them in the face until they give us the key, and then restore Foxy to his unsavory old self.” 
 
    The thing about Dolph? When he says something like that, he means it. I really did wish this hadn’t happened. 
 
    “Then you can fire him,” he added, draining his beer. 
 
    “Worth a try,” I said, pushing away my uneasy thoughts.  
 
    There was just one hitch: we still had no idea who’d done this, or why, nor did we have any clues … apart from the restaurant receipt I’d found in Risssk’s coat pocket. 
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    We split up outside Risssk’s place. Dolph went back to the office. At least he said that’s where he was going. 
 
    I called my truck. While I waited for it, I glanced up at Irene’s balcony. Nothing was there except their laundry carousel. 
 
    “Yo, Mike,” my truck shouted, double-parking in front of the building. “Hurry up, bro, I don’t wanna get ticketed.” 
 
    I keep meaning to give the truck a new personality module.   
 
    It was the company truck, which we normally use for picking up smaller cargoes, so it had a mini-forklift slaved to the onboard AI. I coaxed the forklift up the steps. It wouldn’t fit through Risssk’s front door. I had foreseen this. Before Dolph left, he’d helped me move Risssk into the hall. We’d packaged him neatly in some of those invisible beach towels.  
 
    They weren’t really invisible, of course. They just changed color to match whatever was wrapped in them. So they now appeared to have a pattern of a large fox’s butt on one side, and his face on the other. It was not ideal, but the bedsheets had been too damn nasty. Anyway, the towels’ photoreceptors overloaded and whited out as I pushed Risssk onto the waiting tines of the forklift, into the sultry afternoon light. 
 
    No one gave me a second look as I transferred the slab into the back of the truck, although I did hear some laughter from the sidewalk when the truck cussed me out for not securing the load properly. Honestly. Shiftertown. 
 
    I instructed the truck to drive away from this traffic-choked, malarial tangle of streets, up into the cool breezes and tasteful glass-and-concrete canyons of central Mag-Ingat.  
 
    I freely admit that uptown isn’t to everyone’s taste. Some folks say that hundred-storey shopping malls, mid-air pedestrian throughfares garlanded with flowering vines, streams of flying cars swooping under and over the topside streets, and stacked apartment buildings shaped like ice cream cones, are not their thing. 
 
    They aren’t mine either, really. 
 
    But Majesta Gardens is not like that. It’s an apartment complex way up on Cabrera Hill, with sensational views of the sea and the spaceport. The grounds are sealed with an electric fence and two rows of caltrops, thank you. Residential buildings arranged in a C enclose shrubbery, playground equipment, and a community barbecue area. 
 
    Home is where the heart is, they say. I’ll never be entirely at home on Ponce de Leon, but my heart was definitely in Majesta Gardens. Because that’s where Lucy was.  
 
    She was playing by herself on the jungle gym. A pang of familiar anxiety melted into the equally familiar joy of just seeing her. Lucy has wavy chestnut hair, hazel eyes, and a sturdy, long-limbed build. She looks more like me than like her mother, in my own opinion.  
 
    Instructing the forklift to go ahead of me, I jogged to her and lifted her down. “Hello, sweetie-pie.” 
 
    “I almost made it to the top,” she told me seriously.  
 
    “Well done. Guess what? I’ve got a present for you.”  
 
    This sent even my solemn little girl into overdrive. “Where? What is it?” 
 
    I pointed to the forklift, which was vanishing into the foyer with the crate of Barbies balanced on top of Risssk.  
 
    Nanny D toddled after us as we followed it. Nanny D is my daughter’s live-in nanny. She’s not human, she’s a droid. I had talked the HOA into letting me keep her, and by now our fellow residents were used to the sight of the tubby, four-foot, royal blue humanoid with a screen on its tummy and antennas bobbling on its head.  
 
    “Aren’t you home early, Mike?” she quacked guilelessly. I gave her a dirty look. 
 
    Upstairs, Lucy ignored the plastikrete crate and pounced on Risssk. She pulled at the outermost towel. “I love this towel, Daddy! It’s exactly what I wanted!” 
 
    I hastily got jumped between her and the towel-wrapped fox-cube. The forklift had leant Risssk upright against the wall of my living-room. “That’s not the present, sugar. Sorry.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, crestfallen. 
 
    “It’s only a towel. What’s interesting about a towel?” 
 
    “But it changes colors. I saw it on the holovision. It becomes the same color as anything you put under it.” She reached around me to wriggle her hand inside a fold of towel. A blush of tawny pink spread across the terrycloth. “Look, Nanny!” She was enraptured. 
 
    I questioned whether bringing Risssk home with me had been the smartest thing to do. But I couldn’t have left him in his apartment. The villains would have come and grabbed him as soon as Dolph and I turned our backs. They might well have followed me here, but I had confidence in Majesta Gardens’ security systems. 
 
    I also had confidence in Nanny D.  
 
    “Do not let her touch that … those towels,” I said in an undertone. 
 
    “As you wish, Mike.” 
 
    The nice thing about having a droid for a nanny is that it never asks why. 
 
    I opened the plastikrete crate and invited Lucy to pick a Barbie. Unenthusiastically, she took the topmost one and shelled off the bubble wrap. “Hello,” she said to it. “Why do you look so stupid?” 
 
    “Meeeeehh,” said the Barbie.  
 
    “Daddy, it’s not working.” 
 
    “Let me try.” I took the Barbie. “This is Lucy,” I said. “You are going to be friends.” 
 
    “Urrgggghhhh,” said the Barbie. 
 
    “Hmm,” I said.  
 
    “Daddy,” said my daughter, “you should tell your suppliers that these are stupid. Even aliens do not like things that don’t work.” 
 
    She should be running the company. 
 
    “Let’s try a different one,” I said. 
 
    The next doll worked properly, but Lucy lost interest in it after only a few minutes. I mentally compared her reaction with Mia’s delight, and decided that a year makes a big difference at this age. Lucy had also had a much easier time with the bubble wrap than Mia had had. She had greater dexterity, and the emotional intelligence to tell real things from fake ones.  
 
    Privately proud of my daughter’s discernment, I rang Dolph while Nanny D was fixing supper and Lucy was giggling at Lil’ Hellraisers. “These Barbies ain’t gonna fly in the Isaw system,” I said. “Unless the Isawans all have a mental age of three.” 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    “At home, of course.” I lowered my voice. “Risssk’s in my living-room. He doesn’t go with my wallpaper. As soon as Lucy goes to bed I’m gonna get in touch with Craig.” I referred to a guy we both knew, who lived in a Shiftertown basement and had two claims to fame: that he spent all his time in his animal form as a man-sized duck, and that he had once hacked into the EkBank. If anyone could bust the encryption on Risssk’s deactivation tag, it was Craig the Duck.  
 
    “Yeah, Craig, uh huh,” Dolph said distractedly. “Can you get downtown?” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “Now. I was just gonna call you.” 
 
    “What’s happening? Where’re you at?” 
 
    “Wally’s.” I could hear laughter and loud yelping barks in the background. “I figured I’d go and see if any of the regulars looked guilty.” 
 
    “And do they?”  
 
    “I dunno about guilty,” he said. “But one of them looks a hell of a lot like Risssk’s upstairs neighbor.” 
 
    “King of the Beasts?” I was surprised. I’d never met the guy before today. How would Dolph have? 
 
    “No. The chick. Irene.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Wally’s is a weathered, neon-crowned wart on the end of St. Anthony Pier. My truck dropped me off on Shoreside. It was mayhem, as usual. I jaywalked across six stop-and-go lanes to the pier, between cars arguing and flirting for right-of-way. The ferris wheel on the pier turned sedately above the cacophony of the tourist strip. The real sound and light show, of course, is Mag-Ingat Spaceport, on its own island at the harbor mouth. Ships speared into the night sky, or fell out of it like tightly controlled meteors, every ten minutes. Their engines reverberated faintly across the water, as if a thunderstorm were threatening the city but never quite getting here. It was still sticky and hot.   
 
    I zigzagged along the pier, between fairground rides, stalls of stuffed animals struggling for freedom, laser shooting galleries, and make-your-own candy shops. Carnies mugged in furry costumes. Tourists wandered in nervous, excited groups. Visiting Shiftertown at night is regarded as a risky adventure. They don’t know the half of it.  
 
    Outside Wally’s, I had to decide whether to go in on four legs or two. Dolph was in human form, he’d said. But Irene had only glimpsed him for a moment, whereas she’d definitely recognize me. All the same, I opted for staying as I was.  
 
    The doorman looked me sourly up and down. “How ya doing this evening?” I gushed, pumping his flipper. 
 
    “All right,” he grunted, and waved me in, while sliding the 100 GC I’d just passed him into his money belt. He was very dexterous for a walrus. 
 
    They do let mainstream humans in, of course. Just not ones in my income bracket. 
 
    The interior of the restaurant formed a horseshoe, sunk into the end of the pier. I had entered on the topmost of three terraces. The lowest terrace was the VIP floor, just a couple of meters above a pool of floodlit sea. They have an underwater fence to keep out krakens and other nasties, and to prevent guests from swimming off without paying. A toothsome smell of grilled fish tinged the air. 
 
    As I edged along the top terrace towards the bar, sleek bodies and whiskered heads churned the sea pool below. Every other minute a seal, or a sea lion, or a walrus, would waddle up the access ramp, grasping a fish in its jaws. Wally’s slogan is Catch Your Own! They mean it literally. That was one reason I’d stayed in human form. It’s not a hard and fast rule, more of a policy, but Wally’s is a place for Shifters who favor marine forms.  
 
    Me, I have a lot of forms. But none of them have flipperslike water.   
 
    When the flippered folk emerged from the pool, they entered a tent-like changing room at the top of the ramp, so they could Shift back without flashing the whole restaurant. The fish went straight onto the grill, or onto the sashimi chef’s chopping board. You don’t come to a restaurant to gobble your fresh catch with the scales on. 
 
    Some of the Shifters would be locals—date night, birthday party, fun for the whole flippered family. Others worked at the restaurant, catching fish for the mainstream human customers, mostly well-heeled tourists. You could call it prostitution of our unique abilities. Wally calls it damn good business.  
 
    I spotted him down at poolside, working the secret traps that restock the pool with fish. With his bald head and droopy mustache, he looked a bit like a walrus even in human form. He probably cleared several multiples of what I do annually. That’s what I get for trying to distance myself from Shiftertown and compete in a mainstream human industry, on mainstream human terms. 
 
    Yet here I was, back in Shiftertown again, because of Risssk. 
 
    On a quick scan of the restaurant, I couldn’t see Irene. I slid onto the bar stool Dolph had kept for me. “She left?” I said in an undertone, after ordering a beer. 
 
    “She’s down there.” 
 
    The mirror behind the bar reflected me and Dolph: my square face, with cheekbones like doorknobs and floppy brown hair; his thinner, longer face, sallow, almond-eyed. His black hair was out of its usual ponytail and hanging in a lank mass, in what I guess was an attempt to look different from this afternoon. His eyes met mine and flicked up. 
 
    I followed his gaze to the curved mirror on the ceiling of the bar, and saw, between the optics, an upside-down Irene sitting with an upside-down man in the VIP section, right at poolside. 
 
    I hadn’t even thought to look for her down there. 
 
    “She got here first,” Dolph murmured. “She was all by her lonesome, sipping a glass of wine. That guy showed a couple of minutes ago.” 
 
    “Didja get a look at his face?”  
 
    Dolph shook his head. Irene’s dinner partner, a thick-set guy, sat with his back to us. There was something familiar about the back of his head, but I couldn’t be sure.  
 
    “Left Rex at home with the kids,” Dolph said, tutting. I had told him about Irene’s domestic situation. “That’s pretty cold.” 
 
    “Rexipoo probably hasn’t even noticed she’s not there,” I said. “The question is, does this have anything to do with Risssk?” Just like when we were in the special forces, Dolph tended to go off on any tangent that seemed juicy.  
 
    “That’s what we’re here to find out.”  
 
    I sipped my beer. I was gonna be pissed if Dolph had dragged me away from Lucy just to spy on Irene’s extramarital hijinks. Her life was none of our business, anyway. 
 
    A course of sashimi was delivered to their table. “How does she afford this?” Dolph said. “I can’t even afford a plate of calamari at this place. Oh, never mind. Mr. Big’s paying, of course.” 
 
    Irene’s companion turned to thank the waiter, and I saw his face.  
 
    Fleshy, cleft-chinned. Malevolent even when arranged in a condescending smile.  
 
    Both Dolph and I instinctively ducked, although the man was looking nowhere near us.  
 
    “Curiouser and curiouser,” I said as lightly as I could manage. “What’s she doing with Buzzz Parsec?” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    A few things about Buzzz Parsec: 
 
    His parents couldn’t spell. 
 
    He’s the only other Shifter captain that I know of flying out of Ponce de Leon.    
 
    His favored animal form is a grizzly bear.  
 
    His ship masses twice as much as mine, and he makes ten times as much money, not all of it legally.  
 
    That just about sums him up, but I’ll add one more pertinent factoid: he’s an asshole.  
 
    Dolph and I slouched over the bar, eaten up by resentment and curiosity. The bartender slid another beer in front of me. I passed him a hundred. This was turning into an expensive night. “Wally let him in?” I jerked my chin poolwards to indicate who I meant. 
 
    The kid took my meaning, sort of. “Money talks, don’t it?” 
 
    “You gotta do what you gotta do,” I parried his cliché.  
 
    “Just as long as he don’t go grizzly and start fishing salmon out of the pool with his paws,” the bartender said.  
 
    I chuckled appreciatively, thinking how awesome it would be if Irene’s lion husband were to charge in here right now and savage Parsec’s expensively suited ass. Of course, that wouldn’t happen. Rex didn’t even have the motivation to get off the couch. Which was probably why Irene’s gaze had wandered elsewhere.  
 
    I stole a peanut out of the complimentary bowl of stale nibbles. “Parsec come here often?” 
 
    “Sure. He was in here just a coupla days ago.” 
 
    “With her?”  
 
    “Her and some canine-looking dude.”  
 
    I felt a jolt of adrenaline. Canine, vulpine … these flippered folks often can’t tell the difference. “An older guy?” 
 
    “Yeah. I guess it’s a safe place to talk business, seeing as we don’t regularly allow four-legged folks in.” The bartender wiggled his multiply pierced eyebrows, asking an unspoken question. He was a friend of Dolph’s, so he knew who I was, but he didn’t know as much about me as he wanted to. 
 
    And I wanted to keep it that way. “When the moon is full,” I answered him, “I Shift into an orca and eat seals.”  
 
    The bartender laughed and drifted away to serve other customers. 
 
    “Actually, how did you get in?” Dolph said.  
 
    “Like the kid said, money talks.” 
 
    I didn’t have near as much money as Parsec. 
 
    But I now had a hypothesis. It was incomplete but plausible enough to make my blood boil. 
 
    “Freaking Parsec was trying to headhunt Risssk,” I said, grinding my teeth.  
 
    “Right, because ole fox was the best weapons officer on the PdL. Not.” 
 
    “Actually, he was in the top five,” I said. I noticed that we were talking about him in the past tense, and corrected myself. “He is. Sure, he has issues. But when the excrement hits the air circulation, he can make the guns sing. You’re not gonna deny that. Remember when we tangled with those pirates in near Eagle Bottom? It was Risssk who got us out of that alive. I would have wanted him in a foxhole with me on Tech Duinn.” 
 
    “Not me,” Dolph said. “Guy’s name is Risssk. With three S’s. That tells you something.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Only that Shifters have a thing for three consonants in a row.” 
 
    Dolph did that thing with his eyebrows that I find so annoying. I knew what he meant: Risssk was in his sixties and had been fired from his last two jobs. I’d given him a chance because he was a Shifter, like us. Who me, inconsistent? 
 
    But I was now carried away by the idea that Parsec had been trying to steal my crew. “They were here together. It fits.” 
 
    “So where does Irene come in?” 
 
    “She’s flippered,” I guessed. “I can see her as a leopard seal. She did Risssk a favor, came with him so they’d let him in.”  
 
    Despite the fact that she hadn’t even admitted to knowing him. 
 
    “I can’t see her as a leopard seal,” Dolph disagreed. “A harp seal, maybe.” 
 
    “Or a dolphin.”  
 
    “I don’t think so. Anyway, if Parsec was trying to headhunt Risssk, how does that end up with Risssk frozen in cryonite?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted. “But we’re going to find out.”
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    It wasn’t over half an hour before Parsec called for the check. Irene sat icily immobile while he paid. As they moved to the exit, I slid off my bar stool.  
 
    Dolph was already gone. Sidling around the top terrace, I glanced at the pool. Brown backs, spotted backs … and one hairless gray one.  
 
    I shortened the strap of my bag, so its bulk wouldn’t swing around when I moved. I stepped out into the humid night twenty seconds after Irene and Parsec. I glanced around, certain they’d still be close by—vehicles aren’t allowed on the pier. 
 
    But boats are. 
 
    After panicking for five seconds. , I remembered the moorage. I quickly circled the restaurant and saw Irene and Parsec descending the steps to the jetty that stuck out at right angles to the end of the pier. Dozens of boats bobbed on both sides of the jetty, ranging from Wally’s two live-catch trawlers to sleek carbon-fiber sailboats.  
 
    I was kidding about having an orca form. I don’t care for the sea. Especially not when it’s surging around the end of the pier and foaming under the jetty like the Devil’s cappuccino.  
 
    However, I settled my Panama on my head, to shade my features, and went down the steps. 
 
    Irene and Parsec stopped in front of a blinged-out speedboat at the end of the jetty. If she got aboard that boat with him, she was a bigger fool than I’d taken her for. But although he gestured as if inviting her to jump aboard, she folded her arms and stayed put.  
 
    Halfway along the jetty was a shack where the boat rental guy sat during the day. I stepped into its shadow and eased to the corner, where I could see them and almost hear what they were saying. 
 
    It was incredibly frustrating. Every time a swell passed under the jetty, the noise of the water drowned out their voices.  
 
    Parsec: “… money.” 
 
    Yeah, it was always about money for him. Well, it was for me, too. But I try not to be an asshole about it. 
 
    Irene: “I will get it.” 
 
    So she owed him money. Why? 
 
    Parsec: “… sold it already?” 
 
    Irene: “I swear to you, OK? I haven’t sold it. It was—” 
 
    Another wave crashed on the pier just as I was about to find out what it was. My imagination ran wild, trying to connect this conversation with Risssk’s icy misadventure, and failing. This was probably some completely unrelated pickle Irene had got herself into. None of my business. 
 
    Parsec took a threatening step towards Irene. She backed away. His huge hands hung at his sides, but his face, in the light from the pier, was demonically contorted with anger. “If you even think about ripping me off—” 
 
    As the next wave hit, I dropped my bag and unbuckled my belt. I pulled my shirt off over my head and stepped out of my jeans and boxers. This took approximately 3 seconds.  
 
    The next bit took a few seconds longer. 
 
    “—bury you and your useless slob of a husband,” Parsec ranted, “and sell your kids to the next clan of Sunderers that passes throughSPACE VIKINGS.” 
 
    I’d seen Parsec work himself up like this before. Irene, whatever her financial troubles, did not deserve what would come next. I dropped to all fours. 
 
    “Are we clear? Are we clear?” 
 
    “What’s clear,” I growled, “is that your mom shoulda flushed the toilet after she crapped you out, Parsec.” 
 
    I stalked out of the shadow in the form of a jaguar. 
 
    Both Irene and Parsec turned to me, stunned. 
 
    Irene’s financial troubles may not have been any of my business, but I couldn’t let Parsec threaten her like this.  
 
    “Leave the lady alone.”,” I said. 
 
    Parsec’s His dropjawed expression quickly resolved into a sneer. “Says who?” 
 
    “Your face is about to find out.” I hunched my shoulders low and let out a deep jaguar growl. 
 
    Parsec chuckled. “Take your white knight act on the carny circuit, Spots, ‘cause we’re not buying it. We’re fine.” The menace had melted out of his body language. If I hadn’t just heard him threatening Irene, I wouldn’t have believed this jovial gentleman capable of it. “The lady’s fine.” He moved towards her, as if to drape his arm around her shoulders. 
 
    She dodged his arm, nimble on the balls of bare feet. 
 
    She had been wearing high heels, but when she moved away from Parsec, she’d stepped out of them. She had been preparing to defend herself.  
 
    Now, lightning-fast, she scooped up one of her shoes and stabbed its heel into Parsec’s face. 
 
    He raised a hand in time to save his nose, but the heel ripped his cheek open.  
 
    Irene took off down the jetty, passing me in a thrum of bare feet and a hint of perfume. 
 
    Parsec grunted in fury and started after her— 
 
    --—only to find his way blocked by an 80-kilogram package of claws and rippling muscle. 
 
    “Everything’s fine, huh?” I taunted him. My voice sounded different in jaguar form, of course. Growlier. “You’re gonna need reconstructive surgery, Grizzly. While you’re under the needle, you should see if they can reconstruct your immortal soul.” 
 
    “Out of my way, kitty-cat.” He aimed a kick at me. 
 
    He wasn’t the first man to make that mistake today. 
 
    In jaguar form, it was even easier to duck under his kicking leg. I slammed my shoulder into his shin. It was the same shoulder McThuggy had punched earlier. But I was too angry to feel the pain of the impact. 
 
    Parsec went down hard on the jetty, but he didn’t yell. He did not want to attract attention, any more than I did. If I had not already known he and Irene were up to something illicit, that clinched it.  
 
    I pounced on him before he could rise. I gripped his arms and stood on his thighs, digging my claws in enough to remind him that I could disembowel him with a couple of kicks.  
 
    “Leave that woman alone,” I snarled into his face. Blood was flowing from his cheek. In jaguar form, I had half a mind to tear at the wound. But probably Parsec’s blood was as poisonous as his personality. “If you ever go near her again, I will find out, and the docs won’t be able to fix what’s left of you.”  
 
    “Who are you?” He breathed heavily under me, his face dark with rage. 
 
    “Just a concerned citizen.” My jaguar features gave no hint of my relief. He genuinely had no idea who I was. I have several forms, as I’ve mentioned. This jaguar was one I’d not used for years and years. Now I’d never be able to use it again. Oh well. It wasn’t one of my favorites, anyway.  
 
    That gave me an idea. A very bad, tempting idea.  
 
    Parsec was my nemesis. He stole contracts out from under my nose with low bids cushioned by his ill-gotten gains. Whenever we met in human form, he never failed to rub it in my face. 
 
    I could eliminate him right here and now. 
 
    The sea would gently erase my DNA from the gaping hole in his throat.  
 
    Picturing it, while knowing I’d never do it, I laughed a nutty little jaguar laugh. And didn’t notice his body quaking under me.  
 
    His chest burst his shirt and suit jacket. A button hit me in the eye. 
 
    He flung me off and rolled to his feet in the form of a grizzly bear, still wearing the shreds of his trousers.  
 
    “Now who’s laughing?” he growled, and strutted forward, swinging his arms in the grizzly’s lethal boxing rhythm.  
 
    I sprang at his throat before I could stop myself. Jaguars aren’t the deepest thinkers. One of Parsec’s, and one of those   clawed pawsforepaws caught me on the side of the head like a dinner plate with claws. It spun me full circle in the air, seeing stars, and I landed badly. It takes a lot of power to knock a jaguar off its feet. Parsec had that much power, and more. 
 
    I twisted upright and tried to scramble away., so hard I saw stars. I fell badly and scrambled backwards, my head ringing.  My back foot found the edge of the jetty and slipped off. 
 
    Parsec dropped to all fours and loped towards me, his massive shoulders rolling. 
 
    If he caught me in his hug, I was finished. Even worse, I was already sliding over the edge. 
 
    I gathered myself— 
 
    —and sprang backwards. 
 
    Onto Parsec’s boat. 
 
    I landed on the mirror-smooth foredeck, and slid down its slope, scrabbling with my claws, making a horrible fingernails-on-blackboard noise. I fetched up against the six-inch guard rail. That gave me enough purchase to launch into a leap. I landed on the cabin roof—sooner than expected, because the entire speedboat suddenly tilted up against my paws. With a , just the boat shuddered to the mighty thump, of Parsec landing landed with all four feet on the sole deck  behind the cabin.  
 
    I swiped down at his head, and missed.  
 
    He leaned over the side and bit through the mooring rope.  
 
    Within seconds the swell carried the boat further from the jetty than I could jump. 
 
    Oh, crap. 
 
    “Look,” I said. “I’ve had a long day. I’m not in the mood for this anymore.” 
 
    “You think you’ve had a long day,” he grunted, staring up at me with his mean little grizzly eyes. 
 
    “What’s eating you, Parsec? Why’d you threaten that lady?” 
 
    “She’s no lady, and how’d you know what we were talking about? Because you were eavesdropping.” He rose briefly on his hind legs as if to go for me, but dropped down to all fours again as the boat rolled. We were slowly but surely drifting out out into the harbor. “What’s your angle, Spots? And don’t give me any crap about chivalry.” 
 
    I had been trying all along to think of a way of asking him about Risssk that wouldn’t tip him off to my identity. I still couldn’t think of one. “When Shifters fight, it hurts all of us.” 
 
    “Which is why you didn’t attack me in jaguar form, in full view of the freaking tourist strip.” 
 
    He had me there. 
 
    “The difference is you’re a piece of shit and a smuggler, Parsec.” Everyone knew that much. 
 
    “And that lady, as you call her, is a professional sniper and a thief.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Yeah. This ain’t the peewee league, and you should’ve kept your cute little kitty nose out of it. Too late now.”  
 
    I glanced back at the lights of Wally’s. The expanse of glittering black water between here and there looked terrifyingly wide. 
 
    Jaguars, in general, are not bad at swimming. 
 
    But this jaguar was me, and I couldn’t swim a stroke. 
 
    “Tell you what,” I said. “Drop me back to the beach, and I won’t breathe a word to the cops.” 
 
    Parsec laughed a grizzly laugh. He surged forward, and I tensed my tired muscles. But instead of reaching for me, he leapt into the cabin. I heard and felt the door slam shut. 
 
    I scanned the water desperately. Could that be a dorsal fin breaking the surface?  
 
    The cabin door burst open again.  
 
    Out rolled naked Parsec, a sight I never hoped to see. , and iIn his hands was a sight I liked even less: a heavy pistol. He came up on one knee and fired at me. The only reason I’m here today is because the boat pitched. 
 
    “You can’t just freaking kill me,” I yowled in disbelief. 
 
    “Sure I can,” said Parsec, steadying himself on the yawing deck. “This is a million-credit play, and you’re not gonna mess it up for me. Because you’re gonna be dead.” 
 
    As his finger tightened on the trigger, a sleek gray shape burst out of the water behind behind his shoulder. It landed right on top of Parsec. It  squeaked madly, battering Squeaking madly, it battered him with its powerful tail.  
 
    The gun skidded across the soledeck. 
 
    I leapt down, avoiding Parsec’s flailing legs, and with the greatest delicacy picked the gun up in my mouth. I dropped it into the ocean. 
 
    The bottlenose dolphin was hammering Parsec’s head into the deck with its flippers. Bash. Bash. Squeak! Bash.  
 
    “Don’t kill him,” I yelled.  
 
    "Why not?” Dolph said. In dolphin form, his voice was a maniacal squeak. 
 
    “Because.” I couldn’t come up with any reason that would make sense to a homicidal  dolphinDolph in this mood. Then I had a brainwave. “Because there are millions of GCs at stake.” 
 
    Dolph reluctantly rolled off Parsec. He would rather have blood than money when he really gets going, but he wasn’t far enough gone right now not to listen to me. “As in, right here on this boat?” 
 
    I searched the cabin while Dolph guarded the bleeding, semi-concussed Parsec. I did not find millions of GCs. Or any at all. That said, there were several lockers which I couldn’t open in jaguar form, and I was sorely tempted to Shift back, but I refrained. It was even more important now not to let him find out who we were. We were already pushing our luck: there are quite a few dolphin Shifters, but not many of them are prone to psychopathic violence.  
 
    I did find the keys to the boat, in the ignition.  
 
    “You,” I said to Parsec. “Start ‘er up.” I prodded him in the ass with my claws to get him moving.  
 
    Groaning and befuddled, Parsec started the boat and navigated drunkenly back to his mooring at the jetty. Dolph went over the side and returned under his own power. When we reached the jetty, I gave Parsec another gentle clout, knocking him out, and left the boat before the devil could tempt me to do anything worse to him.  
 
    The coast was clear, so I went straight back to the boat rental shack, where I’d left my clothes. Thank God, they were still there.  
 
    I was dragging my jeans back on when naked, wet Dolph climbed out of the water in human form. I handed him my bag, which held a change of clothes for him. 
 
    “Thought you were never gonna show,” I said. 
 
    “It took me a whileHad to convince Wally to open the gate in the underwater fence.” 
 
    “Better late than never.” 
 
    “Five,” he said. He was referring to the number of times, by his count, he had saved my life. We started keeping count on Tech Duinn. 
 
    “You’ve still got a long way to go to catch up with me,” I said. “Put those clothes on and I’ll tell you what happened.” He was shivering. He doesn’t really have enough body fat to be a dolphin. But ‘Dolph’ it’s been ever since we were about fourteen.  
 
    I’ve sworn on the Bible not to tell anyone his real name. 
 
    We walked, pretty fast, back down the pier. The Ferris wheel had closed down for the night, as had the kiddie-oriented concessions. I hadn’t finished catching Dolph up telling Dolph everything that happened by the time we reached Shoreside, so we walked turned north along the strip. The tourist tat emporia leaked amphetamine-fueled music. Curtains fringed the pink caves of peepshows. Barely-legal girls and boys teetered on stilt shoes, tossing interactive flyers for nightclubs into the air. We breathed a soup of alien and chemical odors. Human, Ek, Ur-Ek, Yuriops, Tasvagga, and even a family-group of Kroolth SPECIES brushed shoulders, cilia, horns, and tentacles. The familiar, but still real, atmosphere of danger kept my adrenaline high, making me into a motormouth. By the time I got through telling Dolph just how much I hated Parsec, we’d reached 90th.  
 
    “I should’ve smashed his skull in,” Dolph said, for about the tenth time. “You never make the right call in this kind of situation.” 
 
    “Hey,” I said, surprised by the unexpectedly harsh comment. Never? But his face still looked a tad bit bottlenosed; he wasn’t all the way back from the killing zone yet. I let it drop.  
 
    Peering up 90th, I changed the subject. “Let’s take a walk past Irene’s.” 
 
    90th is one of the few commercial-traffic streets connecting Shoreside and Creek, so it’s never deserted, even at midnight. I gradually became aware, however, that it seemed busier than usual. Traffic was backed up. Cars complained bitterly as they tried to reverse out. 
 
    Ahead, red and blue light splashed over the gravelnut trees in a familiar strobing rhythm.  
 
    We quickened our steps, and then slowed down again as we neared Risssk’s place, on the other side of the street. 
 
    Light blazed in Irene’s apartment, flinging the shadow of the laundry carousel on the balcony across the street. 
 
    A police van and two police bikes stood in the street. One officer was wrangling traffic. Several more stood on the sidewalk doing nothing of any obvious utility. Another stood on the stoop in front of Risssk’s front door, arguing with King of the Beasts, who filled his front door in lordly silhouette. 
 
    I could tell it was KotB because he was still in lion form, although he now stood on his hind legs, towering over the cop. I could tell it was an argument because he was practically roaring. “Why aincha chasing them? That’s your job. Why’re you still standing here talking to me?” 
 
    Mumble, mumble, went the cop. 
 
    Dolph muttered, “Doesn’t that guy ever Shift back to human form?” 
 
    “Maybe not,” I said. Some don’t. They get too comfy, and cease to care what other people think of them. That only works, however, if they have a job that doesn’t require human contact—Craig the Duck comes to mind—or if someone else is bringing home the bacon. 
 
    Thinking of Irene, I edged sideways, to see if I could see into their living-room. That put me in the midst of a group of rubberneckers. I said, “What happened?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s terrible,” an old lady said. “Armed robbery! This area gets worse every year.” 
 
    “Thank goodness Rex was at home,” someone else said. 
 
    His name really was Rex. I heard Dolph snigger. But it didn’t seem like a sniggering situation to me. 
 
    “Was anyone hurt?” I said.  
 
    “Fortunately not.” 
 
    “Praise be to God.” 
 
    “Amen.” 
 
    “Amen,” I agreed. “The kids are OK, then?” 
 
    The old lady pointed across the street. “They’re over there with her,” she said with a sniff.  
 
    I scanned the other side of the street for Irene, but Rex distracted me. He interrupted Mumblecop with an outraged roar. “Whaddaya mean, you got nothing to go on? I gave you descriptions. I gave you great descriptions! There was three of them, they was nine foot tall, they had blue skin and four arms—" 
 
    A collective gasp went up from the rubberneckers. 
 
    Into the ensuing silence—so deep that I could hear a pingo dropping from the gravelnut tree over my head—Mumblecop said clearly, “Yes, sir. They were Ekschelatans. That’s the problem.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Eks committing armed robbery? 
 
    Never happens. 
 
    Never. 
 
    Oh, I’m not saying they’re good guys. But busting into a human’s house while his kids are home, with the intention of menacing and robbing him? It’s laughable. They don’t need to do that. They have a freaking empire. They own half of all the valuable IP in the Cluster, thanks to their legacy rights in this, that, and the other, and the extraordinary canniness of their lawyers. 
 
    They also have a few star systems.  
 
    So my first reaction was that Rex was making it up.  
 
    But Irene said otherwise, when Dolph and I found her huddling outside the police cordon on the other side of the street, with the baby on her hip and Mia clinging to the leg of her sweatpants.  
 
    She’d found time, somewhere, to change out of her evening dress. Quick on her feet, that one. 
 
    “I saw them, too. And smelled them,” she said. Eks notoriously smell terrible to humans. “But the filth don’t believe us. Just because we’re Shifters.” 
 
    Dolph said, “Or they do believe you, but they can’t go after them, because they’re Eks.”  
 
    I said, “Or they’d like to go after them, but ‘blue skin and four arms’ isn’t much to go on.” 
 
    Irene nodded miserably. “Or,” she said, “the damn aliens knew no one would believe us.” Her gaze stayed on her husband. She didn’t inquire what Dolph and I were doing back here again in the middle of the night.  
 
    “So you were at home when it happened, too?” I said gently. 
 
    She nodded. “Kit and Mia were in bed. We were just sitting on the couch, watching holovision …” Her mouth trembled. “They could have hurt my babies!”  
 
    I silently marvelled at this woman. I knew for a fact that she had not been here when it happened She had not been sitting on the couch watching holovision. She had been on the jetty at St. Anthony Pier, trying to kill Buzzz Parsec with a stiletto heel.  
 
    I wondered what she’d do if I or Dolph confronted her with the truth, and decided I did not want to find out. Not now. Not here. 
 
    “Will you be OK?” I said. 
 
    Her disagreement with Parsec had to have something to do this. I could not imagine how Parsec’s bottom-feeding trajectory through life intersected with anything Ekschelatan, but it was just too big of a coincidence to be unrelated. I was worried, sensing unseen forces and connections at work. 
 
    “Maybe you should go to a hotel,” I said. 
 
    “We can’t afford it,” Irene said wearily. Then she straightened up and faced me, suddenly decisive. “Could you take Mia for the night?” 
 
    “M-me?” 
 
    “Yes, you. Mike.” She knew my name. Had I told it to her? I couldn’t remember, but I didn’t think so. “Your daughter is the same age, right? And Risssk always said you were the best boss he ever had. I trust you.” Supporting the baby’s head with one hand, she bent down and detached Mia from her legs. “You’re going to stay with Uncle Mike tonight, ‘kay, honey?” 
 
    Mia was too traumatized to speak, but like the well-trained child she was, she stumbled in my direction. It appeared this was happening. I picked her up. “You’ll be safe, and your family will be safe, too,” I told her. 
 
    “I can ask my mom to take Kit,” Irene said. “She doesn’t have room for all of us.”  
 
    “Will the bad aliens come back?” Mia said in a tiny voice. 
 
    “Nope. They won’t come back,” I said, although Irene obviously wasn’t so sure about that, or she wouldn’t be so keen on getting the kids to safety. 
 
    Dolph shot me a disbelieving glance and said, “I’ll hang out here for a while.” 
 
    “I’ll come and pick her up tomorrow,” Irene said. “Thank you, Mike. Really, thank you so much.” 
 
    I brushed off her thanks, but her previous words rang in my head. Risssk always said you were the best boss he ever had … Funny. Earlier today, she’d pretended not even to know Risssk’s name. Now she knew not only his name, but mine.
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    I decided to work from home the next day. It wasn’t that I didn’t think Nanny D could handle Lucy and Mia. I wanted to be on the scene when Irene came to pick Mia up. We needed to talk.   
 
    “Call me if anything comes up,” I told Mary, our receptionist, over the phone. “Or Dolph can handle it.” 
 
    “Oh, he’s out at the spaceport today,” Mary said. “Didn’t he tell you?” 
 
    Huh. Wherever Dolph was, I was pretty sure he was not out at the spaceport, even though our ship always needed working on. But if he’d wanted me to know where he was going, he’d have told me. I just had to trust him.  
 
    However, it was one more thing to niggle at me as I sought to concentrate on my v-mail amidst a backdrop of squealing voices and thudding feet.  
 
    Lucy had taken it in stride when she woke up to find another little girl in the apartment. After an initial standoffish period—typical when she doesn’t yet know someone well—she had succumbed to Mia’s outgoing personality. The two of them were now galloping around the apartment, each wearing half of Lucy’s Hellraiser Miracle costume. It was nice to see Lucy playing so well with a friend. As for Mia, she seemed to have completely forgotten about her traumatic experience last night.  
 
    I hadn’t. After hacking my way through some work-related emails, I anonymized my virtual assistant and started digging for dirt on Buzzz Parsec. 
 
    It wasn’t like I had never done this before. But now I was looking for something different: any connection between Parsec and the Ekschetalans.  
 
    On his publicly filed cargo manifests, I found numerous items supplied by Ek-owned firms. Nothing out of the ordinary there. I carried Ek cargoes, too. It’s not that the Eks don’t have their own ships, it’s that they are not on political speaking terms with most systems in the Cluster. Nor, officially, is humanity. That’s where indie freighters like myself and Parsec come in. We fly where others won’t, run risks others don’t. 
 
    It’s a living. 
 
    Unfortunately, I did not find anything more than usually dubious in Parsec’s public profile. No surprise: I didn’t even really know what I was looking for. 
 
    I had just about resigned myself to calling Craig the Duck when Mia ran up to me in tears. 
 
    “What’s wrong, sweetie?”  
 
    “It’s broken!” She held up one of those Barbies. It was missing its head. 
 
    Lucy appeared from her bedroom, looking guilty. “Sorry, Daddy,” she muttered. “I didn’t do it on purpose. It just came apart.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I said. “There are more where that came from. Many more.” I indicated the crate of dolls still sitting on the floor. 
 
    “But I want that one!” Mia cried. 
 
    “Is this her one, Lu?” 
 
    “No. It’s my one. But I don’t want it, so I gave it to her.” 
 
    “This is the funny one!” Mia wept. “It says ‘Meeeehhh’ and ‘Urrrrghhh.’” Through her tears, she gave a passable imitation of the broken Barbie’s voice.   
 
    “Ah,” I said. “Well, maybe I can fix it.” I was sitting in my office nook off the living-room, which is surrounded on three sides by a fantastic view of Mag-Ingat Bay, spread out below like a tourism advertisement. Sun flooded my terminally cluttered desk. I pushed my computer away, put the Barbie’s head down, and squinted at the tangle of wires and chips inside its body. 
 
    “She looks even more stupid now,” Lucy said to Mia, encouragingly.   
 
    Sunlight glinted on something in the doll’s body. That didn’t look like part of its innards.  
 
    I found a pair of needlenose pliers in my desk clutter and wriggled the thing free. 
 
    A memory stick. 
 
    “Girls,” I said, “I need to work on this for a bit. Why don’t you go ask Nanny D for a snack?”  
 
    Nanny D toddled in at the sound of her name. “Mid-morning snacks are verboten, Mike,” she reproved me. “But I have a better idea. We shall bake cookies together.” 
 
    The girls charged off to the kitchen, and I examined the memory stick. Slim, chrome, half the length of my index finger. Looked like a high-end item, holding maybe a petabyte of storage. It was clearly not part of the doll’s electronics.  
 
    In fact, this probably explained why the doll had not worked properly. 
 
    Sitting there in the sun, I felt a chill as I recalled how easily Lucy had removed the factory-sealed bubble wrap. 
 
    I’d credited her dexterity, but what if the bubble wrap hadn’t been factory-sealed … 
 
    … because someone else had opened it recently? 
 
    The manufacturers had not put this memory stick in the doll. But I thought I knew who had. 
 
    I had to find out what was on it. 
 
    But no way was I plugging it into my own computer. I grabbed my phone and called Craig. 
 
    “This is Craig. You know what to do.” 
 
    “Yo, Duck. Pick up.” 
 
    “What the freak, Starrunner? It’s the middle of the night,” he said sleepily. 
 
    “It’s eleven in the morning. The sun’s above the yardarm, and I have something I need you to look at for me.” 
 
    I called one of Majesta Gardens’ couriers. It landed on my balcony five minutes later, rotors blurring to a stop, chiming to warn people out of its path. I stepped outside and placed the memory stick—now wrapped in old socks and duct tape—in its gripper. “Thank you, sir!” It confirmed Craig’s address and helicoptered away. I stood on the balcony for a moment, watching it shrink into the hazy air, descending towards the jewelled, insectile streams of the uptown flyways. The air was filled with the faint throb of traffic. I tasted the faint acridity of rocket exhaust, carried on the sea breeze from the spaceport, and for just a minute I had a powerful desire to be on board my ship, taking off for the other side of the Cluster.  I had a bad feeling about the PdL right now.  
 
    I shook it off and went back inside. Risssk stood in his place against the wall of the living-room. I had added a spare duvet cover to his wrappings last night, so now I was staring at Hellraiser Beautiful, another of the characters in the Cluster’s biggest cash cow franchise targeting preschoolers. To the old fox cryonically slumbering in his inappropriate shroud, I murmured, “Hang tight, Risssk. We’ll get you out of there.” 
 
    I hoped the memory stick would turn out to contain the key to Risssk’s nanonic defroster.  
 
    How it had got inside the Barbie was a separate problem. 
 
    Craig phoned me while we were having lunch. “Got your package,” he said. “I’ll try and get to it today.” 
 
    “Put a rush on it; I’ll pay.” 
 
    The girls ate not much lunch and a lot of chocolate chip cookies. Sugared up, they were bouncing off the walls, so I asked Nanny D to take them down to the playground.  
 
    As soon as the circus moved out the door, I called Dolph. “Mary said you were at the spaceport.” 
 
    “Can’t talk right now, Mike,” he muttered. “I’ll catch you later.” 
 
    He rang off. I called back. Voicemail. 
 
    Bad feelings were coming at me thick and fast now. I’d had these kinds of feelings before, and I had learned to trust them. At various times in my life, they might have even saved my skin. Something was coming my way … 
 
    I glanced around, wondering what was going to break next. 
 
    Right on cue, the apartment’s intercom chimed. It was the front desk concierge—the security desk. 
 
    “Got a visitor for you, Mr. Starrunner. A Ms., uh, Seagrave?” 
 
    Seagrave? 
 
    I toggled the video feed, and saw Irene standing uncertainly in front of the security desk.  
 
    “She’s OK,” I said. “Send her up.”  
 
    I checked my teeth and ran my fingers through my hair, then went out to the open-air hall and leaned on the guard wall. When Irene stepped out of the elevator, I waved her over. She seemed a little out of her element, glancing up and down the long hall, and then sizing me up as she approached. She had dressed up in slim-cut black trousers and a blouse with fluttery short sleeves for this trip out of Shiftertown. It was kind of touching. 
 
    “Look,” I said, pointing down. “There they are.” 
 
    Lucy and Mia were playing on the smaller slide set. Mia, it seemed, was scared to climb the plastic mountain that led to the slide. Lucy stood behind her, coaxing and steadying her. The sight warmed my heart and made me sad that Lucy didn’t have a younger sibling.  
 
    But Irene saw something different. “They’re No one’s playing by themselveswith them.” 
 
    It was true. The playground teemed with little kids and their parents or nannies, but they were all doing their own thing.  
 
    “Does Lucy always play by herself?” 
 
    The question took me aback. The answer, which felt like a hot screwdriver in my heart, was: Yes. But I didn’t want to admit it, so I said, “They’ve been getting along like a house on fire.” 
 
    “Mia always plays by herself. When I take her to Neverland, or World of Fun, or somewhere like that, I mean.” Shiftertown is short on public playgrounds. “I sometimes wonder if the other kids  can … tell.” 
 
    I had been wondering the same thing ever since we moved in here. The HOA knew we were Shifters. That didn’t mean every toddler in the playground knew it. But I couldn’t help wondering if some instinct told them that my little girl was different. And it was true that I’d never seen Lucy hit it off with another child like she had with Mia. It was as if some instinct told them they were the same … 
 
    I said, “Well, let’s let them play a little longer before you rush off. Come in, and I’ll stun you with my coffee-making skills.” 
 
    I left her in the living-room while I brewed two cups of java. This was a deliberate ploy. Carrying the cups, I returned to the living-room as quietly as a Shifter can—and that’s very quietly, even in human form. 
 
    I had hoped to catch her looking at Risssk.  
 
    She wasn’t anywhere near him.  
 
    She stood in my office nook, holding the decapitated Barbie, looking and frowning  as if she’d just received the news that a killer asteroid was headed for Ponce de Leon.  
 
    I backtracked into the kitchen, rattled some china, and trod loudly down the hall.  
 
    This time I found her sitting on the sofa and smiling. “You have a lovely place here.” 
 
    “Thanks. We like it,” I answered. “The security’s great.” 
 
    “It sure is. I haven’t been wanded that invasively since I was in the army.” 
 
    She was a vet, too? Intriguing. It tied in with what Parsec had said about her. But I resisted the bait. I wanted to get to the point. “The kids were playing Lil’ Hellraisers this morning.” I indicated the frilly costume draped over the sofa, and the six-foot image of Hellraiser Beautiful leaning against the wall. She couldn’t not have noticed it. “Whoever created that franchise, they’re laughing all the way to the EkBank.” 
 
    She twitched. “It’s a human franchise,” she pointed out.  
 
    “Well, of course it is,” I said, slightly puzzled. Laughing all the way to the EkBank; it’s just an expression. The Eks may have banking sewn up in most of the Cluster, but humanity has a lock on the entertainment business. Everyone loves our stuff. Whether they have two legs, four, or eight, whether they see in color or black and white, whether they live on land or in space stations or on the backs of cloud whales (yes, really), there isn’t a species in the Cluster that doesn’t go cuckoo for human shows, books, and games … and buy the tie-in merchandise. It’s just a certain spark we have.  
 
    “Yeah,” Irene said, “but the Eks own it.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “One of their IP troll companies sued. The courts found that Lil’ Hellraisers was suspiciously similar to another franchise from, like, the twenty-first century, which the Eks already owned. The settlement gave them a controlling interest in Lil’ Hellraisers Inc.”  
 
    “Damn Eks, huh.” I gave in. She was determined not to notice Risssk. That was actually pretty telling. “So, any updates on your own plague of Eks? I don’t guess the cops tracked them down?” 
 
    “No, and they never will. Because they don’t know what the Eks were looking for.”  
 
    She looked me in the eye. I felt a tiny electric thrill. Not because—well, not only because—her blue eyes were as deep and clear as mountain lakes. She was going to fess up. About time.  
 
    “Can I use your toilet?” she said. 
 
    Oh.   
 
    “Sure. First door on your right.” 
 
    She vanished down the hall. I leaned around the corner to make sure she really did go into the toilet, and then flopped back on the sofa, frustrated as heck.  
 
    No, not that way.  
 
    Well. Maybe a bit. 
 
    It had been three years—three dateless years—since Lucy’s mother leftstormed out. 
 
    But Irene was married, and …  
 
    What was that? 
 
    The apartment filled with a throbbing noise. It was I heard a throbbing noise, as if the hum of traffic outside was suddenly louder, coming through the window. had suddenly got louder.  
 
    Then sSomething heavy clunked against the wall  of the apartment. The outside wall. I felt theI felt a vibration through the sofa. For a crazy minute I wondered if I was aboard my ship. It was exactly the That’s the kind of sound and feel of a grapple locking on before someone tries to board your vessel.you hear and feel when a grapple attaches, or you dock with another spacecraft. 
 
    Not a sound you ever want to hear.  
 
    went clunk on the roof of the building, and I felt a vibration through the sofa. For a crazy minute I wondered if I was aboard my ship. That’s the kind of sound you hear and feel when a grapple attaches, or you dock with another spacecraft. 
 
    Nope, I was still sitting in my living-room.  
 
    I jumped up and turned to the  got up and headed to the windows. Maybe I’d be able to see— 
 
    The windows flickered. Shadows swung across them. Into them. 
 
    , at the same time as shadows swung across them, into them.  
 
    The windows exploded inward in a spray of glass gravel.  
 
    I hurdled the sofa and covered the distance to the kitchen in two stridesdove into the kitchen. Guttural grunts and zzzzip sounds filled the living-room behind me. My Midday Special was in the gun safe built into my desk, and based on the . noises in the living-room, I was already blocked off—I had no hope of getting to it. The sofa scraped along the floor as someone pushed it, and I I snatched a cleaver out of from the knife block over the sink.  
 
    A horrible stench assaulted my nosefilled the kitchen.  
 
    I knew that smell. 
 
    Spinning, I confronted a blue person with four arms. Xe was at the kitchen entrance, and so tall xe had to duck under the lintel of the door. When xe looked up xe saw me—xis glossy eyes widened, and xis nearest arm whipped around. It was holding a pistol. I couldn’t see what kind and it didn’t matter.  
 
    I was already charging xim .  
 
    When xe raised the pistol, I slashed xis arm open with the cleaver.Xe had to duck to get xis head under the lintel of the door. I used that moment to lunge at xim and slash xis lower right arm open with the cleaver. 
 
    Xe let out a moo and, dropped the gun.  
 
    Then xe shot me anyway, with  xe had been holding in that hand, and fired the gun in xis other lower left hand. Phut.   PThat’s the problem when you fight someone with a four arm loadout: there’s always another gun. Pain streaked along through my thigh. Behind me, tThe plates in the draining rack exploded. 
 
    I slapped the pistol away as xe fired again. The round drilled into the wall over my shoulder and exploded a moment later. Armor-piercing rounds! Overkill much? I slashed again with the cleaver but didn’t connect, because xe flinched back. 
 
    This wouldn’t last long. Xe had more arms with more weapons to bring to bear, and if that wasn’t unfair enough xe had height and reach too. 
 
    A gunshot boomed from the living-room.  
 
    My Ek grunted, staggering.  
 
    Another gunshot. This one wasn’t an Ek weapon, it was throaty and over-the-top loud—human manufacture. 
 
    My Ek pivoted away from me and back into the living room.  
 
    First things first. The reason I’d charged forward in the first place was the button beside the kitchen door. It was the panic button. When I punched it, it gave a satisfying whoop that fit perfectly with the general atmosphere of chaos.  
 
    Then I stooped and grabbed the Ek gun off the floor. 
 
    Boom. Another deafening gunshot rang out. Someone was trigger happy—or really pissed off. 
 
    I stopped myself from lunging into the living room, instead shifting to the far side of the doorway. The living room came into view.  
 
    suddenly lost interest in me. Xe pivoted and galumphed back the way xe had come. I slapped the panic button beside the door, then picked up xis gun and chased xim. I stopped short at the entrance to the living-room.  
 
    Risssk’s cube was sliding across the floor. They were  was being dragged dragging it out through the shattered window, using by  smart zip-ropes that clutched the cryonite.attached to the duvet-wrapped slab.  
 
    Ropes dangled outside the window.  
 
    Two Eks stood on the balcony, but only for a moment. . Ropes dangled from the roof. Risssk rose up, up and away and the . The Eks followed. 
 
    Boom, the other gun spoke again. My Ek was the last one in the apartment. Xe staggered when xe was hit, but bounced off my desk and fell out the window. A moment later xe rose back into view, hanging by xis last good arm. Xe was bleeding from half a dozen wounds, the unhappiest Ek I’d ever seen. Xe glared at me as the rope pulled xim up. As my Ek ran to join xis friends, xe staggered, but kept running. Xe crashed into my desk, fell out the window, and grabbed hold of the last rope as it rose. 
 
    Irene jumped up from her prone position in the hall. We reached the balcony at the same time. 
 
    Rotors thudded. A bullet-shaped SUV lifted off from the roof a few floors aboveand flew over our heads. Risssk stuck out of its trunk. My One of the Ek was dangling half in and half out of its the open side door. I loosed a few rounds shot at xim, pointlessly. The SUV roared over our heads, accelerating at top speed, and within seconds it disappeared into trafficbuzzed away at top speed and merged into traffic. 
 
    I lowered my gun. Well, their gun. Mine now. Cold comfort.  
 
    Irene’s gun looked like an adult toy, but I’d seen the holes it made in that Ek.  
 
    “Ceramic,” she said. “Your security’s fine.” 
 
    “Oh no it clearly isn’t,” I gritted, incandescent with rage.  
 
    The intercom in the kitchen gargled, “Yes, Mr. Starrunner? What is your emergency?” 
 
    I stomped inside, yelling turned my head and yelled,. “Take a wild guess. Do you think it might have anything to do with the Eks who just landed their SUV on the roof, rappelled down to my balcony, and robbed me in broad freaking daylight?!” 
 
    “And shot you,” Irene said. 
 
    I followed her gaze to my right thigh. Blood had seeped through my jeans. “I’ll live.” I’d spent five years in the special forces, knew what was serious looked likeand what wasn’t. The Eks had been firing armor-piercing rounds, and this one had gone through my thigh like paper. It was a through-and-through so narrow it probably wouldn’t even leave a scar… 
 
     “Sit tight, sir,” Security boomed. “Do not let anyone in. We will be with you in just a moment.” 
 
    “This isn’t what I pay for,” I yelled back.  
 
    Irene was eyeing the exit and I felt the same. No way could I get bogged down with building security, or the actual police. I grabbed my Midday Special from the gun safe in my desk and dumped both of my side-arms in my shoulder bag. I Losing my shit, I ran back into the apartment, grabbed my Special from the gun safe, hooked my bag over my shoulder, dumped both guns into it, and slammed out of the apartment with Irene half a pace behind me. I confirmed Lucy’s whereabouts with a glance over the guard wall, then ran down all eight flights of stairs rather than wait for the elevator.  
 
    “Thank God the girls weren’t there,” Irene panted, behind me. 
 
    “No kidding.” The thought that Lucy could have been in the apartment chilled my blood. And amped up my rage. I forced myself to jog to the playground, rather than sprinting. I wanted to scoop Lucy up and rejoice in her unhurt-ness, but she was playing contentedly with Mia in the sandpit, so I just waved.  
 
    “Nanny D!” The droid turned, placidly smiling as usual. “I’m heading out for a while. Take them to Burgermeister’s for supper, if we’re not back.” The complex had a couple of kid-friendly restaurants on the premises. “Do not take them up to the apartment.” 
 
    “As you wish, Mike.” 
 
    “Mommy!” Mia exclaimed, spotting her mother. She ran to Irene. “Are we going home now?” 
 
    Irene opened her mouth to answer. I cut in. “Not yet. Think you’ll be OK playing with Lucy for a bit longer?” 
 
    “Yay!” Mia dashed back to Lucy. “Your dad says we can play longer!” 
 
    “I didn’t say that,” Irene said, low. 
 
    I held her eyes. “You’re coming with me. You owe me a new living-room. But I’ll settle for information.” 
 
    Five minutes later we were in my truck, bouncing over the caltrops that hadn’t done a damn thing to protect my family home.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
     “I don’t know why they took him,” Irene said in a low, pissed voice. I had explained to her that the object stolen by the Eks was my employee, who currently happened to be encased in cryonite. I’d kept waiting for her to admit that she knew all this already. But she stayed stubbornly mum. 
 
    “These have to have been the same guys who robbed you last night,” I said. “You said you knew what they were looking for.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t.”  
 
    “But you do know.” 
 
    “I guess I do now,” she snapped.  
 
    Exasperated, I lightly banged the steering wheel. “Can you at least admit that you know Risssk? Not just to say hello to.” 
 
    “All right, yes, I know him. We were friendly. But when a guy vanishes, it’s not smart to let on that you know him, is it?” 
 
    “How did you know he’d vanished? I didn’t say anything about that when I was at your place.” 
 
    She clammed up again. 
 
    I stared wearily at my dashboard computer. I’d described the Eks’ SUV to my truck and told it to search the traffic management AI’s realtime data for matches. It had found thousands.  
 
    My phone rang. 
 
    I snatched it up. 
 
    Dolph. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    His voice was thick with excitement, barely above a whisper. “Get here as fast as you can.” 
 
    “Guess what?” I started to tell him about the Eks. He cut me off. 
 
    “Never mind what happened to thatyour fancy condo. Parsec is the bad guy. I decided to follow him, OK? He spent the night at Dr. Zeb’s.” Dr. Zeb is a Shifter doctor who runs a private clinic. It wasn’t surprising Parsec would have gone to him to get patched up, rather than have to explain his unusual injuries to a mainstream sawbones. “Discharged himself this afternoon and called his ride. I tailed him. Guess where he is now?” 
 
    “Why don’t you tell me?” 
 
    “At home.” 
 
    I drummed my fingers on the steering wheel. “Dolph, that is not an unusual place for him to be.” 
 
    “Maybe not. But wait’ll you hear who else is here. His whole bad-news crew. I’ve been watching them arrive in ones and twos all afternoon. Even those twins, the Kodiaks, just showed up. He’s getting ready to roll deep on someone,” Dolph said. “And it might be us.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    I had just been robbed by armed Eks. Compared to that, I couldn’t find it in my gut to be scared of a bunch of bears.  
 
    On the other hand, I had no idea where the Eks were, and I did know where Parsec was. And Irene had gone slightly pale when I gave her Dolph’s news. Although she still wasn’t admitting anything, the thought must have occurred to her—as it had to me—that maybe Parsec was getting his ursine crew together to roll on her.  
 
    I told Dolph we were on our way. 
 
    Parsec lived in one of the exclusive communities out on the headland. These are lovely places. Their only disadvantage—if you’re limited to ground transport—is that you have to take the spaceport road to get there. 
 
    Space Highway is the single most congested stretch of asphalt on Ponce de Leon. Today was no exception. We sat in a long narrow tide of vehicles that now and again surged a few inches forwards. I opened the windows and regretted it when the hot afternoon air rolled in, richly tinged with the smells of rotten fish and raw sewage. The seaward side of the highway is barnacled with slums. Wooden jetties and stilt-houses crowded the shoreline. Gillies swam around, tending their mom ‘n’ pop fish farms. “Makes you never want to eat shrimp again, huh?” I said to Irene, breaking the increasingly pregnant silence.  
 
    “I never eat shrimp, anyway,” she said coldly.  
 
    “Fish?” I had seen her tucking into sashimi at Wally’s last night. I was curious to find out what animal form she espoused. I still leaned towards leopard seal or dolphin.  
 
    I should have known by now she wouldn’t gratify my curiosity. “We’re not made of money,” was all she said. 
 
    Lightly, I said, “I’m not in the flying-car tax bracket. As you will have noticed.” 
 
    “Yeah, but look at where you live. I can only dream of living somewhere like that.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I’m gonna be living there much longer,” I said. I had been replaying the Ek invasion in my mind and wondering if I would ever feel safe leaving Lucy at home in Majesta Gardens again. “I’ll never get the smell out of the carpets.” 
 
    “We might have to move, too,” she said. “The landlord is threatening to kick us out. Like it’s our fault.” 
 
    “Wow, I’m sorry.” 
 
    She shrugged. Silence descended on the truck once more, soggy and fraught. It got so uncomfortable that I put on my music—necro rock, the music of my misspent youth—and pretended not to notice Irene’s grimace of distaste. 
 
    We finally reached the turnoff for Ville Verde. Leaving the traffic behind, we climbed a steep, winding road through thick forest. The only vehicles we passed were self-driving delivery vans.  
 
    The residents up here don’t drive, they fly. 
 
    That, obviously, did not apply to Parsec’s bad-news bears. Half a dozen rustbuckets disfigured the Ville Verde visitor parking lot. I saw Dolph’s bike in a remote corner next to a dumpster. I hopped out of my truck and told it to impersonate a catering vehicle or something until I needed it. This was one of the times I was glad I had eschewed a fancy corporate logo.  
 
    Hidden from the security checkpoint by my slowly reversing truck, Irene and I jogged to Dolph’s bike. 
 
    Dolph wasn’t there. But a hole in the fence was.  
 
    I smelled fresh sap from the vines he had severed along with the chicken-wire.   
 
    We squeezed through the jungly vegetation outside Ville Verde. My heart sank as I realized how far Dolph had gone in his pursuit of Parsec.  
 
    He hates climbing trees. 
 
    Yet there he was, thirty feet up in a murder oak, beckoning to us.  
 
    Irene and I climbed the tree to join him. Irene climbed so nimbly that I revised my guess about her having a marine form. Or maybe, like Dolph and me, she had more than one. 
 
    Dolph moved out along his branch to make room for us. “Looky looky,” he whispered.  
 
    Twitching aside the leaves, I found myself looking into Parsec’s back garden. 
 
    In between here and there was a weed-choked trench. A fence marched on this side of it, half hidden by the foliage. Another fence bounded the far side of the trench, curving outward at the top. Between the fences, the air shimmered slightly. I saw a dinoroach fall out of the air like a pebble, and noticed drifts of dead bugs, and even some dead birds, among the weeds at the bottom of the trench. The electronics in the fences were zapping the critters … and would probably zap any larger invader, too. 
 
    It didn’t seem fair. Out here, we were getting bug-bitten, prickled by the murder oak’s twigs, and covered with sap from the vines that were trying to murder it. In there, Parsec and his bear buddies lounged in deck chairs on a lawn as smooth as velvet, drinking martinis. A couple of the bears were mock-fighting in his swimming pool. His house cast an evening shadow across the lawn. It was three graceful brick storeys, with French windows and just the right amount of ivy climbing up the walls. Parsec himself sat with the Kodiak twins in human form, showing them something on a laptop. 
 
    His black hair had been shaved off, and bandages wrapped his head. I suddenly felt ashamed. Because I had caused his injuries? Because I was spying on him? I don’t know. It was a powerful feeling, but it soon passed. 
 
    Dolph whispered, “They’ll get good and drunk, then they’ll roll out. They’ll have to go by road. Too many people for his Flying Jetta. We could wait until they leave, and tail ‘em. Or …” He made his hand into a gun and jerked it up lightly to simulate recoil. “We could take ‘em out right now.” 
 
    I stared at him to see if he was serious. He winked. I was not entirely reassured.  
 
    “You wouldn’t get them all,” Irene said dispassionately. “But I might.”  
 
    “You might?” Dolph echoed.  
 
    Kneeling on the branch, Irene visually raked the garden, as if her eyes were targeting lasers. “There isn’t much wind,” she said. “I’ve only got a .38, but I think Mike still has the pocket Gauss he took off the Eks. Yeah? With that, it would be doable.” 
 
    “Heard you were a shooter,” Dolph said. I elbowed him. That information came from Parsec, not her.  
 
    She shrugged. “I served with the Ghost Gators on Tech Duinn. I haven’t totally lost my touch.” 
 
    The Ghost Gators, a.k.a. the 129th Sharpshooters, had been easily the best sniper outfit on our side. Dolph raised his eyebrows, clearly feeling a strange new respect for Irene. When he opened his mouth I knew he was about to tell her about his own service, and probably mine as well.  
 
    She forestalled him. “But I’m not gonna try it. Because I have a better plan.” 
 
    Before we could ask what it was, she dropped off the branch to the one below. Quiet rustlings told of her unseen descent to the ground. 
 
    Dolph and I exchanged a look of panic and followed her. We were bigger and not as agile. We only caught up with her at all because she stopped by the hole in the fence to pick the twigs and leaves out of her hair. She smoothed down her nice pants and blouse, although the sap stains were never going to come out.  
 
    “Irene,” I said, “what’s the idea? You’re not gonna just walk in there?” 
 
    She gave me an odd look: half apologetic, half teasing. “Yes, I am. I’ll be fine. He’s not exactly going to knock me on the head and bury me in his garden. And if he is dumb enough to try it …” She took out her phone and touched the screen. 
 
    My phone buzzed in my pocket. I accepted the call and stared dumbly at the screen. 
 
    “I’ll get you video if I can,” Irene said. “If not, I’ll just keep the line open. Should you hear Parsec threatening my life, I’ll be counting on you big tough men to rush in to the rescue.” She suddenly rose on tiptoe, pulled my shoulder down and whispered in my ear, “I know what you did.” 
 
    She knew what I’d done. But which part? I’d done a bunch of things in the last thirty hours, and most of them, in retrospect, appeared mindblowingly stupid. I was still trying to formulate a response as she walked up to the security checkpoint.  
 
    “Crap,” Dolph said, grabbing my phone. “She’s gonna drop us in it.” 
 
    I grabbed the phone back. “Dolph, her daughter’s at my place.” As a parent myself, I knew Irene would not do anything that placed Mia in danger. Dolph didn’t have that gut instinct, but he subsided, cursing.  
 
    “The security guys have seen us,” he said a second later. “Back through the fence.” 
 
    “No!” I hung onto him as one of the beefy guards started our way. Fleeing into the woods would be just about our worst option right now. How stupid could he get? 
 
    No stupider than me: ”Hey, there,” I called out, all smiles as I yanked Dolph towards the guard. “Is this Ville Verde?” 
 
    “It is.” He had his hand on his gun. 
 
    “Great! I’ve been trying to find this place all afternoon. It’s well-hidden. I like that. See, I’m interested in buying in this area, but I’m looking for something genuinely exclusive. Restricted access. Neighbors that are my kind of folks. Know what I mean?” 
 
    Taking Dolph as a guide to how I looked right now, the security guard would have been forgiven for thinking ‘my kind of folks’ were homeless guys who slept in trees. But he must have had orders to be nice to prospective buyers. 
 
    And that is how Dolph and I ended up in the Ville Verde realty office, which happened to be kitty-corner to Parsec’s house on a cute little street called Hibiscus Court. We were due a piece of luck, no matter how trivial.  
 
    The realtor on duty was petite and buxom. Dolph took on the arduous task of boring her with our long list of requirements. I played the skittish one, wandering around and examining the VR model houses set up in the front of the office, while pretending to talk on my phone.  
 
    I was actually listening to this: 
 
    “That’s what I’m trying to tell you,” Irene said. “It was stolen. When I got back home last night, these Eks—” 
 
    “Heard about that. They rolled your place, huh?” 
 
    I imagined the scene. Irene had gained access to Parsec’s house. It wouldn’t have been difficult. From his perspective, the salmon was jumping into his jaws. I could hear the other bears in the background, so I figured he must have taken her through to the garden. I pictured them ripping her clothes off with their nasty little ursine eyes, and gritted my teeth.  
 
    “That was plain dumb keeping it at your crib,” Parsec said. Strangely, he didn’t sound all that upset. The next minute I learnt why. “See this?” 
 
    “What is it?” Irene said. “It looks like a map of Mag-Ingat.” She was narrating what she saw for my benefit. “What’s that red dot?” 
 
    Parsec let out a rich pleased-with-himself chuckle. “Package tracking.” 
 
    “Package … Oh.” 
 
    I froze with my hand inside a holographic doll-sized living-room where I had been rearranging the furniture for kicks.  
 
    “Risssk has a tracking tag?” Irene said. 
 
    That piece of metal sticking out of his jeans pocket. It was a tracking tag? 
 
    “Honey,” said Parsec, “you married dumb, so I understand that you have low expectations. But Buzzz Parsec isn’t dumb.” 
 
    God, I wanted to kill him so bad. 
 
    “Yes, the nanonic defroster has an integrated tracking beacon. Why did I request that feature? Because I foresaw that something like this might happen.” 
 
    There it was. Confirmation—and because I was recording, evidence—that Parsec and Irene had worked together to ice my weapons officer. I should have been elated that the mystery was solved, or at least partly solved. I just felt cold.  
 
    “Uh uh,” Irene said. “I don’t care how smart you are, you did not foresee that freaking Holoventures would come after us.” 
 
    “You got me,” Parsec said easily. “My prediction was that you’d try to cut me out of the deal and sell it yourself.” 
 
    Now I was confused again. Sell it? Were they talking about Risssk, as if he were an inanimate package? More to the point—sorry, ole fox—what possible monetary value could a cryonite-encased 62-year-old Shifter have to anyone, let alone Holoventures, whoever he, she, or they were?  
 
    “I’m not stupid, either, Buzzz,” Irene said. “I wouldn’t try to cheat you. All I want is my fair share.” 
 
    “Your fair share,” growled a different voice. I guessed it was one of the Kodiak twins. “All you done is screw up.” 
 
    “Cool it, Kody,” Parsec said easily. “In fact, get the lady a drink.” 
 
    “I have to get back to my kids,” Irene said.  
 
    “They’ll survive without you.”  
 
    Irene hissed between her teeth at the not-so-veiled threat. “What’s taking so long?” 
 
    “This tracking dot. See? It’s just sitting there.” 
 
    “Quetatl Hospital,” Irene read. 
 
    “Yup. You must’ve put the hurt on them.”  
 
    “I did. Winged a couple of them good.”  
 
    She was leaving me out of it. Letting Parsec think Risssk had been stolen from her place last night, instead of from mine today. I felt a shameful, selfish rush of gratitude and admiration.  
 
    “Now see, I just don’t think that’s true,” Parsec said in the same easy, conversational tone. “If you and hubs winged ‘em last night, why’d they wait until today to go to hospital?” 
 
    Irene was silent. Her lies were catching up with her. I could almost feel her heart racing in panic over the phone.  
 
    “And why did this tracking beacon spend the night at this location here? Majesta Gardens.” 
 
    My own heart started to race. 
 
    “That’s one of those crummy mid-rent communities,” Parsec mused. “Their security looks good on paper, but in reality it ain’t shit. Now here we have defensive laser installations on the perimeter, and a communal anti-spaceship plasma toroid gun. But I guess Majesta Gardens is a step up from Shiftertown. In fact, I know someone who lives there. Small-time freighter captain, Mike Starrunner.” 
 
    Small-time?! 
 
    “You ever met him?” 
 
    “No,” Irene said. “I think Risssk mentioned him a couple of times.” 
 
    “Yeah, he might have, seeing as he was his boss!” On the last words, Parsec’s voice deepened to a growl. I heard loud crackling and rustling noises and a cry from Irene. I stiffened, ready to fly across the street, guns blazing. .  
 
    “Sorry ‘bout that,” Parsec said. “I get a little carried away when I think someone might be trying to rip me off!” 
 
    More loud rustling. I took a step towards the door. 
 
    “All right,” Irene said, her voice high and breathless. “Put that gun away! I’ll tell you the truth. Someone is trying to rip you off. It’s Starrunner.” 
 
    And she spilled everything. She told him that I’’d removed Risssk from the apartment on 90th. That she had cleverly come up with an excuse to go to my place, but before she could re-steal Risssk, the Eks had. And that I had called Parsec a mangy fleabag.  
 
    The only thing she didn’t mention was that I was in Ville Verde right now. 
 
    My pulse felt thick in my head.  
 
    She was talking at gunpoint. She wouldn’t have given me away otherwise. 
 
    Regardless, the fact remained that Parsec now knew all about my attempts to free Risssk. He still didn’t know that I was the jaguar who’d attacked him outside Wally’s, but that was only because Irene didn’t know about that, either. 
 
    Parsec called me a string of filthy names, impugning my parentage, my service, the condition of my ship, and my crew, with special attention to Dolph, whom he called a grass-eating psycho. He speculated that my preferred diet was also grass, and my animal form must be a rabbit, because all I was good at was running and digging hiding in holes.  
 
    I thought of one silver lining: he didn’t know I was across the street from his house right now, hiding in the local realty office. 
 
    “When I catch up with him,” he finished, “he’s gonna wish he was never born. No hole’s deep enough for him to hide from Buzzz Parsec.” 
 
    “Well, he won’t be going back to his crib anytime soon,” Irene said. “The Eks destroyed it.” She giggled girlishly. “God, that was funny.” 
 
    I reminded myself that she was talking to save her life. Still, did she have to say that? 
 
    I glanced around at Dolph and the realtor, who was laughing and twirling a lock of hair around one finger. It didn’t sound like they were talking real estate anymore.  
 
     “But Starrunner’s gonna have to wait,” Parsec continued. “First things first. We gotta get the package back. I’m not rolling on an Ek hospital. We’ll wait until they move, then we move, too. And you’re coming with us.”  
 
    “Hell yeah,” Irene said. “I want my share. And maybe you need a reminder of how good I can shoot.” 
 
    Parsec burbled laughter, appreciating her feistiness. Just like that, he was back to being Mr. Congeniality, calling for drinks and telling one of the bears to get Irene one of those fishburgers.  
 
    I yearned to cross the street and wreck their pool party. Disciplining myself, I stared at the front of Parsec’s house. A beautiful house like that deserved a better owner than him. His front garden had the bland, generic look that said maintenance was left to a yardwork robot. His neighbor on the left had a fishpond, and his neighbor on the right had a jungle gym. As I watched, two grade-school kids bounded up the street, wearing those levitating shoes that Lucy wanted for her next birthday. 
 
    I peered down into the model house I’d been idly playing with. I had arranged a big sofa in front of the fire, added a bookcase display all around the living room, and resized the kitchen furniture to accommodate Nanny D’s diminutive stature. This house had five bedrooms and six bathrooms.   
 
    I lowered the volume on my phone to a whisper and strolled back to the realtor and Dolph. “I was just wondering if you had anything smaller?” 
 
    They did have smaller houses. I took a virtual tour, and the realtor made sure I knew about the defensive laser installations and the bug- and ship-zapping perimeter, as well as the excellent reputation of Ville Verde Elementary. I ended up with a stack of electronic brochures and pricing guides, and an appointment to view the smaller houses in person next week.  
 
    “You’re taking this pretty far,” Dolph said under his breath. “Now Bonita thinks she’s gonna get a sales commission.” 
 
    “She might,” I whispered back.  
 
    Yes, Parsec lived here. No, I didn’t want to live in the same community as Parsec. But the way I felt, he wasn’t gonna be living here much longer. 
 
    Out loud, I said, “You’ve been amazingly helpful. Thank you so much.” 
 
    “See you next week!” said Bonita the realtor, all smiles. 
 
    We couldn’t feasibly kill much more time in here, so we walked back to the gate, aware that the Ville Verde AI was constantly surveilling watching us through a multitude of concealed cameras and constantly updating its carrying out threat assessments. Unsure how good their audio surveillance was, I kept quiet until we were back in the visitor parking lot. 
 
    There, I faced Dolph. “I was wrong. You were right. She dropped us in it.” 
 
    “Uh oh,” he said. 
 
    “He was holding a gun on her. But still. The damage is done.” I replayed the key bit of the conversation between Irene and Parsec. I even let Dolph hear Parsec calling me a rabbit.  
 
    As he listened, his face grew grimmer and grimmer. But all he said was, “This is why Shifters can’t have nice things.”  
 
    “Yup,” I said. 
 
    “I’ll cut off Parsec’s stubby little tail and feed it to him.” 
 
    The way I felt right now, Dolph would have to get in line. But I clung to my purpose. “Right after we rescue Risssk.” 
 
    I got in my truck. Dolph got on his bike. We drove down the winding road, almost back to Space Highway, and found a place to conceal the vehicles in the woods. Branches scraped along the roof. Ripe purpules burst on my windshield. I killed the engine. I was sitting in the middle of a cage match among a hundred species of flora and insect life from different parts of the Cluster, all duking it out for supremacy. Dolph came and waited in the truck cab with me because the bugs were eating him alive. 
 
    We sat in tense silence. My phone continued to transmit the unlovely sounds of a bear pool party, and the even more depressing sound of Irene bantering cheerfully with Parsec. 
 
    I borrowed Dolph’s phone to call Nanny D and check on the girls. She said they were eating at Burgermeister’s, and there was a Tasvagga conjuror. Hopefully that would keep them distracted for a while.  
 
    After that, there was nothing to do but wait. The sun went down. Glowbugs danced through the jungle. Visions of mauling Parsec while Irene watched danced through my mind. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” Dolph said. 
 
    I sat up. The first thing I noticed was the silence from my phone. Irene had cut the connection.  
 
    Then I heard the sound of engines.  
 
    I glanced in the rearview, hoping the back of my truck was adequately concealed.  
 
    In a chink between the leaves, I saw the bears’ rustbuckets bouncing past, followed by Parsec’s sub-limo. I even caught a split-second glimpse of Irene in the sub-limo’s passenger seat, laughing. 
 
    Dolph slid out of the truck cab. I started the engine. 
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    Dolph took lead on his bike. “They’re heading for the spaceport,” he reported via the cordless headset he wore underthrough his helmet comm link.  
 
    “Got it.” I yanked the steering wheel over manually and followed. 
 
    Although the sun had set, the horizon still glowed orange, silhouetting the launch towers and warehouses of Space Island. Ships launched into the blood-orange clouds. Traffic on Space Highway had finally thinned out. I stayed in manual mode, lane-hopping to keep up with the taillights of the sub-limo, while my truck complained at me, and I wondered if, even at this speed, we’d get there in time to stop the Eks from putting Risssk on a spaceship bound for God knows where. I assumed that was their plan. 
 
    To my great surprise, Parsec’s gang didn’t head for the freight launch terminals. 
 
    They hooked left as soon as they were over the Space Island causeway, and drove out along the shore, towards the cargo warehousing and ground shipping area.  
 
    Humongous godowns lined the shore of the island. Long-haul trucks glided the other way in self-driving convoys. 
 
    “They’re going into the Nittsu Fresh parking lot,” Dolph reported. “I’m gonna double back.” 
 
    I reached a layby in front of the Nittsu Fresh complex, which was mostly full of long-haul rigs. I slotted my truck in between two articulated monsters and got out. The Ponce de Leon trucking industry isn’t entirely automated, only about 90%. Human drivers still own certain destinations in the interior where the insurance companies fear to tread—an analogue of my own precarious niche in the space freight industry. These drivers have it tough, and often sleep in their rigs between runs. I wondered how they could manage it with the noise of launches thundering through the air, so loud and close that the very ground seemed to shake. I checked that their blackout curtains were drawn. Then I leant against my truck and watched through the fence as the Bad-News Bears and Irene left their vehicles and sauntered towards the entrance of the Nittsu Fresh complex. 
 
    Dolph’s bike crunched gravel. He stood beside me, pulling his helmet hair into a ponytail. “What the heck are they doing?” 
 
    The complex was closed. Glass walls enclosed a foyer in which the Nittsu Fresh logo glowed behind a deserted reception desk. 
 
    “Nittsu Fresh, Nittsu Fresh,” Dolph said. “Where’ve I seen that name before?” 
 
    “On our cargo manifests,” I said. “It’s a cryo-shipping company.” 
 
    Inside this huge, featureless building, many tons of fresh fruit and other perishable goods were packed every day in cryonite, to be shipped across the Cluster.  
 
    “Ek-owned?”  
 
    “I figure yeah, partly,” I said. “Most companies are …” 
 
    I trailed off. Scanning the parking lot, I’d just spotted a familiar SUV.  
 
    “Bingo,” I said, pointing. “The Eks are here.” 
 
    “Which means Risssk’s in there.” 
 
    As we watched, Parsec’s gang rolled on the Nittsu Fresh complex. 
 
    They may give the impression of rank stupidity, but the Bad-News Bears have never yet paid for their crimes, and there’s a reason for that. They are good at what they do. 
 
    One of the Kodiak twins strolled up to the doors. There was a brief flash. The doors slid open. The other twin dashed inside and did something behind the reception desk. I assume he was disabling the alarm system.  
 
    The rest of the gang crowded in, chatting and laughing, as if they were employees. They were even dressed for the part, in black coveralls that wouldn’t show blood. They carried soft-shell briefcases. I was betting those briefcases did not hold computers. 
 
    Parsec and Irene brought up the rear. 
 
    I heard a click, and looked down.  
 
    Dolph had just powered up the pocket Gauss I took off the Eks.  
 
    “Can I use this?” he said, and loped towards the gate.  
 
    I grabbed my Midday Special and caught up with him halfway across the parking lot, with my Midday Special in my hand. We slid in through ruined door and cleared the foyer, working together like the old daysthe foyer. Beyond the reception desk, a long gray corridor stretched into the building, with a set of swing doors at the end. 
 
    Somewhere in the building a motorized whine started up.  
 
    Dolph raised his eyebrows.  
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    We carried on to the end of the corridor, watching for threats and moving as quietly as possible. I cracked the swing door open, then edged into  and edged through the swing doors, into the cryo-packing plant. 
 
    In the feeble light from standby LEDs, it the place didn’t look like anything special. Just a lot of hulking machines with conveyor belts running through them. There was a strong smell of liquid cryonite, and a fainter aroma of strawberries. And of course, it was cold. 
 
    Darkness swiped at my face. 
 
    I ducked just in time. The paw of a black bear swished above my head. 
 
      
 
    Just in time, I ducked the paw of a black bear.  
 
    The bear followed up with an immediate left hook. I spun sideways and the fan of long yellow claws raked just above my eye. One claw sliced my eyebrow but in bear terms that’s as good as a miss. I reeled back, catching my balance., which came within a hair’s breadth of taking my eye out.  
 
    Phut.  
 
    The shot came from behind me. Behind the bear, something went phut. It was the same sound that had shattered all my chinaware this morning.  
 
    The bear toppled forward. 
 
    I caught him—or he landed on me, depending on your perspective. Either way, he weighed a ton but I got him to the floor without making a sound. 
 
     I caught him, staggering under his considerable weight, and lowered him silently to the floor. 
 
    “Can I keep this?” Dolph whispered. 
 
    Sticky blood covered my hands, but the bear was still breathing. I hoped he wouldn’t die. I decided I’d call an ambulance.  
 
    Later.  
 
    Right now we had to find Risssk. 
 
    We Dolph and I dashed quietly for to the shadows along the wall, as quietly as possible, and stopped behind a cryo-packing machine.  
 
    In the distance, the whining noise stopped, then started up again. 
 
    We sidled along the that wall for what felt likeabout  a mile. Then I frozepaused. Ahead, dim light shone from through a window in the same wall we were moving along.  
 
    It glowed on the eyeballs of bears standing and squatting around the window, watching whoever or whatever was inside. 
 
    Yes, bears. 
 
    The whole gang had Shifted. 
 
    I identified Parsec’s grizzly form in their midst, and spotted Irene crouching on top of a cryo-packing machine. She was, still in human form. 
 
    I hand-signaled to Dolph. We backtracked, split up, and circled around behind Irene and the bears. Of course aA couple of them were facing away from the door, watching their six, but the other way. But they neither saw nor heard me and Dolphus. Special forces training is an advantage you never quite lose. 
 
    When Dolph and I were Safely safely crouched behind a machine on the other side of the hall, we studied the window.  
 
    A room adjacent to the packing floor held a dozen steel tables. All of them were unused except for one.  
 
    On that one lay my weapons officer in his cryonite prison.   
 
    All three Eks were there, too, as big and blue and four-armed as ever. One stood guard and was not doing a very good job of it—xeto stand guard. (Xe  clearly couldn’t see the bears on the other side of the window, as it was dark out here and bright in there.) Another one was holding One to hold Risssk.’s cube steady. The third one, heavily patched and bandaged, was working the And one to work the diamond saw suspended over the cutting table. 
 
    That’s what was making the whine. 
 
    Slowly, but relentlessly, the blade sank carved into the cryonite at the level of over the helpless old fox’s stomach. 
 
    They were cutting him in half.  
 
    That’s why they had brought him to the Nittsu Fresh complex.  
 
    A cryo-packing facility is the only place you find saws rated for cryonite. 
 
    Dolph gave me a look. His bottlenosed psycho look. “Let’s kill them all.” 
 
    “Kill ‘em all?” Dolph whispered. 
 
    I opened my mouth. I don’t know what I would have said. 
 
    Parsec brought his paw down in a slashing motion.  
 
    The Kodiak bear beside the window wound up The bigger Kodiak twin walked up to the window of the cutting room and smashed it with one blow from his mighty paw. 
 
    The other Kodiak bear was at the door just past the window. He smashed it open with a roar. The other bears piled through the opening, bellowing. 
 
    The Eks around Risssk glanced up for a moment of perfect confusion 
 
    As the Eks belatedly transitioned into mayhem mode, the other Kodiak twin opened the door of the cutting room and stood back to let his fellow ursines pile in.  
 
    The Ek guard got off a few shots that went wild, but that was all. A storm The wave of ursine muscle knockedpummeled the aliens to the floor. Teeth and claws lightly savaged them until all three were cowed. Eks curled into fetal balls and whimpering for mercy—it was a sight to behold.had ceased to do anything apart from lie still and whimper for mercy. 
 
    Parsec rested his front paws on the fox-cube, sniffed the groove that the diamond saw had made in it, and let out a triumphant growl.  
 
    He turned to say something to his thugs—and then hell  broke loose. 
 
    Then all the lights in tThe cryo-packing plant flooded with brilliant light—all the overheads going on at once.  
 
    Ten more Eks and the cutting room went on, and ten more Eks thundered down the aisle between the packing machines, guns out.  
 
    You can do the math: ten armed Eks means forty handguns. That was bad for Parsec but then it got a smidge worse: the tenth Ek, the boss, had six arms, and in each hand was a shiny new Gauss Railleur Ultra. 
 
    With one look, the bears scattered every direction.  
 
    Some fled back toward our door, others deeper into the cutting room. All around the room, on every wall, loading doors suddenly flew up with a crash.  
 
    More Eks stepped in. Rows of them, armed to the teeth. How many more I couldn’t say, but it seemed like every Ek in existence. I couldn’t get a firm count on them because a barrel pressed into my spine. 
 
    Someone had a gun on my back, and it was humming and ready to discharge.  
 
    I glanced over. Dolph’s hands were already up. Yet another Ek towered behind us, and he had two guns for each of us.  
 
    In seconds, the bears were herded back together, and Dolph and I were forced to join them. Irene sat above the fray, still on her packing machine, her hands in the air. Parsec growled at me, Dolph glowered back at him, Irene avoided my eyes altogether, and the bandaged—now mauled—Ek from my apartment saw me and tried to crawl away.  
 
    For a moment the place was quiet, and gloriously awkward. 
 
    Then Six Arms fired all six Gauss Railleur Ultras into the ceiling. If he wanted our attention it was overkill, but he got it. 
 
    “Regard me!” xe boomed. Nine of these were identical to our four-armed friends. The last one had six arms, and carried a gun in each of them.  
 
    The bears fled into the depths of the cutting room. They had almost reached the far exit when it opened and even more Eks blocked their way. How many more, I don’t know. I had stopped counting by that time, mostly because two of the Eks were pointing their guns at me and Dolph.  
 
    I hoped that Irene had got away, but then I saw her still sitting on top of that packing machine, hands in the air. 
 
    Six Arms fired two shots into the ceiling, as if calling for our attention. Xe already had it.  
 
    “So,” xe boomed. “All of you we have. For cooperating, I thank you.” 
 
    The original trio of Eks winced to their feet, gabbling in their own language. Six Arms silenced them with a look. “Resume the retrieval operation,” xe ordered. “Be very careful not to damage the memory stick. We must ensure it has not been tampered with, or … copied.” 
 
    The memory stick. 
 
    I finally understood.  All of it: what had happened to Risssk, how Irene fit in, why Parsec was going up against the Eks in his ‘million-credit play.’ 
 
    But first things first. The truth hit me so hard that I swayed. My yelp of horror was drowned out by the whine of the diamond saw as it started up again.  
 
    The memory stick. 
 
    They thought it the memory stick was in Risssk’s pocket. 
 
    They were going to cut my old fox in half for a prize that wasn’t there. 
 
    While I was desperately thinking, Six Arms had xis ordered his minions to herd all of us into the middle of the cryo-packing floor. They disarmed me, Dolph, and Irene, and frisked us. The reek of the Eks, and the touch of their clammy hands on my skin, gave me the willies. That was nothing to what Six Arms said next. 
 
    “Laws against murder there are.” Xe rubbed xis long square chin thoughtfully. “However, laws against cryo-freezing there are not.” Xe smiled horribly at us. Ek smiles are perfectly circular, giving us a great view of two rows of blunt brown chompers. “I know of a ship departing for VIKING WORLD Jomsborg later tonight. It has room in its hold for thirteen … passengers.” Xe surveyed the bears. “Very fond of Shifters, the VIKINGS Sunderers are.” 
 
    If animals could go pale, Parsec and his gang would have turned into polar bears. I was feeling none too sanguine myself. The VIKINGS Sundering clans are fond of Shifters … as combatants in their gladatorial games. If Six Arms had his way, we would finish up fighting giant land crabs or Raptivans for the viewing pleasure of millions, and end our lives on blood-soaked sand.  
 
    “You can’t do this to me,” Parsec blustered. “I’m a ship-owner, a successful captain! If I vanished, everyone on PdL would—” 
 
    “Breathe a sigh of relief, I expect,” Six Arms said. “And that for your whole crew goes. Start the machines.” 
 
    Some of tThe Eks powered up the two nearest cryo-packing machines. The smell stench of cryonite got stronger as the evil mixture began to churn churned inside the mixing tanks. I looked at the size of the openings that the conveyor belts fed into. Yes, a full-grown human could easily fit in there.  
 
    Irene said desperately, “I’ve got children. They need me. Please, please let me go! I had nothing to do with itthis.” 
 
    Six Arms stared at her coldly. “Lying to us, a waste of time is. We have already obtained a full confession from the Holoventures employee who sold the memory stick to the fox Shifter. Ex-employee, I should say, and in fact,” xe added, “ex-person.” Another of those hideous smiles. “Remind you, shall I? There was the fox Shifter; browsing idly through oniline online offerings of black market goods, he was …” 
 
    So it had all started with Risssk’s sketchy side business.  
 
    “Spots an interesting item, he does, and purchases it on a whim. Later, realizes ing the true value of the memory stick, he does. T, he realizes that his fortune is made, he thinks. But safely sell it on Ponce de Leon he cannot. He comes up with a clever plan, and that is where you, madame, come in. He asks you to encase him in cryonite, with the memory stick.” 
 
    I met Dolph’s eyes for a moment and saw he understood, shocked. Our initial blunder had been to assume that someone had iced Risssk against his will. He had arranged it himself. 
 
    And Irene had helped him. I glanced at her and found her fixing me with an expression of fierce pleading. 
 
    “You are were to package him up and ship him to … where?” The Ek directed the question to Parsec.  
 
    “San Damiano,” Parsec said glumly.  
 
    “Of course. To retire in comfort on his homeworld, he wishes. But he needs a ship to get him there with no questions asked, and that is where you come in. You agreed to ship him to San Damiano in exchange for a cut of the proceeds from selling our property. On arrival, revive him and arrange the sale, you would. The This business with the cryonite was necessary because otherwise, murder him en route and take the memory stick for yourself, he thought you might.” 
 
    There it was, the whole caper explained. It had Risssk’s pawprints all over it. A classic Risssk plan, including the final detail that screws everything up and sends the plan spiraling into failure. It sounded to me like  
 
    Six Arms was missing a crucial piece of the puzzle: If Parsec had the key to the nanonic defroster, he could’ve—and would’ve—done murdered Risssk that anyway. But  
 
    So maybe Risssk had sent the key to someone he knew on San Damiano. He’d never been there to my knowledge, but every Shifter has at least a few tenuous connections with our homeworld.  
 
    Apart from that, it all fitted. Trust the Eks to put the puzzle together correctly. There’s a reason they’re said to be super-intelligent.  
 
    “Have anything to say, no one?” Six Arms asked, dripping with contempt teasingly,  as xis minions herded prodded the first bear towards a cryo-packing machine. The poor bear left a trail of yellow urine on the floor, it was so terrified. 
 
    I threw a glance into the cutting room. Half of the saw’s width had now sunk into the Risssk’s cryonite block.  
 
    “I have something to say, Six Arms,” I said. “Stop the saw.” 
 
      
 
    “Stop the saw,” I said. 
 
    “What?” Six Arms looked around to see which two-armed being had spoken. 
 
    “Stop the saw!” I moved forwards, holding out my empty hands. A vast number of handguns oriented in my directionGuns converged on me. “Your memory stick’s not thereinside that block!” 
 
    Six Arms issued a command to the minions in the cutting room. The saw stopped, leaving only the cryo-packing machines gurgling away in the silence.  
 
    I continued, “That item you can see in his pocket is a tracking tag. I know where the memory stick is … and it’s not here.” 
 
    A micro-smile flashed across Irene’s face. I remembered her words to me at Ville Verde: I know what you did. 
 
    “I’m the only person who knows where it is.” I folded my arms. “If you want it back, you’re gonna have to let us go.” 
 
    Six Arms stalked over to me. Xe seized my shoulders in xis topmost set of hands and gave me a sharp shake. “Talk, you will.”!” 
 
    “Here’s how we’re going to do this.,” I said, staring  stared up into xis hideous blue face. Fear pulsed queasily through my guts but I kept my expression stony. “You can go ahead and ice the bears.” 
 
    A howl of rage from Parsec.  
 
    “Also, her,” I said, pointing to Irene. “When that’s done, I give you the memory stick, you verify its contents, and myself and him—” I pointed to Dolph, who was staring at me with dawning delight— “walk out of here with ole fox. We’re done then. All debts and grudges cancelled.” 
 
    The Ek’s tongue circled its lips like a black worm. “By icing the bears and the female, we would be doing you a favor, I infer.” 
 
    “Yes, but you still get to sell ‘em on VIKING WORLDJomsborg for the gladiator games.” I recalled how Parsec had threatened to do the same to Irene’s kids, and I felt no guilt as I observed the bears’ distress. “Do we have a deal?” 
 
    An agonizing moment passed. “Torture the information out of you, I could,” Six Arms said reflectively. 
 
    “There are laws against that, too,” I pointed out. 
 
    The Eks know the importance of laws. No surprise: the shrewd exploitation of laws is how they make their money. Our joint buy-in to the Ur-Ek legal regime accords is the only reason humanity and the Eks and they have managed to coexist in the Cluster this long. Six Arms gave a grudging nod. “A deal we have.” 
 
    It Xe released me and extended its xis middle right hand. We shook on it, hands, then—yuck—exchanged a ceremonial Ek kiss.  
 
    “So I’ll need to make a phone call,” .” I said, moving moved towards the pile of electronics they had taken off us, and resisting the urge to wipe my mouth on my sleeve.  
 
    Six Arms watched the screen of my phone as I dialed to make sure I wasn’t calling the cops.  
 
    “Hello, Mike,” quacked Nanny D.  
 
    I momentarily forgot everything else apart from my daughter. “Is Lucy OK?” 
 
    “Yes, Mike. Lucy, she  is asleep. So is Mia.” 
 
    Relief warmed me. I wanted to ask where they were asleep, as my apartment was not fit for a dog to sleep in, but I knew Nanny D would have found someplace cosy. “Wonderful. Now, I need you to do something for me. Call the Duck and tell him I need my package back. Pronto. Tell him send it him to send my package, pronto, to the Nittsu Fresh cryo-packing plant on the Space Islandisland.” Good luck to Six Arms if he tried to trace Craig based on no more than those words. 
 
    “As you wish, Mike.” 
 
    “I’ll be home later. Could you fix me a pot of herbal tea ? Thanks.” 
 
    “As you wish, Mike.” 
 
    Bless my droid nanny’s imperturbable programming.  
 
    Six Arms regarded me with no more than xis usual amount of suspicion. “How will it be delivered?” 
 
    “By courier,” I said. “Armed courier, and I’ll have to sign for it personally, so don’t get any ideas.”  
 
    I turned to the cutting room window.  
 
    “Now if your boys … um, girls … um, henchpersons … wouldn’t mind bringing my friend out here.” 
 
    I was afraid of what I’d see, but Risssk had not been hurt yet. The saw’s groove stopped a few millimeters short of his stomach.  
 
    I sat down heavily on the fox-cube. The cryonite had finally cured enough that it was room temperature.  
 
    “Proceed,” I said with a benign wave. 
 
    Dolph sat down beside me. “Mind if I smoke?” 
 
    So we sat on ole fox and enjoyed a cigarette while the Eks encased the Bad-News Bears in cryonite. 
 
    The industrial machines mixed the stuff to a colder temperature before pouring it, so it set faster than Irene’s home pour. The bear-cubes accumulatedpiled up on the floor quickly. The Eks ranged them around us like…like a crowd of frozen bears. I gazed at their frozen expressions of terror and thought about how much grief they’d collectively caused to Shiftertown. Still no guilt.  
 
    Only four bears, including Parsec himself, and Irene remained to go when my phone rang. I asked Six Arms’s permission with a glance before lifting it. 
 
    “The courier’s here.”  
 
    Six Arms and I went out to the parking lot. Xe carried Risssk in two of xis arms, leaving four free for xis guns. I showed xim my truck and watched as xe placed the fox-cube in the back. Then we went back into the parking-lot.  
 
    The courier swooped down out of the hazy night sky, verified my identity by pinging a code to my phone, and handed me then dropped a soggy bundle of socks and duct tape into my hands. It lLooked like Craig hadn’t even opened it yet. That was the last time I gave him an important rush job. I passed the memory stick to Six Arms and watched xim plug it into a port in—I kid you not—the side of xis head. The Eks go in for bionetics.  
 
    Xe smiled, circularly. “You have kept your word.” 
 
    From a launch pad on the opposite side of the island, aA spaceship roared into the sky. It flooded, flooding  the parking lot with light and drowned out my answer. I watched it rise out of sight, once again wishing I was on my way off this lousy rotten world I call home.  
 
    When I looked back at Six Arms, xe was pointing a gun at my midsection.  
 
    Of course xe was. 
 
    “Really?” I sighed. “Did our kiss mean nothing to you?” 
 
    “Dispose of you right now, I could,” xe said. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t move a muscle. “But dispose of me right now, you won’t,” I said. “Because a cop behind you there is.” 
 
    Xe spun around with an Ek oath. A spaceport police car was pulling into the parking-lot. It was the first of what looked like dozens of law enforcement vehicles . The noise and light of the spaceship launch had masked its their approach.  
 
    My final request to Nanny D had been a code phrase. I’d programmed arranged it withit into her long ago, just in case. Herbal tea—a phrase I was not ever likely to use in daily life, given that I don’t drink weeds in hot water—meant Call the cops. She had traced my phone signal on the spot, a two-second task for a droid, and placed an anonymous call to the spaceport police. 
 
    They The police officers lumbered out of their ride, radios squawking. They yelled in fury as they saw Six Arms menacing a human—me—at gunpoint. 
 
    “Explain, I can!” Six Arms insisted, as the cops surrounded xim.  
 
    “This way, officers!” I sprinted inside before they could get a good look at my face.  
 
    I beat them into the cryo-packing plant and Shifted at a dead run. I shed, shedding my jeans and t-shirt and caught catching them in my mouth, so I wouldn’t leave any DNA behind. 
 
    I loped up to the Eks and the remaining bears in the form of the same jaguar that had attacked Parsec outside Wally’s. 
 
    It was an absolute pleasure to watch Parsec’s eyes widen in understanding and fury. 
 
    “Squeak,” Dolph said, and cackled. 
 
    All the other bears except one Kodiak twin had been iced. I couldn’t see Irene.  
 
    “Shut off the machines,” I told the Eks. “Boss-man, um, boss-person Six Arms  will be right back.” With half a dozen police officers, I added silently.  
 
    I figured I had about ten seconds before they charged in. I gestured with a paw for Parsec to climb down from the conveyor belt.  
 
    Once again, jaguar and grizzly bear stood nose to nose. 
 
    “I’ve changed my mind,” I said. “You need to pay for your crimes. A one-way trip to VIKING JomsborgWORLD? That’s nothing like as bad as you deserve.” I let him see my fangs.  
 
    “Bite his throat out,” Dolph said. “Or step asideget out of the way so I can shoot him.” 
 
    That’s exactly what I wanted to avoid. If only my stupid business partner would appreciate it, I was trying to save his neck. Sooner or later, Dolph and Parsec would meet again on the streets of Shiftertown, and Dolph would end up killing Parsec, or vice versa. Unless … 
 
    “You’re going to jail,” I said, as the cops burst into the other end of the cryo-packing plant. “Seeya.” 
 
    I snatched my phone up in my mouth and took off as fast as a jaguar can run. I knew there was another exit at the back of the cutting room, and the Eks had left it unlocked.  
 
    As I reached it, a jackal caught up with me, still wearing Dolph’s t-shirt, and carrying Dolph’s phone in his teeth. He, like me, has more than one form. 
 
    We bounded out into the night air. As the door swung to behind us, a lithe, black, four-legged shape darted through it.  
 
    I said around my phone, “Irene?!” 
 
    She was a black panther. 
 
    No wonder she was so good at climbing trees.  
 
    “We’re two of a kind,” she said indistinctly, around her phone.  
 
    “No, we’re not,” I said. Not least because I was never going to be this jaguar again.  
 
    In front of us, stone and scrub fell away to the tumbled concrete tetrapods  of the shore. Mag-Ingat twinkled brilliantly across the water. A fishy breeze blew. We cleared the fence of the complex in one high bound and circled around outside it, three four-legged beasts carrying phones in our jaws. Modern technology made Shifters, but Shifters aren’t made for the modern world. 
 
    More cop cars were converging on the Nittsu Fresh complex, self-importantly sounding off. We sneaked through the strobing shadows to my truck and leapt into the back with the fox-cube. “Drive,” I commanded. 
 
    The cops had blocked off the whole road. When my truck started arguing with them I I heard my truck arguing with them, and instructed it to pop the rear doors. “There a problem, officers?” Now back in human form, I yawned and peeked out of the blanket I keep in the truck. “Was hopin’ to sleep as far as Gamaville.” 
 
    All they saw was a long-haul driver with a cargo packed in cryonite. 
 
    Once we crossed the causeway to the mainland, I felt safer. I called Nanny D and told her I’d be home soon. 
 
    “But we are not at home, Mike.” 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    “You instructed me not to take the girls to the apartment. I therefore took them to Mia’s apartment. My threat assessment indicates that it is acceptably secure.” 
 
    I heard Irene chuckling chuckled in the darkness. 
 
    Bad-temperedly, I directed the truck to Shiftertown.  
 
    As well as the blanket, I keep several changes of clothes in my truck. Leaving Risssk where he was for now, we trooped up to Irene’s apartment, clad in bargain-basement t-shirts and shorts.  
 
    Thuggy McThug opened the door. 
 
    “You,” I said.  
 
    “You,” he said.  
 
    “The lion,” I said. 
 
    “Lucy’s dad,” he said.  
 
    “You ran out of the apartment … and vanished into thin air.” I shook my head. “I should’ve guessed you just ran upstairs.” 
 
    “Sorry about that, man,” he said, looking uncomfortable. 
 
    “It’s nothing.” My shoulder still hurt where he’d punched me, but right now, all I cared about was seeing my little girl. 
 
    I knelt beside Mia’s bed. Lucy sprawled beside her new friend, her hair sticking to her forehead, beneath a Hellraiser Adorable sheet.  
 
    “I’d do anything for you,” I whispered to her. 
 
    “You took the words out of my mouth,” said Irene, coming in behind me with the baby in her arms.  
 
    “‘Anything’ is relative,” I told her. 
 
    “Is it, Mike? Is it?” 
 
    I was too tired to grapple with philosophical questions. I went back downstairs and helped Rex and Dolph move Risssk back into his own apartment. After that, Dolph and I decided to just crash there.  
 
    I woke in the small hours in Risssk’s fox-smelling bed. Dolph snored on the floor. My phone was ringing. I blinked sleep out of my eyes. Craig. 
 
    “Don’t you know what time it is?” I mumbled. 
 
    “Got a result for you,” he said cheerfully. “Are you ready?” 
 
    I blinked again. “You sent that package back to me.” 
 
    “Duh,” he said. “I copied it. I thought you wanted me to.” 
 
    “But the Ek said …” 
 
    “I reset the tamper indicator, of course. Mike, this is the Duck you’re talking to.” 
 
    “So So you’re saying you…you quacked it,” ?” I said, waking up. I gave Dolph a kick and put Craig on speaker. 
 
    “I’ve never heard that one before,” Craig said. “Anyway, what this is, is it looks like a bunch of Lil’ Hellraisers episodes. I guess that’s a kids’ show?” 
 
    “It’s easy to tell you don’t have kids.” 
 
    “I’m just lucky that way. So, sorry the files weren’t anything special. I’ll send them over now with my invoice.” 
 
    Craig hung up.  
 
    “That makes no sense,” Dolph said. “All this, for a few bootleg episodes of Lil’ Hellraisers?” 
 
    I didn’t get it either … until the files dropped into my v-mail a minute later. I couldn’t play the holos on my phone, but I glanced at the file names. 
 
    Lil’ Hellraisers Season 16 [Full Episodes] 
 
    “Oh my crucified Lord,” I breathed. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “This is Season Sixteen. We’re only on Season Fourteen now.” I actually felt slightly sick as I realized what I was holding in my hands. “These are pre-release bootlegs. They’re worth … I don’t even know.” Visions of millions danced through my mind.  
 
    I could buy that house in Ville Verde. 
 
    I could buy Parsec’s house. 
 
    I could buy a new ship. 
 
    I could buy a flying car. 
 
    I could send Lucy to St. Ann’s, the best girls’ school on Ponce de Leon. 
 
    “I could …” 
 
    Dolph lit a cigarette. Exhaling smoke, he said, “But you won’t.” 
 
    He took my phone out of my hands. In a daze, I watched his thumb press delete. Poof went my new house, my new ship, my flying car, and Lucy’s place among the daughters of the .0001%. Delete. Delete. Delete. 
 
    Even in that stunned moment, I knew what he was doing. Back at the Nittsu Fresh complex, I’d saved him from himself. Now he was saving me from myself.  
 
    “Tomorrow or so,” he said around his cigarette, “we’ll go over to Craig’s and make sure he’s deleted his copies. He doesn’t know what they’re worth. We won’t make a big thing of it.” 
 
    “Leave one episode,” I said. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Just one.” 
 
    “OK,” he said after a moment, and handed my phone back to me. 
 
    I slept the rest of the night through in an untroubled slumber. Thanks to Dolph, I had a clear conscience, despite everything I’d done. 
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    The next morning, however, we still had a fox-cube in Risssk’s kitchen. 
 
    “I guess I’ll need to get in touch with his family back home,” I said, scratching my head. “Does he have any family back home?” 
 
    Dolph shrugged, wrestling with Risssk’s coffeemaker. “Dunno. He needs a new coffeemaker.”  
 
    The sun streamed in the kitchen window. Risssk’s holovision babbled softly on the counter, reporting on the arrest of ‘local shipping entrepreneur’ Buzzz Parsec on unspecified charges. Heh, heh.  
 
    Lucy and Mia’s voices came down the hall. They were playing on the stoop. I had asked Nanny D to keep them out of Risssk’s apartment for the time being, as I was afraid the sight of the fox-cube might be traumatic. 
 
    “No,” Irene said. “He doesn’t have any family back home.” I jumped. As usual, I hadn’t heard her come in. Now that I knew she was a panther, that made more sense. 
 
    “How do you know?” I said. 
 
    “It seems like I knew him better than you did.” 
 
    She was still pissed at me for returning the memory stick to the Eks, as she thought. I wasn’t going to tell her about the copy that had died a delete-key death on my phone. That would just make her even more pissed.  
 
    “We were friends,” she continued. “In fact, Rex and I may have been his best friends.”  
 
    I grimaced, feeling guilty. 
 
    “Sorry, Mike, but he wanted to quit working for you. He was getting older. He was tired of danger, tired of flying. He’d never been to San Damiano, but that’s where he was planning to go. That’s where we all belong.” 
 
    Dolph and I could have disagreed, but we held our tongues. 
 
    “When they got there, Parsec was to set up an FTL vidstream so I could see the cryonite was undamaged, with witnesses present. Then I would read him the key.” 
 
    She took her phone out of her pocket, touched the screen, and read off a 32-character alphanumeric string. 
 
    The nanonic defroster in Risssk’s jeans pocket lit up. The cryonite went cloudy, and then melted all at once. ChemicalWater that smelled of chemicals and fur -smelling water gushed over our shoes as we jumped back.  
 
    Ole fox sat up and saidstretched, . When he saw me and Dolph, a familiar look of gloom settled on his features. “So what went wrong? ” 
 
    Irene pinched my arm. Her eyes pleaded for me not to tell Risssk that she had stolen his memory stick, the prize that would have kept him in comfort for the rest of his life. Had this gone according to her plan, he would have arrived on San Damiano as broke as when he started. 
 
    On the other hand, it hadn’t gone according to her plan, so … did it really matter what had happened to the damn thing in between Risssk buying it and the Eks getting it back? 
 
    Dolph shook his head a few millimeters. 
 
    I hesitated, and then said, “It’s a long story, Risssk. What matters is, you’re among friends.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    I did take Risssk out to lunch, not that day but the next, and we did have our serious chat. But it wasn’t the kind of chat I had originally planned. 
 
    I offered him a big enough severance payment to fly commercial to San Damiano and set himself up when he got there. In exchange, he signed over to me the deed to his apartment. 
 
    I had decided to move back to Shiftertown. 
 
    Majesta Gardens was nice, but I no longer had faith in the illusion of security it provided. Lucy was over the moon when I told her about our move. “So I can play with Mia every day!” 
 
    As I had foreseen, Mia’s parents were less enthused.  
 
    I took Lucy upstairs to visit on the day we moved in, bringing a bottle of wine as a peace offering. While the girls romped, I sat down in the kitchen with Irene and Rex. “Well,” I said, “I no longer have a weapons officer.” 
 
    “Sucks to be you,” Irene said. 
 
    “Sucks to be us,” Rex said gloomily. “We needed that money. Don’t judge, Mike. We needed it.” 
 
    “I understand,” I said. “You still shouldn’t have double-crossed Risssk.” I wanted Irene to know I was not going to forget about that. 
 
    But Rex said, “No. You don’t understand.” He glanced at Irene. She had her arms folded, was sending him a big silent signal to shut up, He kept talking anyway, holding their baby on his knee.“Kit’s got Chimera Syndrome.” 
 
    That rocked me back. “Whoa. I didn’t know.” 
 
    Chimera Syndrome is a genetic disease that strikes one in 10,000 Shifter babies. The neurobolics—the extraordinary capabilities packed into our DNA by the Big Shift that created us—basically go haywire. Instead of growing up and learning to Shift, Chimera Syndrome kids start Shifting in childhood. They eventually settle into some ungodly mashup of forms that neither they nor anyone else can control. And they never Shift back. If you’re lucky, they end up with the right number of limbs.  
 
    “I’m sorry.” Words seemed inadequate as I looked at cheerful, babbling Kit, sitting on his father’s knee, with new eyes. Would he end up as a bat-snake-orca? Or a giraffe-squirrel-vulture? “I knew a kid with Chimera Syndrome on San Damiano,” I started, and then shut my big mouth. 
 
    “Yeah,” Irene said. “So we’ll need to care for him for the rest of his life.” She was tight-lipped. “So that’s why.” 
 
    “It was still wrong, though,” Rex said, ruffling Kit’s fine quiff of hair. “I knew it was wrong to begin with.”  
 
    “I don’t know how we’re going to manage,” Irene said. 
 
    I took a deep breath, and decided this didn’t fundamentally change what I had come here to say. I had run the plan past Dolph. He’d agreed with guarded enthusiasm. “Well, I can’t promise you millions. That’s the difference between me and Parsec. Apart from the difference that he’s in jail.”  
 
    “I’ll drink to that,” Rex said. 
 
    “But I would like to offer you, Irene,” I said delicately, “the position of weapons officer on my ship.” 
 
    Her face was unreadable. 
 
    “The pay’s industry standard. And it would mean being away from your family for weeks at a time.” Especially with a kid with Chimera Syndrome, that might be a deal-breaker. “I’d understand if you felt it was not for you, but the offer’s there.” 
 
    She and Rex conferred with silent looks, the way married couples do. Then Irene turned back to me. Her face was alight with an expression of glad relief. “Yes. Thank you. Yes.” 
 
    We drank another celebratory toast. Then I wandered into the living-room. The girls were playing with their Barbies. “You are doo-doo caca,” Mia said to her doll. The doll responded with a prim, “This is not about me, it’s about you.” Both girls shrieked with laughter. I had told the manufacturer I’d take a consignment of the Barbies, after all; they were unexpectedly versatile. 
 
    “Girls? How about watching Lil’ Hellraisers?” 
 
    “I don’t like Lil’ Hellraisers any more,” Lucy said. “It’s silly.” 
 
    “Yes, it’s silly,” Mia agreed. 
 
    Ah, how quickly they grow up. The bloom went off my surprise a bit, but I persevered, “Well, this is an episode you’ve never seen before. And no one else has ever seen it before, either.” 
 
    Irene, behind me, said, “Really?” 
 
    “You get to watch it one time,” I said, for Irene’s benefit, “and then it goes away. So it’s special.” 
 
    “Well, I suppose I could watch it,” Lucy said, doing me a favor. 
 
    We all got comfy on the couch. I settled Lucy on my lap and let my thoughts drift into the far beyond as the familiar music started.  
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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 The Chadd 
 
    by Richard Parry 
 
    A scream for help across the hard black, then silence. 
 
    That was the start of Chad Forradel’s bad day. One minute he was checking out a planet of bug corpses, next minute he’s catching a ride on an old heavy lifter, bound for a system infested with pirates. 
 
    When Chad reaches New Haven, he finds the space terraforming platform all but destroyed, all hands lost. The insect-like Ezeroc have returned, and this time they have subverted a Navy corvette. One guy — charming, handsome, and good with a blade, but still just one guy — against a whole warship is hard enough. But the Ezeroc are after an esper hidden on the pirate ship, a human newly awakened to their mental powers. If the Ezeroc get their hands on the esper, they will make a monster capable of toppling the Empire. 
 
    So. Get in. Kill the pirates. Kill the space insects. Save the baby esper. If Chad can’t, everyone everywhere will die, horribly. If he does, he’ll probably have to babysit some kid for the rest of his life. 
 
    What could go wrong?  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 SHOUT AT THE VOID 
 
    Chad leaned against the big windows. They were a sandwich of polymers, designed to take a good, solid wartime beating. The windows were also useful at keeping oxygen on his side, the hard black on the other side. New tech, shipped out of some Guild research facility or other to arrive here at Breakwater. 
 
    More like Backwater. Breakwater Station was the most recent armpit of space he’d found himself in. It still had that new station smell, ozone and baked ceramics, underlaid with the faint scent of burnt metal. The good news, if there was some to be had in a place that floated in space while still being constructed and thus threatened to kill you, was that the research facility hadn’t picked up any sign of life from the crust below them. Absalom Delta, once a paradise by any measure—unless that measure was gravity, because 1.1Gs sucked—was a ruin. Up here in space? It looked kinda pretty, the raging firestorms on one side of the planet the yin to the eternal ice storms’ yang on the other.  
 
    Chewing the straw of his cocktail, Chad wondered if Earth had looked as fucked-up as Absalom Delta way back when the dinosaurs had their extinction event. Fire and ice. Drop a big enough rock, and even the roaches had a problem. 
 
    In this instance, roaches sucking ash was good. Those insect-like Ezeroc assholes might be masters of hijacking humans like sock puppets, but they didn’t like skies filled with fire and ice either. The Emperor suggested Chad come out here—sure, we’ll call it a suggestion—to make sure that a) the bugs were gone from this particular rock and b) that the new terraforming platform of New Haven was coming together nicely. 
 
    It was related to that second point Chad had sent the message through the Guild Bridge. When the boss said, get your ass to Absalom, then get your ass to New Haven, you got your ass going. Small problem with getting to New Haven? The ride he’d come here on had left. Still not enough starships to go around human space. Chad figured as the head of the Empire’s Bulwark he might have had a little pull, but maybe folk still had a sour taste in their mouths on account of the whole mind readers are evil asshats thing. Still, Chad shouldn’t complain. The captain who’d dropped him here had left him with his luggage, at least. Now it was a waiting game, sucking down bad cocktails at Blackbeard’s Cantina, because there were no other handy starships. 
 
    “Another?” called the bartender. 
 
    Chad turned, watching Blackbeard push a rag around the metal bar top. Blackbeard wasn’t the man’s real name, but he did sport a fine bush of black face fur. It was the sort of face-beaver that promised the man was a silverback to boot. “I dunno,” said Chad. “You going to put any alcohol in the next one?” 
 
    “Hey,” said Blackbeard. “There’s plenty of booze in those drinks.” 
 
    Sighing, Chad walked the short distance back to the bar. “Station time says three PM,” he offered. 
 
    Blackbeard scowled. “You can tell the time? That’s really neat.” 
 
    “Eh,” said Chad. “Wait for my next trick. See, three PM is the time that enthusiasts like myself drift in here, wanting to bask in the warm glow of an early drink.” He turned to look at the empty bar. “Ain’t no one else here, Blackbeard.” 
 
    “Most folks are still on shift,” said Blackbeard. 
 
    “One truth for every two lies,” said Chad. “I get it. Keep people guessing.” 
 
    “Hey—” 
 
    “First lie was your name,” said Chad. “Your real name is Norris Faith, and I’ll agree Blackbeard sounds a little more suitable for a bar. Can’t really slap Faith’s Cantina on the holo outside, it’d lead to all manner of disappointment. So, we’ll just keep calling you Blackbeard. I’m fine with that.” 
 
    “Now wait a minute—” 
 
    “Second lie was claiming alcohol in these drinks. You were, not fifteen minutes ago, wondering how much more you could water down the spirits before people noticed.” Chad held up a hand to forestall Blackbeard’s objection. “Your specific thought was, ‘I hope no one notices that I’ve watered down the Europan whiskey twice already.’” He nodded at Blackbeard. “Right?” 
 
    “Uh—” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” said Chad. “I know it’s right. It’s okay, Blackbeard. I know that getting a bridgeliner out here is difficult. It’s hard! No one wants to come out to the perineum of space where the bugs first attacked to deliver you more whiskey.” 
 
    “That’s right,” said Blackbeard. “See—” 
 
    “The good news is that you told the truth at least once. Most folk are still on shift, trying to get this research operation back on track. When I asked the boss why he was poking at this burnt cinder at the edge of human space, Nate said to me, he says, ‘Chad, I want the fucking bugs to know the line’s drawn here.’” Chad finished the dregs of his cocktail. “I think he wants to terraform it again. Can you believe that?” 
 
    “The boss,” said Blackbeard. “You said ‘boss’ and ‘Nate.’ Emperor’s name is Nate.” 
 
    “It is,” agreed Chad. “The really good news for you, Blackbeard, is that I’m more thirsty than angry, so when I sent my message through the Guild Bridge,” and here, he stabbed a hand at the windows, out of which the newly constructed Guild Bridge was a tiny spec in the distance, “saying the bugs were attacking, I also asked for more booze.” 
 
    Blackbeard’s eyes went wide. “The bugs are back?” 
 
    “Relax,” said Chad. “The bugs are nowhere near here. And no, they’re not back.” 
 
    “Thank God,” said Blackbeard, relaxing. 
 
    “The real truth is that the bugs never left,” said Chad. “We dropped all our nukes on their homeworld, but we’ve figured on other … infestations.” 
 
    “Fuck,” said Blackbeard. “Wait. ‘We?’” 
 
    “Anyway,” said Chad. “The good news is when my ride gets here, it’ll deliver more whiskey.” 
 
    “Back up,” said Blackbeard. “I want to go over the ‘we’ part again. Just who are you?” 
 
    “Chad Forradel,” said Chad. 
 
    “That your real name?” said Blackbeard. 
 
    “It’s as real as Blackbeard,” offered Chad. 
 
    “You’re with the Intelligencers, aren’t you?” 
 
    Chad winced. “No.” 
 
    “Thank God,” said Blackbeard. “I hate those mind-reading fucks.” 
 
    “I’m with the Empire’s Bulwark,” said Chad. “We rebranded. The boss’s idea.” 
 
    “Fuck,” said Blackbeard. He looked like he was lost at sea, waiting to find a spare bit of timber to cling to in the storm. “I mean, when I said—” 
 
    “It’s okay,” said Chad. “I’m kinda used to people’s thoughts, so what actually leaves their mouths is usually the edited edition. I’m curious, though. Why aren’t you wearing your bracelet?” Chad pointed at Blackbeard’s wrist. 
 
    Blackbeard looked at his wrist, empty of any jewelry. “It chafes,” he said. 
 
    “Let me tell you what chafes,” said Chad. “A fucking mind-reading insect getting inside your head and getting you to kill everyone you’ve ever loved. Now that sucks an epic level of ass.” 
 
    “I’ll put it on,” promised Blackbeard. He ducked out the back of Blackbeard’s Cantina, door flapping in his wake, to return no more than thirty seconds later. On his wrist was a thin black bracelet, of the design the Emperor’s Guild Advisor had come up with. It’d stop the bugs getting inside, or at least that was the theory. Chad had one on his own wrist too. Every little bit helps. “See?” 
 
    Chad closed his eyes, reaching out with his mind. Where Blackbeard used to be was just … fuzz, less clear than the chin under the bartender’s face fur. The haze of something that used to be a person. He couldn’t see inside the man’s mind anymore. “Eh,” said Chad. “Good enough. Now, about that watered-down booze.” 
 
      
 
    • • • 
 
      
 
    Outside the windows, the hard black rippled and bulged. Where there had been empty space, a massive destroyer appeared, drifting a little on residual forward momentum from the jump. Chad frowned. A destroyer. Singular. For a new infestation. “Which moron is in charge of this op?” he asked. 
 
    “That’s the Troy,” said Blackbeard, at his elbow with a fresh cocktail. “They say it’s the Captain of the Skyguard’s personal ship.” 
 
    “She’s calling herself what now?” said Chad. He leaned forward. “I went with something practical. ‘Empire’s Bulwark’ speaks to the people, right?” Chad looked at Blackbeard. “Right?” 
 
    “Right,” said Blackbeard, backing away. 
 
    “It’s just ‘Captain of the Skyguard’ makes her sound like a huge asshole,” said Chad. He looked at Blackbeard again. “She’s not. She’s quite nice.” 
 
    Blackbeard left his side, presumably to clean the bar for the thousandth time. Chad sipped his cocktail, noting the liquid had a little more bite. As he waited, the side bay of the Troy opened onto the hard black of space, a much smaller ship leaving. Chad watched as the tiny-by-comparison ship made for Breakwater Station. It was a flying wing design, twin drives at the rear. He smiled. The ship showed signs of wear, even at this distance. A relic from the old war. A heavy lifter. 
 
    The docking process took a little time. Chad watched as the heavy lifter docked with the station. It was coupling just a deck down, only a quarter turn around, so he had a good view as it made a perfect docking approach. She might be Captain of the Skyguard, but she still flies better than anyone I know. A quarter turn and a deck down didn’t mean she’d be here in five minutes. She still had to clear station security, connect to the local net, and find him. 
 
    While he was waiting, another man entered Blackbeard’s Cantina, breathless and radiating angst. Chad couldn’t read his mind, because New Guy was wearing his bracelet, but you didn’t need to be an esper to tell when people were upset. New Guy slung himself across from the bartender, the stool underneath him creaking with the strain. “Hey, Blackbeard.” 
 
    “Tom,” said Blackbeard, making eye motions at Chad, presumably to warn Tom against saying anything stupid. 
 
    Tom took no notice. “The Captain of the Skyguard is a huge asshole,” he said. “I’m just trying to do my job, and she’s tearing me a new one. Beer. Everything else you’ve got is watered down.” 
 
    Blackbeard made another attempt at warning Tom with a jerk of his head. “Ah,” he said, his voice sympathetic. “Dock Control gets all the shit that washes up, right?” 
 
    “Right,” said Tom. He grabbed the beer from Blackbeard before the frosted glass could touch the barter. “All I’m saying is, make sure you say the ship’s name right. What kind of fool names their ship the Tyche, anyway?” At least he said it right this time, tie-key. 
 
    “Eh,” said Chad, from his spot by the windows. “I think the Emperor named her.” 
 
    Tom spat out his beer, coughing, then turned to look at Chad. “Who the fuck are you?” 
 
    “I’m Chad,” said Chad. “Just, you know, as an FYI. The Captain of the Skyguard will be coming here. To this bar.” He turned back to the windows. 
 
    “Is the, uh, Emperor on the Troy?” said Tom. 
 
    “Unlikely,” said Chad, not looking at the Dock Control officer. “He’s got an empire to run.” 
 
      
 
    • • • 
 
      
 
    When the Captain of the Skyguard arrived, she was carrying a duffel and a pissed-off expression. She slung herself across from Chad. “Can you believe the assholes in Dock Control?” she said. She caught Tom’s look. “What? You got a problem, buddy?” The duffel she held clinked as she set it down. 
 
    “El,” said Chad. “Good to see you.” 
 
    Elspeth Roussel, Captain of the Skyguard, leaned forward. “The beer here better be cold.” 
 
    “I see you brought a destroyer. One. A single destroyer against an alien menace,” said Chad. “Did you at least bring enough whiskey?” 
 
    El toed the bag. “In here. Look, you’re not getting the Troy.” 
 
    “Why’d you bring it?” 
 
    “The boss said it should be a backup,” said El. She scratched under her bracelet. “It’s got important for-the-Empire stuffs to do.” 
 
    “Then you could have just come in the Tyche,” said Chad. 
 
    “No,” said El. “The Troy makes a better first impression. And, you know. In case you weren’t exaggerating, I figured it’d be nice to have some big guns.” 
 
    “The bugs are real,” said Chad. “I heard them. Or, the noise people make when they encounter them.” 
 
    El’s beer arrived. She ignored it, eyes on Chad. “They’re back?” 
 
    “Never left,” said Blackbeard, walking away. 
 
    “What he said,” said Chad. “It’s a little bit worse than that. They’ve found another one of us.” 
 
    “You mean espers,” said El. 
 
    “Eh. I don’t like that word,” said Chad. Espers was a word that had taken on the same weight as witches had, in 1692. Chad was pretty sure people had more reason to fear espers, hence the rebranding: no more Intelligencers. No more espers. Empire’s Bulwark, all the way. 
 
    “Sucks to be you,” said El. She sipped her beer. “This isn’t half bad.” 
 
    “The other half isn’t good though,” said Chad. “Look, if you’re not leaving me the Troy, why are you here?” 
 
    El smiled. “Dad said you can borrow the car.” 
 
    “Nate’s giving me the Tyche?” 
 
    “He’s not giving you anything,” said El. “He’s lending you his favorite ship.” She ran a hand through long blonde hair. “He’s lending you a hell of a pilot, too.” 
 
    “Christ,” said Chad, with feeling. “I get a fucking babysitter?” 
 
    “You know, and I know, you can’t fly for shit,” said El. “You know, and I know, the ‘alien menace’ in your message is probably overstating things a little. But, on the off chance you need a little fancy flying, you get the Captain of the Skyguard to help you.” 
 
    Chad finished his cocktail. “He kicked you out, didn’t he?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said El. “Apparently I’m irritable when I’m training people who are incompetent.” 
 
    “He give you a message for me?” said Chad. 
 
    “‘Make sure there are no bugs in people’s skulls,’” said El. 
 
    “That it?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Well, we best get on then,” said Chad. He paused. “El? There is an esper. New talent. I don’t think she knows what she is. But she’s alone, and she’s afraid, and they’re after her. Do you hear me?” He didn’t need to say, Remember Grace? 
 
    Her face sobered. “Where are we going?” said El. 
 
    “Space,” said Chad. He hefted the duffel El had brought in, then looked at her. “‘Captain of the Skyguard.’ Best name you could come up with?” 
 
    “Admiralty is all full on degenerates already,” said El. “Seriously, where are we going?” 
 
    “New Haven,” said Chad. “How is Karkoski?” 
 
    “She says hi.” El frowned. “Isn’t New Haven … actually, I don’t know where New Haven is.” 
 
    “That’s the point. It wouldn’t be much of a secret base if you did,” said Chad. He walked to the bar, setting the duffel on top. Chad eyed Blackbeard. “Do not water this shit down. You hear me?” 
 
    “Wait,” said El. “You’re giving him a few thousand Empire coins worth of Europan whiskey? Giving? Not selling?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Chad. “I figure it didn’t cost me anything, so.” 
 
    “It cost me,” said El. “I paid for it.” 
 
    “Expense it,” said Chad. “You’re the Captain of the Skyguard! An important person with an important title. There’s got to be a big vault of coins at your disposal.” 
 
    “Asshole,” said El, following him out of the bar. 
 
   


  
 




CHAPTER ONE 
 
    The Tyche had never been Chad’s home, but he liked the ship nonetheless. Small without being cramped. Captain’s cabin to die for, which is what El said would happen if he stepped in there. Engineering was empty. Just the two of them for this run. Apparently the boss didn’t want them to take a bunch people into the eye of the storm until he knew what kind of squall they were up against. 
 
    Chad had the co-pilot’s chair, El strapped into the Helm’s seat beside him. The flight deck holo was lit bright with telemetry, the system’s star and planets arrayed around them. “I need to know a few details,” she said. 
 
    “Like what?” said Chad. 
 
    “Where’s New Haven?” 
 
    Chad sighed, working his console. He entered New Haven’s co-ordinates, the Tyche giving a delighted chirp as she did the math. Seconds later, the holo spilled light as a series of jump points appeared. “She says three jumps.” 
 
    “I reckon,” said El. “You ready?” They watched out the flight deck’s windows as the Troy stretched, punching a jump of her own. 
 
    “Yep,” said Chad. “Wait. Did you save at least some whiskey?” 
 
    “No,” said El, and keyed the Endless Drive. Space outside the flight deck windows stretched, pulled, and Chad felt— 
 
    The fear of the esper in front of them. The menace in the dark between worlds, seeking a way in. El’s fear, not of the unknown, but the all-too-well known. But also the Tyche, goddess armed with spears of light, standing tall against the dangers to come. The pure thrill of acceleration, impossible, unbelievable acceleration. He couldn’t feel it. He was it. He was everything. He was the universe. 
 
    Stars stretched, made points of light that streaked past the Tyche’s cockpit.  
 
    They jumped. 
 
      
 
    • • • 
 
      
 
     “Well, New Haven sucks,” said El. The Tyche drifted in a system with a small yellow sun, three planets on the holo. One of the crusts was so close to the star it could be sun-surfing. Another was so far out in the hard black it might have been scan error. But New Haven Beta, an Eden-to-be, orbited the star’s Goldilocks zone, a world slightly larger than Earth but holding a steady one gravity. 
 
    “It’s a perfect blue-green world,” said Chad. 
 
    “Not that,” said El. She pointed. “That.” Her fingers directed his attention to the holo. He still had some of the post-jump blues, neurons not firing right. El had brought them in close to New Haven Beta, fusion drives pressing Chad into his acceleration couch.  
 
    Chad squinted at the holo. “What is it?” 
 
    “I think it’s pieces of your terraforming platform,” said El. “Also, it’s not a perfect blue-green world. It’s got an acid atmosphere.” 
 
    “Good things take time,” said Chad. “What the hell happened to New Haven Station?” The esper was supposed to be here. He could sense her, faint but steady, a candle glimpsed in a far off window. 
 
    The Tyche was already working the problem, the holo updating with RADAR and LIDAR scans. New Haven Station was, as El had suggested, in pieces. The station was a standard Guild terraforming platform. All the real work happened on the crust, but atmosphere Engineers worked up here in concert with teams down below. Or they did, before the station had been ripped apart. The holo blinked twice, then highlighted impact sites and weapons used. No rocks, which was good because that suggested the Ezeroc weren’t here. But a lot of high-yield energy strikes. There was a big, open area where a reactor used to be. It had been cored by railgun fire, triggering a nuclear explosion. Odds were good that was what had torn the station into pieces. 
 
    “That looks like something we’d do,” said El, mirroring Chad’s thoughts about not the Ezeroc. 
 
    “But why?” said Chad. “Also, they’re here. It’s like an itch behind my eyes.” He rubbed his bracelet, noticing it felt warmer than it should, but that could also be nerves. “They’re here, El.” 
 
    “Well,” she said. “The Tyche doesn’t see shit. And if she can’t see it, it’s probably not there to be seen.” 
 
    “Can you drop me off?” said Chad. He checked the holo for a place big enough to land. It was hard to dock a starship to tiny pieces of metal. 
 
    “On that?” she said, raising an eyebrow. “No.” 
 
    “But the esper—” 
 
    “I’m not trying to be a dick about this,” said El. “There is literally nothing to dock with. Couplings are shredded. And there are fragments of that station fouling the area. We’d be cored a hundred times if I took you in.” 
 
    “Huh,” said Chad. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Nothing,” said Chad. 
 
    El shifted in her acceleration couch. “What is it, Chad?” 
 
    “Well,” said Chad. “It’s just … I thought you were a good Helm.” He saw a muscle in her jaw twitch. “I mean, the way Nate tells it—” 
 
    “Nate said I’m a good Helm?” 
 
    “Once, when he was drunk,” said Chad. 
 
    She eyed him across the flight deck. “Are you pandering to my ego?” 
 
    Chad tugged his ear. “A little,” he admitted. 
 
    “It’s working,” she said. She keyed her console. “Okay, over there we might have a way in. Looks like the command deck for the station is still partially intact. I’m not promising atmosphere. But we can clamp on and pray.” 
 
    “Good enough,” said Chad. 
 
      
 
    • • • 
 
      
 
    El’s hands were white on the sticks as she guided them in. Chad sniffed. “Relax.” 
 
    “Do you know how hard this is?” El glared at him, then froze as debris clanged against the hull. There was a pause, then a rapid chatter of PDC fire as the Tyche blasted something too big, coming too close, too fast. 
 
    After a moment, realizing they were still alive, Chad said, “Hey. We’ve still got air. We’re good.” 
 
    “We’re not good,” said El. “We’re docking at a secret base that someone blew to hell.” 
 
    “Details aren’t important,” said Chad.  
 
    “What was so secret about this place, anyway?” said El. 
 
    “Well,” said Chad, pointing out in the vague direction of New Haven’s star, “out that way is basically uncharted space.” 
 
    “Yeah? So?” 
 
    “Aliens,” said Chad. “If we want to build a science facility to contact ‘em, this is a good place. Also, I think it worked. The aliens are here, just not the ones we want. Which presents an uncomfortable series of thoughts, first of which is the bugs were wider-spread than we knew.” 
 
    “Or, they’re flanking us,” said El. She wasn’t looking at him, eyes focused on flying the starship towards the command deck. It loomed in the void ahead of them, the odd actinic burst suggesting something still had power on it. 
 
    “That’s cheery,” said Chad. “You need to work on your bedside manner.” 
 
    The docking coupling El was aiming for came into view as the remains of the station’s command deck turned slowly in the hard black. They’d tried hailing the planet but no one answered, which meant they were dead, or smart, but in neither instance were they Chad’s problem. His very specific brief was to find new members for the Empire’s Bulwark. They needed all the espers they could get. The Tyche spun as El lined her up with the docking port, adjusting the ship to coincide with the station’s rotation and drift. There was a clang as the ship nestled against the station. “There,” she said. 
 
    “Right,” said Chad, unstrapping his harness. “Don’t go anywhere.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” said El. “Make sure you shut the door behind you, though. I don’t want things getting in here and eating my brains.” 
 
    “Copy that,” said Chad. 
 
      
 
    • • • 
 
      
 
    Hand on the Tyche’s outer airlock door, Chad checked the control panel. The Tyche was reporting—against all odds and reason—that the command hub still had air. The temperature wasn’t all roses, a modest six C, but that spoke of a fault rather than total failure in climate control. Grav was still on, too. It was a stroke of savage luck if the head of the station survived while the body withered and died. 
 
    Chad rested his forehead against the airlock, listening with his mind. Nada. Not even a station rat. He checked his suit seals one last time. They were, like the thirty other times he’d checked ‘em, just fine. A blaster was slung at his hip, a short sword on the other side. Grace might have been good with a long blade, but Chad preferred the close work. He also carried the present for the esper he hoped to meet, a small box the size of a deck of cards, the universal biohazard symbol on the outside. It was attached to his belt. 
 
    He sighed, palming the airlock controls. They hissed open, his breath misting in the air of New Haven Station. The surfaces in front of Chad were slick with moisture. The climate controls might have a worse fault than I figured. What was he, an Engineer? He stepped out onto the floor of the station, then sealed the Tyche behind him. “El.” 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    “Door’s sealed. Nothing alive here.” 
 
    “I thought you said there was.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Chad. “That’s what it feels like, but, uh, there’s … something…” 
 
    “Sounds bad,” she said, clicking the comm off. There was another series of clunks behind him as El triggered lockdown on the Tyche’s airlock. 
 
    Fucking Captain of the Skyclowns, thought Chad. The airlock he’d entered by was an emergency access port, not the main docking bay. The main docking bay for the station would have been huge, and was no doubt just pieces of floating space junk now. The emergency port opened into a corridor with flickering lights set at floor level. The flickering didn’t provide Chad with heightened calm. 
 
    Left or right? He checked the wall opposite him. Good ol’ Engineers. They labeled everything. There was a map, a cheery YOU ARE HERE next to the emergency evacuation symbol. Chad traced a finger along the map’s lines, some of the water running on the surface. Left looked like it went down a deck, which meant it went out into zero atmosphere right now. Right looked like it went towards the command center. The corridor was bisected at regular intervals with emergency doors, all of which were open. Nothing had triggered a decompression alarm. 
 
    Chad turned right, setting off. His ship suit’s lights led the way, rubber soles squeaking over the wetness of the floor. The command deck wasn’t huge by any means. Chad figured he could jog around the outside in minutes if he were the kind of fool who enjoyed cardio. The map had said this way was a bulkhead door to the command center itself. He reached it without incident, finding the bulkhead sealed. 
 
    He keyed the door controls. They chimed, then gave the flat blare of an error. The lights went from green to red to green before falling into red. Chad figured it would have been too easy if he could just walk on in. He continued around the command deck’s edge, passing by a small medbay. It was empty. Didn’t even look like people had tried to use it. Maybe they all died too fast. Which left a short list of ways they could have died. Explosive decompression would have triggered the emergency doors. Which left things like an invasion of two meter tall insects who eat people. No people, but no bodies. Seemed to point to the fucking bugs. 
 
    That was an Ezeroc trait, no mistake. They sucked up humans as food, a kind of let’s recycle everything! species. Chad frowned, tapping his fingers on the rim of the medbay’s door, then continued on. 
 
    The next doorway he passed led to an arms room. One of the benefits of being trained as a killer death assassin who could read minds was that he was familiar with how rooms like this worked. Weapons were stored in racks around the walls, and in lockers in the middle. He stepped inside to do a quick check. Weapons were missing, more than could be accounted for by normal duty personnel. It suggested humans had needed blasters to fight something. Maybe a bunch of giant insects. 
 
    He continued around a bend in the corridor, then paused. In the middle of the corridor was an Ezeroc stabbing limb. The rest of the Ezeroc was missing, which Chad took as a positive sign, because he didn’t fancy trying to fight even one of them. The drones looked like big insect centaurs, and without a decent suit of power armor he’d be little more than a snack. The worst part about drones is they hunted in packs. Finding one alone was like finding a unicorn, except a whole lot uglier. Chad held no illusions about his esper abilities against them. The Queens on their homeworld had been beaten because there were so many human espers. Oh, and because they had Grace on their team. One guy against a drone backed by a Queen? All up, it was good this bug was’t here. 
 
     Chad sighed, firing up the comm. “El?” 
 
    “I’m still here.” 
 
    “I’ve found a door.” 
 
    “By yourself? Good work.” 
 
    “What I mean is—” 
 
    “Seriously. Good job, Chad.” 
 
    He sighed. “What I meant is, I found a piece of an Ezeroc, and it looks like the crew barricaded themselves into the command center after grabbing a bunch of weapons.” 
 
    The comm crackled for a second. “Come again?” 
 
    “Bugs,” said Chad. 
 
    “Get the fuck back here,” she said.  
 
    “There’s still an esper here somewhere,” said Chad. 
 
    The comm crackled again. “You getting interference on the line?” said El. 
 
    “A little. You figure it’s a jamming signal?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said El. “Only, the bugs don’t use electronics to communicate.” 
 
    Chad turned a slow circle in the corridor. Nothing around him but an insect limb. But he felt a crawling between his shoulder blades, that itch he got when the Ezeroc were trying to find a way in. He took a cautious step towards one of the windows set against the wall, the hard black around him full of whirling debris. 
 
    Out there, burning hard for them, was a corvette. It wore no Navy colors. Chad clicked his comm. “El? Get out of here.” 
 
    “What?” she said. 
 
    “There’s a ship inbound,” he said. “Jumped in just now.” 
 
    “Come on back,” she said. 
 
    “I’ve got a different mission,” said Chad. “Tell the boss. Tell him the bugs might have a corvette under their control.” 
 
    “Might?” 
 
    “That, or it’s pirates,” said Chad. 
 
    “It’s pirates,” said El. “I’m getting a ping from a masked transponder. Got a visual on the hull. Those fuckers have a Jolly Roger the size of the Tyche on the side.” 
 
    Chad pressed his hand against the glass, watching the ship close on them. “Pirates,” he whispered. 
 
    “Ship’s got a good name for her trade,” she said. “That there is the Gravedigger.” 
 
    “Go,” said Chad. 
 
    “Chad?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I’m coming back,” she said. The comm clicked out. They both knew that El’s run wouldn’t be the easy path. She needed to decouple from the station at speed, avoid debris, and get out of the gravity well of New Haven Beta before she could jump. It was even odds as to whether the Gravedigger would blow the Tyche out of the sky before it came for Chad. 
 
    Time to tip those odds. Chad closed his eyes, reaching out across the void. He saw the Gravedigger, a klick long, six decks full of crew that wanted booty. He’d never got the trick for reading emotions along with word-thoughts from people’s minds, but he picked the intent clear as crystal regardless. People on her Bridge were sharpening their knives in preparation for making Chad steak. 
 
    He found their Helm, a hungry-eyed man named Purvis. Next to Purvis, the Gravedigger’s captain. Her name was Eileen Acebron, and she’d flown under the Republic’s flag. The air around her reeked of Ezeroc. Someone on her command team was an insect’s puppet, or worse, had roaches where their brain used to be. It wasn’t Purvis, so Chad focused on their Helm, snatching the man’s hands away from him. The Gravedigger continued on its trajectory, not bending its purpose towards the fleeing Tyche. 
 
    Chad was just one man though, and he couldn’t control more than one person at a time. The Gravedigger’s tactical officer opened up, a bright lance of plasma reaching out to the station’s wall. But because the tactical officer was a pirate, not Navy-trained like his captain, he was a lousy shot. The beam didn’t directly hit the station, instead impacting against debris. The impact showered the station with fragments, the corridor down from Chad shredding into the hard black. His helmet lapped over his head as the atmosphere vented. Chad grabbed onto a wall, fingertips slipping against the slick surface. Now would be a really bad time to be blown into space. 
 
    The emergency doors slammed down in the corridor ahead of him, shutting off the view of the hard black. The air stopped venting, but that was a limited time thing. Chad had sifted through the mind of the Helm he controlled. The Gravedigger was docking with the station, and they were coming for him. 
 
      
 
    • • • 
 
      
 
    Chad readied his blaster, knife in his offhand. The Gravedigger was outside the window next to him, the corvette enormous compared to the station’s command center. It stretched to the left and right, looming like a storm. The Gravedigger had extended an umbilicus toward the section where they’d breached, suited figures making their way hand over hand to the station. 
 
    Towards Chad. 
 
    Well, fuck. Chad considered his blaster, then his knife. He’d spent a lot of time training for covert ops. A lot. Without wanting to brag, he figured he was good enough with a blaster, better with the blade. But was he good enough to go against an entire corvette of pirates? At least a few would be Navy, and while telling Karkoski—head of the Admiralty, and Chad’s best drinking partner—that her troops were all amateurs was fun, it also wasn’t true, which could turn the suck dial of what was to come right past eleven. 
 
    He would find out how good they were, on account of them having the one working ship remaining in the New Haven system. Chad could feel the esper he was after. They were on the Gravedigger. There were also Ezeroc on that ship, which wasn’t great. Ezeroc wanted espers for their science experiments. They couldn’t have the Empress, because they just weren’t strong enough, but Chad? The head of the Empire’s Bulwark was easy prey for a mind-manipulating space insect. A baby esper, new to their powers, would be even easier. 
 
    The bugs weren’t immune to plasma fire though, so Chad reckoned on starting there. 
 
    The Gravedigger’s military design was familiar enough to Chad’s eye. There was something of the fallen Republic in the way it carried itself. If enough of the crew were also ex-Navy, hard times setting good men and women against their fellows, they’d be using standard breach protocols. Blow the station. Stick a temporary airlock around the hole. Fill the gap with humans full of anger. All of that would be on the opposite side of the emergency bulkhead that shuttered Chad off from explosive decompression. Still on the winning side, Chad. Let’s keep it that way. 
 
    Being on this side, what with all the air and zero pirates, was also good because only an idiot went one on twenty. Chad set off the way he’d come, entering the armory. He gave a quick search, finding some breaching charges. While using explosives when on a space station was considered poor form by everyone around you, his options were limited, and he needed to even the odds some. When everyone around you was a bunch of dickhead pirates, Chad’s concern levels were in the negative. 
 
    His mental map said there would be a room between him and the command center. He wanted to reach the command center so as to grab some logs, maybe get a fix on who or what he was fighting. Pirates and Ezeroc at the same location was an unpleasant puzzle that needed solving. His best way to the command center was therefor through the wall, then the room, and hey presto, he’d be where all the logs were. Chad placed breaching charges on the wall, slipping his knife away in exchange for keeping a hold of the detonator. 
 
    There was a hiss-clunk as the emergency door that had separated Chad from the Gravedigger’s crew opened. The enemy wouldn’t know where he was, but that would change just as soon as he started firing on them. Fast is best. Chad keyed his suit’s console, checking his visor’s seals—nothing said bad day like not being able to breathe—and ducked out of the armory’s doorway. Towards the Gravedigger’s breach, there were ten people in ship suits, various flavors of blaster weapon in hand. The suits were Republic design, suggesting that many of the crew were ex-military. Or, they had overpowered the previous crew, which put them in the bad motherfucker Venn set. 
 
    The armory doorway provided him some modest cover, but the best cover was to be somewhere else. Chad needed to duck around the corner and head back to where the Tyche had docked. 
 
    It was a limited maze-run, as he knew all the other exits that way were fucked too. Tough rocks, Chad. Solve one problem at a time. Stay positive! Chad slipped out of the armory, pointed his blaster, and fired. A pirate turned into pieces of pirate as the blue-white plasma hit their body. Their blaster rifle was also hit, the power cell discharging, electricity arcing from the weapon to the walls and two other pirates. 
 
    In the bright confusion, Chad ran. You will do more cardio, Chad. If you live, you will only fly on ships with a treadmill. His feet slipped on the slick decking, blaster fire raking the wall beside him. Hot molten fragments of metal sprayed against his visor, and he gave himself a mental high-five for checking the suit’s seals. 
 
    Rounding the corner, he kept running. His suit mics picked up the clatter of boots on decking as the pirates gave chase. Chad spared a look behind him, catching sight of a pirate as they made the corner. Like Chad, they slipped on the moisture coating everything, going down on one knee. Chad held his detonator high—suck on this—and pressed the button. 
 
    The station shook, fire blasting out from the armory doorway. Pirates were caught in the explosion that ripped through them. Given its limited dispersion area, flames roiled towards Chad as well, then seemed to turn on themselves. The fire was sucked backwards before going out, the telltale of a decompression alarm reaching Chad through his suit’s mics. Air pressed at him as it tried to flee the station. 
 
    Chad grabbed onto a wall, waiting for the air to finish going where it wanted to go. It didn’t take long. Good news, if you wanted to call it that, was that neither Chad nor the pirates could set the air on fire anymore. Bad news was multiplying though. There was no air to breathe, and that could be a problem. There were still many pirates, the bright lights of their minds clear to him. 
 
    There was a little extra good news. The explosion hadn’t knocked anything else out. The lights still flickered at floor-level. Grav was still on. Chad ran towards the armory and the breach, risking a look around the corner. Pirate assholes. A crack about as wide as Chad’s arm went floor to ceiling, the empty arms of the hard black visible. Out there, the Gravedigger waited. On the floor, bodies of dead pirates. Towards the Gravedigger’s breach, more pirates were heading his way. He leveled his weapon, firing, then ducked into the armory as they returned fire. The wall at the back of the armory was gone, a jagged hole leading into another room.  
 
    Chad stepped into the next room, kicking his way through rubble scattered around what might have been the station commander’s personal chambers. There was a console in pieces, the holo stage reduced to junk. There was also the station commander, or what was left of him. Some blast damage to the body, but also the unmistakable evidence of Ezeroc. The commander’s skull had been popped open like a ripe gourd, nothing resembling brain tissue left behind. He’d been infected by the bugs. 
 
    Well, no time to worry about that now. Chad drew his knife again. He made his way to the doorway leading to the command center hub, where he almost collided with a pirate. Her eyes widened behind her visor, her blaster rising at the same rapid rate. Chad pushed the blaster aside, blue-white fire raking the room behind him. His knife was already moving, up and through the front of her ship suit. Another pirate was behind her, trying to get a bead on Chad with his weapon, but his comrade was in the way. Blood and air bled into vacuum through the knife-cut in her suit, but it was swell of the other pirate to hope for the best and thus not open fire. 
 
    Chad focused on the considerate pirate’s trigger. In a situation like this, there was no way he could use one of these fools like a marionette. Too much emotion. But the war with the Ezeroc had brought other advancements to Chad’s esper kind. The Empress could shatter ceramicrete with her mind. Chad was still on the first dawning steps of that journey, but he had enough for a trick or two. 
 
    With a focused touch of his mind, he squeezed the pirate’s trigger. Plasma raged, torching the pirate Chad had stuck his knife into. Chad stepped to the side, plasma residue and human remains blasting beside him. The considerate pirate’s eyes were registering shook and surprise, his mind saying fuck I shot Candice, which wasn’t true. Chad had shot Candice. But no matter. Chad raised his own blaster, firing, and turned the considerate pirate into a briefly surprised and then dead pirate. 
 
    Chad ran out into the command center, and almost died. From the far right, plasma fire scorched his location. He dived behind a console, ignoring a boot—foot still inside, just missing the rest of whoever it was—on the floor. The plasma fire stopped, Chad picking up the mind-voices of the pirates. It was almost as good as being on their comm. In his dash for cover, Chad had seen three pirates in the room. There was a woman to his left, a shock of white hair visible inside her visor. There was a man who held a blaster, the whisper inside him reeking of Ezeroc. His skin was green, which was probably a popular mod on some world where they had too much lead in the water. And third, a young woman in an ill-fitting ship suit. 
 
    EILEEN Imbecile, need him alive, bounty/reward, Bulwark boss, coins coins 
 
    SAVERIA Never seen an esper, not a savior, just dead meat, please help 
 
    And from the Ezeroc asshole, just that hissing, whispering susurration. Chad had problems, and they weren’t a hundred percent related to plasma fire. The woman with the white hair was Eileen Acebron, and he figured her for being in charge based on what was in the pirate Helm’s mind earlier. The young woman was Saveria Complex, and Chad’s hunch was she was the esper he was after, on account of her age. Chad had no clue what the Ezeroc puppet called itself, and he didn’t care. 
 
    His comm crackled as Eileen opened a channel to him. “My first mate Mateu says we should kill you,” she said. “I say we should collect a reward. What do you say?” 
 
    Chad checked the location of the pirates from his vantage point. He wanted to see their boots. While his esper abilities let him see human’s locations in his mind, the Ezeroc motherfucker was going to be a problem. It was like trying to watch a cloud of gas in a hurricane, the way their hive mind shifted and twisted. “It calls itself Mateu?” said Chad. 
 
    “Nice try, you miserable mind worm,” said Eileen. “Mateu’s been on my ship since forever. No way he’s with the bugs.” 
 
    “It’s Mister Miserable Mind Worm to you,” said Chad. He inched across the floor, trying to keep a little distance between himself and the Ezeroc puppet Mateu. Mateu had nothing human left inside, and it wouldn’t be long before he was ripe enough to hatch, like the dead station commander. Sands were definitely running out of this hourglass. 
 
    Eileen’s chuckle—practiced, like any good pirate captain’s—came across the comm. “You’ve got bite, I’ll give you that. We’ve a need for men of talent on the Gravedigger.” 
 
    Chad paused. “Is that … did you just offer me a fucking job?” 
 
    “Is that so surprising?” 
 
    SAVERIA Please say no, please leave, you don’t know them, you don’t 
 
    EILEEN Esper, never had one on the ship, easy jobs, easier money 
 
    Chad frowned. “I’ll admit, a little. I mean, here I am, head of the Empire’s Bulwark, and you figure on recruiting me?” He’d lost sight of Mateu’s boots. Fuckity fuck fuck’s fucking fuck. 
 
    “Men change their allegiances when presented with a new boss or death,” she said. “You’ve done it before. Servant of the old regime, now proud in the new.” 
 
    “Oh, that,” said Chad. “Yeah. There’s a difference.” 
 
    “If it’s coins, we can work something out,” said Eileen. “I’ve got a Navy corvette. Big guns. Loud voices to speak across the hard black against those who don’t listen. We took this station faster that a man can blink.” 
 
    “It’s not coins,” said Chad, shimmying along the floor. He reached the end of the line of consoles, risking a peek. No Mateu. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “The old regime were run by assholes. New one is run by a good man. And I weigh you in on the asshole side.” 
 
    EILEEN Kill him, useless, worthless, defiant 
 
    SAVERIA Don’t kill him, he’s the way out 
 
    “Ah well,” said Eileen. She was walking towards the exit where Saveria stood guard. “I expect we’ll need to—” 
 
    “Kill me. I get it,” said Chad. “I can read your mind, you know.” 
 
    There was a pause. “Doesn’t that take the surprise out of life?” 
 
    “You’d think it would,” said Chad. “But just when I think I’ve got people worked out, their raw stupidity surprises me. Take yourself, for instance.” Shimmy, shimmy. “You’re thinking one corvette against the might of the Empire? It’s like you’ve escaped from the circus or something.” 
 
    Now or never, Chad. You need to gun these motherfuckers down. He stood up, blaster leveled. By the door, Saveria stood with a fearful face, Eileen next to her wearing an arrogant smirk. And Mateu, five meters away from Chad’s left. Eileen had a blaster up, ready to shoot. As the pirate captain fired, Saveria knocked the weapon aside. Plasma blew a console to pieces off to Chad’s right. 
 
    He was about to do something heroic like shoot back, when his world lit a brilliant, brilliant white. On his way towards the deck, he saw that Mateu had fired a taser at him, the barbs penetrating his suit. Chad hit the ground, biting his tongue, and thought, Now why would an Ezeroc want to capture me? I know what it is, and it knows I want to kill it. 
 
    Then Mateu fired his taser again, and Chad was hauled into the darkness. 
 
   


  
 




CHAPTER TWO 
 
    Chad groaned. This was excellent. 
 
    Sure, sure. His head felt like someone had pounded it with a hammer, plenty of swing, maybe even some hip in the motion. But that was secondary to being alive. Alive was super! Alive was where Chad wanted to be. 
 
    Working his way up from unconsciousness took some doing. He didn’t pop awake all at once, bright-eyed, ready to fire lightning bolts from his fingers or whatever other bullshit people figured espers could do. Hell, even the Empress couldn’t do that, although Chad figured she might have been saving it for a rainy day. That, or no one had made her angry enough yet. 
 
    Wakefulness arrived in steps, but not quiet ones. There was a ringing in his ears, and his mouth tasted like a ship’s head. His eyes didn’t open when he issued internal commands—let there be light!—but after a little negotiation he managed to get one lid up. The light that stabbed his brain through that narrow slit felt unfair, so he shut the eye again. During his brief foray into vision he’d caught sight of Saveria leaning against a wall opposite him. 
 
    Okay. Saveria is here. She is standing upright, which means you are sitting upright. “Uhhhng,” said Chad. 
 
    “You look like shit,” said Saveria. “But that’s okay. It’ll all be over in a minute.” Her voice was shaking, which prompted Chad for a home-team try at getting the ol’ peepers open again. 
 
    He managed it, more light bringing a worse headache, but he figured it was probably about time to stop fucking around and start doing his job. Yes, he was in a cell. Yes, Saveria had a small blaster pointed at him. And yes, he was strapped to a chair. All those things were bad, but every silver lining has a cloud, right? 
 
    So, the cell was clean. It looked like a Navy brig, which suggested he was on the Gravedigger. The Gravedigger had atmosphere, because Chad was not wearing his visor. That beat the hell out of being on New Haven Station, with its questionable long-term survival prospects. Saveria had a blaster, but she looked only slightly more comfortable about the situation than Chad, which was good. It was better than good, because she hadn’t shot him yet, and didn’t look like she wanted to. And being strapped to a chair meant the bad guys figured he was still a threat, which implied he didn’t have Ezeroc larvae in his body, ready to eat his brain. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Chad. “But you should see the other guy.” 
 
    She snorted, but he could tell her heart wasn’t in it. “So,” she said. 
 
    “Water,” said Chad. 
 
    “Well, about that,” said Saveria. “I’m supposed to kill you. They gave me a blaster, not a canteen.” 
 
    “I’m still alive,” croaked Chad. “I figure you’ve been standing there for ten minutes, trying to work out what to do.” 
 
    “I know what to do,” she said, chin jutting. Outside of her ship suit, he could see her frame was lean, almost skinny. She sported a baseball cap, which was ridiculous on a starship on account of there being no sun your eyes needed guarding against, but Chad wasn’t familiar with what the youth of today did for fashion. He noticed a ponytail poking out the back of the cap in a sporty fashion, and wondered what Saveria did before she became a pirate. Her shoulders were hunched, like she was trying to be small. 
 
    “Okay,” said Chad. “So, there’s a couple things you should know before you blow me to pieces.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Eh,” said Chad. “I dunno if I want to freak you out.” 
 
    “I’m not scared,” said Saveria, unhunching about a millimeter.  
 
    “Mateu is your first mate?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “He’s an Ezeroc puppet,” said Chad. “The bugs are in his skull. They’ve eaten his entire brain, and are piloting him like a loader.” 
 
    “They said you’d say that,” said Saveria. She looked at her hands and the blaster they held. 
 
    “They also said you needed to kill me to prove your loyalty,” said Chad.  
 
    “Eileen said that,” said Saveria. “Next you’ll tell me she’s a bug head too.” 
 
    “Nah, she’s just an asshole,” said Chad. He flexed his hands, trying to get a little blood flowing. The straps were pretty tight. “There’s a million like ‘em.” 
 
    “If Mateu has roaches in his head, why’d he ask Eileen to let you live?” Saveria was squeezing the handle of the blaster like she wanted to choke it out.  
 
    “Well,” said Chad. “I can think of one reason. Espers are valuable, Saveria. We’re valuable to the Empire. But we’re more valuable to the roaches. They can … do things to us. Make us powerful. You and me, bolts of lightning in their hands.” 
 
    She nodded, not agreeing, just giving her head something to do so she wouldn’t have to use it to think. Then she stopped moving, frozen like a frightened rabbit. “What do you mean, ‘you and me?’” 
 
    “So, this is a kind of test,” said Chad, ignoring her question. “Like, Eileen wants to know how loyal you are, and Mateu wants to know if you’re an esper too. They’ll be watching, and listening. And we both know why.” 
 
    “What do you mean, you and me?” She had the blaster pointed him now, taking a step forward. Chad watched the barrel get closer. 
 
    “Why, is because you’re new to the crew. I figure you a conscript. Join us or die, that kind of thing. And Mateu doesn’t know if you’re an esper, and Eileen doesn’t know if you’re loyal. If you kill me, you’re a powerful esper because you beat me. And you’re a loyal one too. Win-win. But if you don’t kill me, you’re either disloyal, or a shitty esper. They keep me, core my mind, and the bugs are still ahead.” Chad coughed. “How’s my math?” 
 
    Saveria shoved the blaster against the side of his neck, right where it met his jaw. She leaned close. “What do you mean, you and me?” Her voice was quiet, hard, but her eyes were full of fear. 
 
    “I get it,” said Chad, swallowing. The blaster in his neck might have scared someone else, but Chad could see inside Saveria. Even without that, he saw the scared eyes above a face play-acting at being brave. “I do. You find out one day that you’re one of the evil people who’s supposed to take kids in the night. It doesn’t sound right. But it feels right. You know what I’m saying is true.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You did something. I know it. I heard it, Saveria. We all did. Lightyears away, your scream carried across the stars.” Chad swallowed, the blaster muzzle hard against his throat. “You did something, and you don’t know how, or why. And it was horrible. It made you run. Right into a pirate’s arms.” 
 
    “No!” she screamed, the blaster shaking, her hand tensed around the grip.  
 
    “It’s okay,” said Chad. He kept his voice soft, like talking to a frightened horse. “I came out here. To get you.” 
 
    “It’s not okay,” she said. She had tears standing in her eyes, but anger kept them from falling. “You don’t know.” 
 
    “I could,” said Chad. “I can read minds.” 
 
    “Don’t look,” she said. “Please. No one knows.” 
 
    Chad thought about that for a while. “Okay,” he said. “I promise.” 
 
    “Anyway,” she said, pulling the blaster away from his throat. “Why’d you come to get me? I’m nobody.” 
 
    “Recruitment drive,” said Chad. “We need people who want to die for the Emperor. I told you before. We heard you, all the way from Sol.” 
 
    “Way to sell it,” she said. “Wait. You want me?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t if you knew what I’d done. There’s no place for the likes of me in your shiny, perfect Empire.” Her voice was laced with spite, directed inward. Saveria wasn’t looking at Chad, her eyes focused on something only she could see. 
 
    “I’ve got a couple suggestions while we work through this opportunity,” said Chad. 
 
    “Yeah?” she said, a little hope in her eyes. Just a small amount, but it was a start. 
 
    “First, don’t shoot me with that blaster,” said Chad. “I’ll be very upset.” He watched, waiting for the tiny smile, and when it came he continued. “Second, I’ve got an idea as to how we can both get what we want. And it starts with helping your captain.” 
 
    That got her attention. “You want to help Captain Acebron?” 
 
    “Not really, but it’s a means to an end,” said Chad. “Two birds, one stone.” 
 
    “So. Aside from me not killing you, what do you need?” 
 
    “It’s a mere trifle,” said Chad. 
 
      
 
    • • • 
 
      
 
    While Saveria was gone, Chad undid his straps. It took a little time, because he wasn’t very good at moving things with the power of his mind. Not yet, although the Emperor’s Guild Advisor had said it would get easier with time. But since Saveria would be a little while, and he needed to scratch his nose, he got to work. 
 
    Focusing on the straps that bound him, he got the left one loose, the tongue easing back through the buckle like it was alive. It took Chad a little more swearing and cursing to get the clasp completely undone, but once it was open he pulled his wrist free. By this time blood was streaming from his nose, which was usually a sign he’d overdone himself, but no time to rest yet. He undid the other wrist using more conventional means—his fingers—then unstrapped his feet. Chad stood, stretched, then scratched his nose with a groan of relief.  
 
    SAVERIA help help help 
 
    Chad stiffened. He cast his mind out, looking for the young woman. He found her up a deck, in a storage room. She was pressed against a wall, a man’s hand at her throat, fighting for her life. 
 
    CHAD I’m here, I’m here I can help 
 
    SAVERIA I’m dying, God I’m dying, help help dying 
 
    CHAD Can show you, let me show you, need your permission, too weak otherwise 
 
    SAVERIA Anything, help help, please 
 
    If he hadn’t burnt energy unbuckling himself, he’d have been strong enough to take her over without permission, but her being willing would make this easier for both of them. He sat back in his chair, closing his eyes, trying to became one with Saveria. He needed to see her, to be her, so they were one person, not two. He could imagine her skin, under the fabric of her clothes. Baseball cap, knocked askew. Fingers at her throat, unable to breathe God breathe breathe clawing at the hands let me go why— 
 
    Chad/Saveria’s eyes snapped open. S/he was in a storage room, a few items strangely familiar. A large man was in front of her, choking her, grinning like it was fun. Chad/Saveria stabbed forward with rigid fingers into the soft tissue at their opponent’s throat, the man’s eyes bulging. S/he raised a knee into his groin, then brought their elbow around and down into the man’s face. 
 
    He fell at their feet with a yell. “My nose, you bitch, my fucking nose—” 
 
    Chad/Saveria had enough of that, so they stamped down onto one of his hands. There was a crunch of bone as good ship boots met soft flesh. Then s/he pivoted, bringing the full force of a punch down into the back of the man’s head. He fell to the deck with a clank. 
 
    Silence, apart from their own ragged breathing. Good. Their hand was sore. 
 
    SAVERIA What is happening, what is this, how how what 
 
    CHAD It’s okay, trust me I’ve done this before 
 
    SAVERIA How many times 
 
    CHAD I lied it’s my first time, let’s go 
 
    The storage room was the right place. Their/Chad’s weapons were here, a short blade and a blaster. Beside it, the medical box they wanted. Tiny, but the contents were mighty, enough to help Captain Acebron. The box went into the top of her boot, safe from prying eyes. Chad/Saveria left the storage room, blaster held in one hand, short blade in the other. Our in the corridor, an enemy/fellow pirate came towards them, voice questioning. Chad/Saveria raised the blaster and fired. It was time to run. One deck down, back to the brig, and then to use the box to help the captain. 
 
    They ran, breathing hard, throat still raw from being choked. Rounding a bend, another enemy/crew member came at them, holding a fire axe. Chad/Saveria ducked under the swing, rising behind, their body nimble with youth. The short blade licked out, slipping between their opponents back ribs, and then they were off and running again. They should have killed him, Chad wanted to but Saveria knew them, and so they left the enemy/crew member bleeding on the deck. 
 
    An alarm sounded.  
 
    CHAD This is why we kill them 
 
    SAVERIA They’re my crew, do you understand 
 
    For a moment, the meld fractured, Chad losing his grip, but he found his way back through Saveria’s fear. He’d had a split second to notice that blood coating the front of his own ship suit, his nose bleeding freely, eyes blurry. It didn’t matter, because he couldn’t leave her out there hanging in the wind. He snared at her mind, an anchor in an angry sea, holding on. 
 
    CHAD Sorry sorry, a bit tired 
 
    SAVERIA They all want to kill me 
 
    CHAD Yes I know they want to kill me too 
 
    SAVERIA This is not a good day 
 
    They ran. Hand on a railing, down a deck. Feet hitting the bottom with a clang, a twinge through their untrained ankle. Chad/Saveria staggered, leaning against the wall for a second. They pushed off, running again. Not far now, Chad’s body ahead in the brig. 
 
    Two guards outside his room, door open. Not good. One guard— 
 
    SAVERIA That is Helen, she had lunch with me yesterday 
 
    —raised a blaster and fired. Chad/Saveria dropped, rolling, coming up into a crouch. They held their aim on Helen, the blaster shaking. Chad/Saveria closed their eyes, squeezing the trigger. Fzzzt-crack, and Helen was gone, nothing left of her but fire and carbon. The other guard was turning to bring a carbine to bear— 
 
    SAVERIA Mark Mark Mark, hate Mark 
 
    —and died immediately after as three bolts of plasma from Chad/Saveria’s weapon hit him. 
 
    They got up and ran, rounding the corner to the cell. Inside, blade at Chad’s throat, was Eileen. Next to her, Mateu. 
 
    SAVERIA Too late, too late 
 
    CHAD It’s all good, plan plan, this is the plan 
 
    SAVERIA The plan is for you to die 
 
    CHAD No no plan is for you to save me 
 
    A shudder, and then they were apart. Chad came back to himself with a jerk, throat pressing against the blade there. He coughed blood. “Hey,” he wheezed. 
 
    Saveria stood in the doorway, eyes wide, favoring one leg. She had a blaster and a short blade, the metal bloody. “Hey,” she said, then turned to Captain Acebron. “Cap.” The medical box was hidden away, tucked inside her boot. 
 
    “You were supposed to kill this trash,” said Eileen. 
 
    “You’re an idiot,” said Chad, before Saveria could say anything. 
 
    Eileen whirled on him. “What did you say?” 
 
    “You put a teenage girl in a room with an esper,” said Chad. “What did you think was going to happen? May as well have left her alone with him.” He jerked his head at Mateu. 
 
    Mateu’s eyes moved like a reptile’s, pupils wide, very little blinking going on as he stared at Chad. His green skin looked dry as paper. “Leave us alone,” he said. 
 
    “I give the orders,” said Eileen. 
 
    “You’d think that,” said Chad. “But if someone had your mind clenched in a gorilla fist, you’d think pretty much anything they wanted.” 
 
    Eileen’s eyes went to Mateu, then to Saveria, who was leaning against the sill of the door. Five more pirates arrived, two grabbing Saveria’s arms. 
 
     Chad could feel the tension building in the captain. “Fuck it,” she said. “You’re all going in the brig.” 
 
    “Captain, I haven’t done anything,” said Mateu, but his voice lacked emotional punch. Like he was reading lines off a page. 
 
    “Whatever,” said Eileen, white hair shining like a beacon in the brig’s harsh illumination. “We’ll get to the bottom of this.” The three other guards entered, grabbing Mateu and dragging him out of the room. Saveria was still held by her guards in the corridor. 
 
    “Pro job,” said Chad. 
 
    Eileen considered him for a moment, taking in his bloody front and his unstrapped arms. “Esper, huh.” Not a question. 
 
    “Kinda,” said Chad. 
 
    “So, make me let you go,” she said. 
 
    “I promise I’ll do that tomorrow,” said Chad. 
 
    The captain of the Gravedigger turned on her heel and left. Saveria was dragged along in her undertow, giving Chad one last pleading look as she left. 
 
    Nice work, Forradel. You’ve managed to get your only possible ally thrown in the brig. At least that fucking locust is under lock and key. It won’t last though, because he can control minds too, and he’s not wrung out like a used dishrag. 
 
    Still, you worked with what you had. And what Chad had was fuck all.  
 
    Ah well. It couldn’t get any worse. 
 
   


  
 




CHAPTER THREE 
 
    Chad woke to silence and screaming. 
 
    For normals, this wouldn’t be possible, but with ears of the body and ears of the mind, both things could be true. What Chad sensed through the ears attached to his skull was silence around him. Not even a whisper of air from the cycler vent above the bunk.  
 
    The screaming was what his mind heard. It was around him, like a vortex. People getting snuffed out like candles, their last moments of terror and pain. 
 
    And here he was, weakened to the point of uselessness. His big play to get out had failed, and now he and a fellow esper were to be new science experiments for the Ezeroc. 
 
    He sat up. Chad had cleaned himself up in the cell’s small sanitation unit earlier. He liked to think he now looked less like a crime scene victim and more like an over tired supermodel. Standing, he put an ear to the door. The only noise he got was the rustle-crinkle of his own ship suit. 
 
    His bracelet—the one that stopped Ezeroc or other espers from getting into your mind—was uncomfortably warm. That didn’t bode well at all. 
 
    CHAD Wake up, wake up, wake up 
 
    SAVERIA They’re dying, dying, dying 
 
    CHAD Good, you’re awake 
 
    The effort of contacting Saveria almost brought him to his knees, but he had to do it. She wasn’t far away, just a room or two across the ship. 
 
    SAVERIA You say I’m esper but I can’t find you 
 
    CHAD Magic bracelet 
 
    SAVERIA What 
 
    CHAD Doesn’t matter, just don’t go anywhere 
 
    He thought for a few minutes. Saveria was untrained, but the strength of her shout had been astounding. If he could get her to use her gifts, they might get out of this alive. 
 
    CHAD Show me, show me, show me where you are 
 
    SAVERIA Brig 
 
    What she saw bloomed in his mind. He let her do most of the heavy lifting, leaning back against the door to his cell. There’d be no remote controlling her this time. He could barely speak to her. The cell Saveria was in looked similar to his. Guards outside. They’d taken her weapons but she still had the box tucked away, which Chad was hoping on. They’d just done a quick check for weapons and then a fuck you as they shut her in. 
 
    CHAD Open the box, the box, open it 
 
    He watched through her eyes as she opened it, laying bare two small hypos. Both were filled with liquid, but one was a calm green, the other an angry red.  
 
    SAVERIA What are they 
 
    CHAD Green is good, red is bad 
 
    SAVERIA You’re joking, not injecting poison 
 
    CHAD Enjoy being food for the insects then 
 
    SAVERIA Okay I’ll do it 
 
    CHAD One thing tiny thing, shouldn’t mention it 
 
    SAVERIA What what 
 
    CHAD Could kill you, could make you stronger, kind of unknown, bit iffy, your call 
 
    SAVERIA What 
 
    CHAD It’s that or we’ll all die, over to you 
 
    He felt her indecision, the border of trust. Chad knew she didn’t have much to go on. He’d got her thrown into jail, after all. Her own captain was trying to work out if she should kill one, two, or three people. What Chad knew was that the Ezeroc had hatched somewhere on this ship, and they were running out of time. 
 
    He wondered if Saveria would use the green serum. When he heard her screaming with the ears on the outside of his skull, he really hoped she hadn’t used the red hypo. 
 
      
 
    • • • 
 
      
 
    Chad had taken a seat to wait out Saveria’s screaming. She was close enough for it to be loud, and he winced from time to time. What Chad hadn’t told her was that the green hypo would unlock further esper abilities. For Chad, he’d gained the ability to move objects with his mind, but items heavier than a can of beer were still a struggle. 
 
    He felt pretty good he’d mentioned the fifty-fifty chance of death. That wasn’t strictly true. She wouldn’t die. If the nanites in the green hypo made errors reconstructing the tissues of her brain, she’d be left a gibbering idiot. Not dead, but not all there, hey? 
 
    The screaming stopped, a drive that guttered out, a quick fade into nothing. Chad straightened in his chair. There was the sound of a door opening followed by a shout of surprise, cut off by a clang that Chad felt through the chair he was sitting on. 
 
    Thirty seconds later, the door to his cell slid open, Saveria on the other side. Blood ran from her nose, one of her eyes, and out an ear. Her face was deathly pale, but she looked angry enough to kill a motherfucker. Chad had an idea that particular motherfucker was him. “Hi,” he said. 
 
    “You … what … I, I mean, why?” she said. Her fists were clenched. 
 
    “How’d you get out?” said Chad. 
 
    “I keyed the lock,” she said. “From the other side. The guard outside was surprised, so I just bashed his head into the wall.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Chad. “Look, that’s pretty sweet, but it wears you out. There’s a cost. We’re not like the roaches. They can’t move shit with their minds, but they don’t get tired. So.” 
 
    “So,” she agreed, still looking like she wanted to put a fist into his face. 
 
    “What I’m saying is, we don’t have a lot of time. If you spend some of that time hitting me, I agree that it will make you feel better. But then the bugs will eat us all.” Chad tugged one of his ears. “What do you want to do?” 
 
    “I want to hit you,” said Saveria. “But it can wait.” 
 
    “I can work with that,” said Chad. He unclipped his bracelet, handing it to her. “Put this on.” 
 
    “Don’t you need it?” she said. 
 
    “Yeah, but you’re like a kid with a rocket launcher at the moment. You’ve got this great new thing, powers you never knew you could have. But you also don’t know what the actual fuck you’re doing. If the bugs get in your mind they’ll own you.” Chad shrugged. “I’ll last a little longer. Done it before.” He tapped the side of his head. “Assholes had me in a cell for a spell.” He didn’t tell her it would take them a long time, most likely with a lot of physical torture, to break down the walls of this mind. Neither of them wanted to be in the future where that happened. 
 
    “Okay,” said Saveria, clipping the bracelet around her wrist. “Now what?” 
 
    “I figure we’ve got some insects to kill, which means weapons,” said Chad. 
 
    “We can’t just tear them apart with our minds?” said Saveria. 
 
    “No,” said Chad. “First, we’re not strong enough. Second, even if we were, we’d only be good for one or two.” 
 
    She cocked her head at him. “How many are on the ship? You said it was Mateu. That’s one guy, Chad. One guy.” 
 
    “Mateu’s contributed a lasting legacy,” said Chad. “You heard them all dying, right?” 
 
      
 
    • • • 
 
      
 
    First order of the day: weapons. The guard Saveria knocked out was armed with a blaster, so Chad grabbed that. Saveria looked at him, three degrees more pissed off. “How come I don’t get the blaster?” 
 
    “Because I want to live,” said Chad. He held up a hand. “How old are you, Saveria?” 
 
    “I’m twenty-two,” she said. 
 
    “How old are you really?” 
 
    She looked at her feet. “Eighteen.” 
 
    “Done much shooting?” 
 
    “I’m a pirate,” she said. “Lots.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” he said, turning up the corridor. Chad took stock. He’d been out for the count when he was dragged in here, and when he’d been piggy-backing on Saveria he wasn’t really paying attention to the decor. Standard enough brig setup, three cells. Cams everywhere, which meant if anyone was on the command deck, they’d see the prisoners were free. 
 
    Chad was pretty sure they had bigger things on their minds. 
 
    One cell door was still closed. Chad nodded to it. “Mateu was in there, right?” 
 
    “I guess.” Saveria looked sullen. 
 
    Fuck’s sake. Next time I’m asking for a babysitter. Chad keyed the brig door’s controls, raising the blaster. The interior of the room was much like Chad’s, excepting the hole that had been excised in the back wall. There was a little blood on the floor, but no Mateu. Through that hole, around the sparking conduit and tattered metal, was another room. He took stock of what was in that room, swallowed, then stepped back, shutting the door. He locked it again. 
 
    Saveria looked at him. “What is it?” 
 
    “There’s three roaches in the room behind this one,” said Chad. “Fucking Ezeroc.” 
 
    “That’s a storage room,” said Saveria. “There might have been people there.” 
 
    “Yep. Now there are Ezeroc in there,” said Chad. He looked at his blaster. “We’re going to need bigger guns.” 
 
    “There’s a small armory on this deck,” said Saveria. She looked doubtful. “How do people become Ezeroc?” 
 
    “Larvae get into your brain,” said Chad. “They corrupt the host’s body, doing some interior modifications. Nasty fuckers.” He sniffed. “Anyway, we’re a little confused on the specifics, but we think the first one deforms the body to become a Queen, who then lays eggs. Those eggs hatch into drones, which eat everyone. You get me?” 
 
    “That’s horrible,” she said. 
 
    “It’s not great,” agreed Chad. “What’s less great is that it’s pretty fast from Queen to drones. All they really need is food.” 
 
    “Do they just eat people?” 
 
    “Dunno,” said Chad. “I don’t think they’re highly specific. I’ll be honest, it’s not my field. Capturing a few of the fuckers is on my to-do list.” 
 
     “It’s just the storage area through there holds ship’s stores,” said Saveria. 
 
    “Ah,” said Chad. 
 
    “You know. Proteins.” 
 
    “I get it,” said Chad. “Fuck.” 
 
    “There’s a dispenser that can make just about anything—” 
 
    “I understand, Saveria,” said Chad. “The Ezeroc have hatched on a military corvette and have an unlimited food supply. And the only two people who are really aware of the situation are you and me.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said. “Let’s go to the armory.” 
 
      
 
    • • • 
 
      
 
    As they were about to head towards the armory, Chad said, “You know? The best way to die is to not see something.” 
 
    Saveria gave him a look that felt like she’d practiced it on a parent or two. Withering, just the right level of eye-narrowing, coupled with an almost-sigh. “This isn’t a horror holo.” 
 
    “It really is,” said Chad. He counted things off on his fingers. “We’ve got the teenage sacrifice. That’s you, by the way. We’ve got a creepy pirate ship. We’ve got aliens that eat your mind. We’ve got no guns. I’m all spent, and you’re young and stupid. No offense.” 
 
    Saveria tried that lemme-punch-you look she had when she opened his cell door. “Who you calling young?” 
 
    “Anyway,” said Chad. “I figure you should walk backward.” 
 
    “Why don’t you walk backward?” 
 
    “Because I’ve got the gun,” said Chad, trying on a brilliant smile. He got nothing back, so he sighed. “Saveria? You’ve got to understand. I figured I was coming out here on a recruitment drive. I want to get us out alive. But fighting insects isn’t my forte. I’m more of an ideas man.” He held up his hands, forestalling her objections. “I can fight, but there are people better at it. None of them are here right now. So, you’ve got me. And I’m almost spent.” 
 
    “This is why espers shouldn’t get into sales,” said Saveria. “I kinda figured reading minds would help with the process, but your pitch sucks.” 
 
    Chad reached a hand out, clasping her arm above the elbow. Human contact. Physical contact. Make her listen. “Hear me. I promise, on my life, you will make it out of here alive, or neither of us will.” 
 
    She gave him another inscrutable teenage look, then nodded, once. “Okay. But get your hand off my arm.” 
 
    He grinned, taking his hand away. “Let’s get you a big fucking gun, yeah?” 
 
    A little amusement reached her eyes, a smile quirking her lips. “I want a gun so big it’s hard to carry.” 
 
    They walked away from the brig side by side. Saveria took Chad’s right, but facing backward. “Shouldn’t we be, like, quiet?” she said. 
 
    “Maybe,” said Chad. 
 
    “I find that answer vague and terrifying,” said Saveria. “Aren’t you a big Ezeroc expert?” 
 
    “Nah,” said Chad. “I’m an also-ran in that race.” 
 
    She boggled at him. “Aren’t there files? Notes? Research you’ve got?” 
 
    Chad sighed. “The problem with a big regime change is that most people burn all their notes. They’re afraid of being shot after the revolution’s rolled over the top of them. Anyway. New Haven?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “It was our big secret research base. Or was going to be, before you assholes came along.” There was a yell, a door sliding open in front of them. A pirate stumbled backward out of it, blood fountaining from her shoulder where the arm had been torn away. An Ezeroc followed her out. 
 
    Chad caught Saveria’s whirl, her scream of surprise, and thought, Yeah, they do make that kind of first impression. The drone was two meters high, but built like a centaur. Six legs carried its body, but a torso reared upright, two massive stabbing limbs seeking targets. One of the limbs was covered in red, no doubt on account of the pirate missing her arm. Chad fired his blaster from the hip, blue-white fire hitting the Ezeroc in the side. Pieces of chitin blew off it. A hissing came from it as it turned on him, so he shot it again, and then one more time for luck. The blasts blew its head off, then the top of its torso away. 
 
    Burning meat showered the corridor, the scent of broiled crab swirled around by the air cyclers. 
 
    The pirate on the ground was mewling, using her good arm to try and crawl away. Chad stepped between her and the open door, taking in a small briefing room, holo stage blank and empty. There was a hole in the wall leading into another part of the ship. Backing out, Chad sealed the door behind him. 
 
    “Why aren’t they running?” said Saveria. “Our crew are just … dying.” 
 
    “Speaking of memos, did you get the one about how the bugs can read and control minds?” Chad pointed at the dying pirate. “She would have been commanded to sit still and die, Saveria. Only when the pain hit did she get free, and then only long enough to get out here.” 
 
    “We can help her,” said Saveria. 
 
    “Couple problems with that,” said Chad. “First, she’ll be infected with parasites. They get in through the stab wounds. Second, she’s a murderous pirate.” He pointed his weapon at the dying woman. 
 
    Saveria stepped in between Chad and the dying pirate. “You can’t just kill her.” 
 
    “It’d be a mercy,” said Chad. 
 
    “I’m a pirate,” she said. “You going to kill me too?” 
 
    He laughed. “Your no more a pirate than I’m a ballerina,” he said. 
 
    “I might be,” she said. 
 
    “Uh huh,” said Chad. He pointed up the corridor. “What’s that?” Saveria spun. Chad stepped sideways and shot the dying pirate with the blaster. 
 
    “You’re a monster,” she said. 
 
    “I might well be,” said Chad. “They say it takes one to know one.” 
 
    She sucked in her breath. “You said you wouldn’t look. You promised.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I didn’t. I just know the type. All of us are born of fire, Saveria. All of the espers, from the top to the bottom. The Empress. Me. You.” 
 
    She scowled. “The Empress has a perfect life.” 
 
    Chad laughed. “Let’s get you a gun. We can educate you while we walk.” 
 
      
 
    • • • 
 
      
 
    They reached the armory, the doorway open, darkness beyond. Chad closed his eyes, but got no Ezeroc hissing from beyond. “It’s probably safe,” he said. 
 
    “Great,” said Saveria, stepping around the corner. She stopped like she’d hit a wall. Chad joined her to see what had made her pause. On the floor of the armory were white orbs. “What are those?” 
 
    “Ezeroc eggs,” said Chad. “Don’t touch ‘em.” He stepped past her, checking the armory. Someone had been here before them, many of the weapons gone from their racks. His boot nudged an egg on the ground, almost making him trip. He stamped down on it, fluids spurting as he ground the larvae inside into a paste. “Fuckers.” 
 
    “Aren’t you afraid there is, like, a momma bug around?” said Saveria. 
 
    “They’re not the most maternal species,” said Chad. “Also, they’re a hive mind. These things are like, I dunno, brain cells waiting to be.” 
 
    “Like what’s in your head?” 
 
    “Hah,” said Chad. “Hah.” He checked the charge on a standard plasma carbine, then handed it to her. “This do?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, taking it. It almost dropped to the floor. 
 
    “You used one before?” he asked. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “In case you haven’t, you pull the trigger to fire,” he said. 
 
    “Hah,” she said. “Hah.” 
 
    Chad selected a plasma rifle for himself, hanging the sling from his shoulder, and then grabbed a large knife, buckling the sheath to his hip. He started racking grenades alongside it. He caught Saveria’s look. “What?” 
 
    “That’s a lot of … everything,” she said. 
 
    “Yeah, well, the ship’s infested,” said Chad. “And I’m all out of bug spray. Is Engineering on this deck?” 
 
      
 
    • • • 
 
      
 
    They made the mess hall without incident. There was a couple of blood stains, no corpses. Waste not, want not. Inside the mess hall were three drones, swiveling to take in Chad and Saveria. He wished he’d had another bracelet, but he’d also tried wishing for a million coins before with similar results. He was about to lay down vengeance with his plasma rifle when Saveria barged past him. Her carbine was held at her hip and she was screaming, “DIEMOTHERFUCKERS!” 
 
    Blue-white plasma cracked from the carbine, blowing pieces of table, metal wall, and abandoned meals into fragments. Of the Ezeroc, she hit not one. Despite that, the insects scrambled, trying to avoid the fusillade of fire. 
 
    Chad sighed, then sighted along his plasma rifle. Breathe in, then out. He squeezed the trigger, blowing one of the Ezeroc into pieces. The rifle was much more powerful than the blaster he’d had.  
 
    Saveria was still screaming, things like THISISFORMYFRIENDS and EATHOTDEATHFUCKER and similar nonsense, just long strings of noise without any spaces between the words.  
 
    One of the Ezeroc jumped up, gripped the ceiling, and started moving towards her. Chad pointed his rifle at it, waiting a couple of moments, then fired. The insect blew apart into a burning rain of chitin. 
 
    Which left just one. It took stock of what was going on, the crazed human with the carbine and the relaxed, suave, and confident human with a rifle, and scrambled into a hole in the wall. Chad tried a half-hearted shot with his weapon, but all he hit was metal and conduit. 
 
    Saveria stopped firing, panting. “Did I get them all?” 
 
    Chad looked at her, his rifle, and the two bugs he’d barbecued. “Sure,” he said. “Almost. One in the wall.” 
 
    There was a scuttling sound. Saveria’s eyes widened. “We should kill it.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit,” said Chad. “Maybe next time, slow your roll a little. Take a moment. Take aim.” 
 
    “I did okay,” she said. “I did okay!” 
 
    “You hit nothing but air,” said Chad. 
 
    Saveria walked around the walls, listening for the Ezeroc. Chad could hear it hissing in his mind, but the noise was constant all over the ship now, so it was hard to pin this particular roach down. She turned to face him. “I tell you—” 
 
    The wall beside her erupted in a shower of panels and conduit, the Ezeroc lunging for her. Chad saw one of its back legs was a charred ruin and thought, hey, I hit it after all. 
 
    Saveria was knocked backward. Chad raised his rifle, firing, but missed. The Ezeroc scuttled towards Saveria, raising its forelimbs for a strike. Chad knew inside those forelimbs was larvae the creature could implant in Saveria. An esper under their control had only happened once before, and it had almost ended humanity. He raised his rifle, readying to shoot, but Saveria scrambled upright, blocking his shot. 
 
    CHAD Get out of the way, get out of the way 
 
    SAVERIA Oh my God, it’s going to kill me, it’s huge, it’s going to kill me 
 
    CHAD Just move 
 
    Saveria moved, but towards Chad. Not in a useful direction, like sideways. Chad could draw a perfect line between his rifle, Saveria, and the Ezeroc coming for them. 
 
    Fuckit. Maybe it’s time to blow this place anyway. He turned to run, and saw another Ezeroc in the doorway. And that’s why you always have a set of eyeballs looking behind you. 
 
    He raised his rifle, but far, far too slowly. Chad could see the Ezeroc’s forelimbs reaching for him. He knew that the other one was almost on Saveria. At least you kept your word, Chad. Neither of you is getting out of this alive. 
 
    SAVERIA No no no, go away, go away, GO AWAAAAY!!!! 
 
    Chad stumbled over, hand on the side of his head. The Ezeroc on front of him fell to the ground in a confusion of limbs. One minute it had been animated, wanting him for a snack. The next, it was like someone had pulled its ganglion out through its ass. 
 
    He turned, feeling sick and weak, and saw the one on Saveria’s heels had collapsed, forward momentum making it slide to a stop at her feet. He looked up, saw the blood flowing her her nose, and stepped forward just in time to catch her as she passed out. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    Chad watched Saveria’s face as she came to. She looked like a holo played at double speed, emotions flicking by at meteoric pace as she replayed the last few minutes. Fear, anger, desperation, then WTAF. Chad had worked through something similar while he’d waited for her to come round. Fear, because this baby esper had snuffed the Ezeroc’s minds, such as they were, and he was a little concerned that he could be next. Anger, mostly at himself, for being so cavalier about the situation. Then desperation followed, because he didn’t have many options other than being cavalier. He’d reached the what the fuck do we do now point as she was coming back to wakefulness. 
 
    They were still in the ship’s mess. There were still a bunch of dead bugs around them. No others had come calling, which Chad figured was pro management thinking on account of two of their number being blown out like candles in a hurricane. Saveria had … pushed them out of their bodies with her mind. Whatever animated them was gone. It was a neat trick, and Chad didn’t know how she did it, or whether she could do it to humans. Could be a handy weapon in the war. Could be the downfall of humanity. Fifty-fifty, and the smart money said he should stuff her out an airlock without a suit. 
 
    The previous leader of the Intelligencers might have done that. God have mercy on them all, but he wasn’t like his predecessor. Chad handed her water he’d retrieved earlier from a dispenser. “Here.” 
 
    She took it, drinking. “What happened?” 
 
    “Nah,” said Chad. 
 
    “I mean—” 
 
    “Nah,” said Chad, again. “You know what happened. You were there.” 
 
    “I … did it again?” 
 
    “Yep,” said Chad. “Wait. Again?” 
 
    She looked down. “I was on New Haven,” she said. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, fucking pirates, I get you,” said Chad. He paused, taking stock. Her pale face, her sad eyes. “Oh,” he said. “You haven’t been on the Gravedigger long at all, have you?” 
 
    “It was just before they came,” she said. “I was … supposed to meet my friends. Just a quick couple drinks, you know?” But Saveria wasn’t looking at him, just staring back into the past like it was a panorama she could return to. She didn’t wait for a response. “Dad was at work. Whatever New Haven did, he couldn’t talk about it. Mom too, but she came home for Lucy.” 
 
    “Who the fuck is Lucy?” said Chad. He cast a nervous eye at the doorway. No bugs, and none of their thrice-damned whispering either. Good enough for now. 
 
    “She was my sister,” said Saveria. “I was supposed to babysit, you know? But I was always the one left there. It was frustrating. So she and I—” 
 
    “Hang on,” said Chad. “She who? Lucy or your mother?” 
 
    “Mom,” said Saveria. “We fought. I mean, kids fight with their parents, right?” 
 
    “Dunno,” said Chad. “More of a test-tube baby on this side of the room. I had medtechs, not parents.” 
 
    “Could be the same.” 
 
    “Could be.” 
 
    “Anyway,” said Saveria. “We fought. About how unfair it was. And Lucy was crying, and Mom was crying, and I was crying, and then Mom and I were shouting at each other, and then I screamed.” 
 
    “Ah,” said Chad.  
 
    “Yeah,” said Saveria. “You said you heard me.” 
 
    “Just the volume,” said Chad. “Not the words.” 
 
    “I told her to go away,” said Saveria. “I told her to go away and leave me alone. And she did. And so did Lucy, crawling out of our apartment. I left in a hurry. I figured it couldn’t have been me. That’d be crazy. But when I got out of the apartment, all our neighbors were leaving their apartments. All of them, Chad. Old Mister Rodrigues. Cindy, who did dance class with me sometimes, she lived just down the hall. And the rest.” Chad said nothing. Tears were tracing silver lines on Saveria’s cheeks, but her voice was steady as she continued. “I guess I panicked. I ran. And everywhere I went, people were … the same as my apartment. They were all leaving. Getting into escape pods. Some were just walking out airlocks. They had suits, but they floated out in the hard black, not even trying to come back. Everyone left their jobs, or posts, or whatever.” 
 
    “And the pirates came,” said Chad. 
 
    “And the pirates came,” she said with a nod. “And when they arrived, there was no one left on the guns. The people in space … were gone, after that. The Gravedigger rolled on up, cored the station, and took their booty. They found me in a locker. Asked me if I wanted a job. I don’t think they knew. They couldn’t have known.” 
 
    “About that,” said Chad. “Was it that green-skinned fucker Mateu?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said. “But he got a few others too. A few stragglers who hadn’t made it off the station.” 
 
    “He might have suspected,” said Chad. “Throwing a net. Trying to work out which one of you it was.” 
 
    “But it was me,” she said. “It was all me. I killed them all.” 
 
    “Eh,” said Chad. “You didn’t pull the trigger. That was Captain Acebron and her crew.” 
 
    “But if I hadn’t—” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Chad. Saveria was looking at her shaking hands. Chad figured she was on the verge of giving up herself, so it might be time for a bit of guilt-laced motivation. “Look, it sucks. It’ll be with you forever. But you know what would suck more?” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Dying without putting it right,” said Chad. “Get up. We’ve got bugs to kill.” 
 
      
 
    • • • 
 
      
 
    They moved to Engineering, shoulder to shoulder. Saveria and her newfound focus at his side, carbine held to her shoulder, covering their rear. Chad had his weapon forward.  
 
    Nothing crossed their path. 
 
    “I’m still confused about the overall plan,” said Saveria. “There are like a million bugs on this ship.” 
 
    “How many crew?” said Chad. 
 
    “I think about fifty,” said Saveria. “I’m new here, remember?” 
 
    “I remember,” said Chad. “Okay, there will be no more than fifty Ezeroc, and probably a lot less.” 
 
    “Less?” 
 
    “It’s not a one to one conversion,” said Chad. He scratched his head. “I really must catch a couple of these roaches to work out the ratio. But less than fifty.” 
 
    “What about the supply room?” 
 
    “Ah,” said Chad. “Fuck. Okay, you win. There’s about a million.” 
 
    As they got closed to Engineering, the unmistakable fizzt-crack of blaster fire reached to them. Chad gave Saveria a look, you-hear-that, which she returned, yeah-I-hear-that-and-it-sounds-bad. They picked up the pace some. 
 
    The entrance to Engineering was standard military design. There was a series of blast doors, tight security controls leading in. All the doors were open, on account of having been hammered aside by the claws of many drones. There were smoking Ezeroc remains outside Engineering, the bright actinic flashes of blaster fire from inside casting the corpses in sharp relief. 
 
    Chad slowed his pace, lowering his stance. As Saveria and he rounded the entranceway, they saw the ruinous grave inside Engineering. 
 
    There were the expected four reactors, all in a row. None had been jettisoned from the ship, which provided some hope they wouldn’t die of radiation poisoning and/or die in a ball of nuclear fire. If Chad had a choice, he’d pick nuclear fire, because he didn’t want to spend his last few days bleeding out his eyeballs. But—good news!—it looked like neither would happen. 
 
    Slightly more concerning was Captain Eileen Acebron, standing on a mound of Ezeroc corpses. Her shoulder was bleeding from a puncture wound. She held two blaster carbines, firing from the hip, screaming her defiance at the bugs crawling for her. The captain was wearing an Engineer’s rig, the four arms moving to intercept any Ezeroc that came too close. Two arms held pieces of Ezeroc. One of the others was configured as a plasma cutter, and the remaining one a plain ol’ laser shear. 
 
    Which lead to the most concerning aspect of all, which was the million—as Saveria had suggested—Ezeroc trying to get to the captain. 
 
    SAVERIA What do we do, how do we help the captain 
 
    CHAD She’s a pirate and is dead anyway 
 
    SAVERIA I’m a pirate too, also she is my captain 
 
    CHAD Fair enough, tell her to get her helmet on, get down 
 
    SAVERIA On it, leave it to me, I’m on it 
 
    Eileen Acebron ejected a spent cartridge from one of her blasters, giving them a brief lull in the torrent of plasma fire. The contacts of the spent cartridge glowed white as they trailed smoke to the ground. Saveria spoke with her mind, and Chad was impressed. The kid was a natural. 
 
    SAVERIA Captain Acebron this is Saveria Complex, your crew, new pirate, it’s Saveria, decompression death die vacuum 
 
    Okay, not quite a natural. But hopefully the captain picked up on the general gist of the message. 
 
    Chad saw Eileen’s eyes widen, looking at them in the doorway. He also saw her raise a weapon in their direction, no doubt because of all the tall tales of evil espers. Or it could have been the teeny tiny issue of Saveria essentially threatening her with explosive decompression. Chad took in the captain’s weapon, thought fuck that noise, and fired his blaster at a pipe running across the top of Engineering 
 
    He then barged into Saveria, knocking her aside. 
 
    The pipe was a coolant return, after the coolant inside had served its purpose of cooling things that were very, very hot. What exploded out of the pipe was at about a billion degrees C. Chad hoped that Eileen had her visor down. The Engineer’s rig she wore should protect her. 
 
    If not, no great loss. She was a pirate, after all. 
 
    The Ezeroc were coated in superheated coolant, their chitin cracking under the tremendous temperature difference. Even without that effect, the heat alone would have cooked them instantly. Chad was never one to rely the soft option; overkill was a good default setting for dealing with Ezeroc. 
 
    After what felt like an hour but was probably only ten seconds, the coolant discharge finished. Chad got to his feet, hauling Saveria up as well. “Come on. Also, watch the captain. I expect she’s pretty ungrateful, all things considered.” They stepped into Engineering proper, avoiding the steaming husks of dead insects. Surfaces radiated remembered heat like a forge. 
 
    The captain came around the corner of a reactor, pieces of boiled Ezeroc sticking to her rig. She had lost one of her weapons, but the other was trained on their general direction. “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t kill you,” she said. 
 
    “Saved your life,” said Chad. “Also, behind you.” 
 
    “Hah,” she said. 
 
    “No, really,” said Chad. “Behind you.” 
 
    “I’m not falling for—” Whatever she wasn’t falling for was lost as a claw erupted from the front of her rig, blood fountaining forth. She was lifted into the air, her body torn in half, the pieces tossed aside. Behind her was a massive Ezeroc crab, claws snicking in the air. 
 
    “Huh,” said Chad. “There really was something behind her.” 
 
    “You—you didn’t know?” said Saveria. “What is that thing?” 
 
    “Shoot now, talk later,” said Chad. He dropped to a knee, firing low. Saveria was doing her usual fire-at-everything-except-the-enemy routine, plasma scoring consoles, holo stages, and no doubt very expensive pieces of engineering equipment scattered around the bay. 
 
    The good news was that the crab saw her as the greater threat, turning to follow her. Chad scored a hit on one of it’s legs, blowing it off, another shot scoring through a carapace joint. The crab stumbled, which suggested to Chad he was doing the right thing. Go Team Chad! He kept his finger on the trigger, the tip of his rifle glowing first red, then white with heat. 
 
    The crab’s shell cracked, plasma clawing hungrily at the interior. With a shower of meat that smelled like cooked prawn, the crab collapsed. 
 
    “I got another one,” said Saveria. “Did you see?” 
 
    “You … sure, kid, sure,” said Chad, standing up. 
 
    “Well, what next?” she said. 
 
    “More bugs,” said Chad. 
 
    “What? No. We killed the boss,” said Saveria. She pointed at the Ezeroc crab. “It’s right there.” 
 
    “First, this isn’t a video game,” said Chad. “Second, that wasn’t the boss.” 
 
    “There’s a bigger one?” Saveria frowned. “Drones, crabs, and … something else?” 
 
    “Eh,” said Chad. 
 
      
 
    • • • 
 
      
 
    Finding the Queen was an anticlimax. It was ensconced in a room that housed dropships, two cradles still full, one empty. Where the third dropship went was a puzzle for another day. 
 
    The Queen had huddled at the back of the bay. It hissed at them as they drew closer, a clutch of eggs at its feet. They were nowhere near hatching, pulsating tubes of tissue leading from the Queen to her eggs.  
 
    Chad was about to do something heroic, like toss a grenade from his belt at the ugly monstrosity, when the monster attacked his mind. He screamed, dropping to one knee. 
 
    Saveria was shouting at him, trying to drag him upright, or away, but she only managed to knock him over. Chad had forgotten what fighting one of these things was like, mind to mind. It was like trying to push against a hurricane, and all he had was a fan. 
 
    The trick, Chad my boy, is not to lose the fan. Keep your head. Don’t lose yourself. 
 
    Saveria swam into focus in front of him, still shouting. He couldn’t understand her words for some reason. Chad tried to push her away, this annoying human, so he could get closer to the Queen. Become one with her. Be the thing he was meant to be. 
 
    Saveria’s punch rocked his head sideways, and Chad almost blacked out. He had one moment of clarity, the pain from a broken tooth driving a shard through the Queen’s control. He spat the tooth on the deck, then said, “Red.” 
 
    “Got it,” said Saveria. She pulled the red hypo out, running at the Queen. Chad hoped she wouldn’t fuck everything up, because her track record of hitting targets was pretty low. 
 
    He shouldn’t have worried. When the hypo hit the Queen, discharging red fluid into its body, the pressure on Chad’s mind receded. He worked himself to his feet as the Queen hissed at them. Chad helped Saveria away as the nanites in the red fluid—designed to deconstruct Ezeroc tissue inside infected humans—gobbled up the Queen and her eggs, leaving nothing but steaming residue. 
 
    Saveria sighed with satisfaction. Chad gave her a look out of the corner of his eye, because now wasn’t the time to take a hundred percent of his attention from where the evil overlord insect had been. “You feeling good because you killed the boss?” 
 
    “No,” she said. “I’m feeling good because I got to punch you.” 
 
   


  
 




CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    The Gravedigger’s bridge was larger than Chad had expected. There was a dead Ezeroc drone over by Tactical, but otherwise it looked pretty ordinary. 
 
    Saveria shuffled in his wake. “Are we getting rescued?” she said. 
 
    “Fuck no,” said Chad. “We don’t need rescuing. We killed all the bugs. We got a Navy corvette back. We’re heroes, Saveria.” 
 
    Outside the bridge windows, space rippled and bulged, a massive destroyer jumping in. Chad sighed, then headed to comm. Hey keyed the console. “Hey.” 
 
    “Gravedigger, this is the Troy. You are ordered to stand down all weapons, all hands.” 
 
    “No, we’re good,” said Chad. “We won. They’re all dead.” 
 
    “I said—what?” said the voice on the other end of the comm. 
 
    “We’re good,” said Chad. “Say, is the Captain of the Skyclown with you?” 
 
    “Uh. Captain Roussel is on board.” 
 
    “Great,” said Chad. “Tell her we’re fine.” He looked at Saveria. “And we’ve got plus one, coming home.” 
 
      
 
    • • • 
 
      
 
    The Troy’s officer commissary was nice. Chad sipped coffee. Saveria held her mug like it was like the only real thing in the universe. “What happens now?” she said. 
 
    “Back to Sol,” said Chad. 
 
    She nodded. “A trial.” 
 
    “What?” He coughed, coffee spraying. “Sorry. No. I didn’t do all this for some asshole to throw you in jail.” 
 
    “But. I’m a pirate.” 
 
    “For about thirty seconds you were a pirate,” said Chad. “Or, you were on a pirate ship.” 
 
    “I should be on trial,” said Saveria. “I murdered New Haven.” 
 
    “I tell you what,” said Chad. “Why don’t we work out a plan here. You feel like you’ve got to do some time?” 
 
    “I think it’s the least I can do,” she said. “I deserve to be behind bars.” 
 
    Chad leaned forward, pushing his coffee aside. “Maybe,” he said. “But we’re at war. We don’t get what we deserve, Saveria. But we do get what we’re owed. You want to make amends? Come with me. Be my student. You and me, kid. We’re the secret to winning this war.” 
 
    “Just us?” 
 
    “And people like us,” said Chad. “You saw how quickly the Gravedigger was overrun. A whole crew of bloodthirsty pirates. Some ex-military in that lot. Gone, like summer rain. But you and me? Just two? Got the ship back. Killed the bad guys. Saved the day.” 
 
    “That sounds like bullshit,” said El, slipping across from Chad. She held a hand out to Saveria. “Elspeth Roussel.” 
 
    “Saveria Complex,” said Saveria, shaking El’s hand, before doing a double take. “Wait. The Elspeth Roussel? Captain of the Skyguard?” 
 
    “What the fuck,” said Chad. 
 
    “Branding,” said El, giving him a wink. 
 
    “So, Saveria,” said El. “He given you the offer?” Saveria nodded, looking down. “You going to take the job?” 
 
    Chad waited while Saveria thought about it. He saw her eyes go to the commissary’s windows, the Gravedigger in the hard black alongside. “Yes,” she said. 
 
    “That’s good,” said El. “There’s—” 
 
    “Hey,” said Chad, holding up a hand. “I’ve done all the fucking work here.” He turned to Saveria. “You ready?” She gave a quick nod. “Good,” said Chad. “Let’s go meet the boss.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
    — — — 
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 My Andersonia! 
 
    by James S. Aaron 
 
    It’s Mardi Gras in a totalitarian wonderland when our heroes sneak into the Anderson Collective of Ceres. 
 
    If faking an engagement to gain entry to a totalitarian regime isn’t hard enough, Ngoba Starl is going to have to keep his raging hormones in check during a future version of Mardi Gras, complete with fertility poles, sex drugs and illicit line dancing... all to save a Sentient AI who may just kill him in the end.  
 
    An Aeon 14 story from the wild early days of the Sentience Wars, My Andersonia! takes place a year after the events in Crash! Crash! Crash!, published in Pew! Pew! Pew! 2: The Quest for More Pew.  
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    There were seven other couples in the Reproductive Visa waiting room. Ngoba Starl couldn’t stop watching them, wondering if they were on Ceres for the same scam. One couple kept making kissy faces, obviously trying too hard, while another acted like two cats in a bag, hissing at each other and rolling their eyes. 
 
    What are we supposed to look like? 
 
    He glanced at Fugia Wong sitting beside him, her bobbed black hair falling over her face as she read a data terminal in her lap. Boring, he thought. Boring is good.  
 
    Staring ahead, Ngoba ran through the bits of trivia he had memorized about his fake love. He also reminded himself for the thousandth time not to slip up with her name. 
 
    Call her ‘Fugia,’ not ‘Fug’. Fyoo-ji-a. Fugia, like a flower. 
 
    The problem was that he most definitely did not think of Fugia Wong as a flower. Sure, she was cute in a kitten-like way, with her heart-shaped face and dark eyes. But she was a hacker: a kitten with concealed claws.  
 
    They’d grown up together on the docks of Cruithne Station. (Croon-ya, like a sappy song with happy lyrics.) She was tricky, had even played him a couple times, but that was life on Cruithne, so he didn’t hold it against her. She had a hard edge and a brilliant mind that saw through to the real story in most situations, but she could also be mean, like a cat who purrs before she bites. 
 
    <Stop fidgeting,> Fugia said on their private Link channel. <They’re going to think you’re nervous.> 
 
    <I am nervous.> 
 
    <So count to a thousand or something.> 
 
    <That sounds impossible.> 
 
    <You could always use your new Link to, you know, research information or something, like a normal person.> 
 
    <That’s boring.> 
 
    So maybe that was a good idea? Do boring things so he might develop a dull sheen of boring like the other tools in the waiting room. 
 
    Fugia raised her head slightly, just enough to show her lips pressed together. If he hadn’t known her, she would have looked serene, like a new bride waiting to talk to a visa agent, like the other couples in the room. Her self-control made him uncomfortable. It wasn’t natural. 
 
    At nearly two meters tall, and lanky, with the natural muscle of a nineteen-year-old who had been hustling his whole life, Ngoba was still a half-meter taller than her, even while sitting down. They had talked about making their height difference a joke for the visa agent, how when they met they couldn’t see eye-to-eye. Now, as he sat twirling a lock of his curly black hair, he wondered if the metaphor could refer to more than just their respective height. 
 
    An agent in a gray uniform appeared at the entrance doorway and called another couple inside. A young woman and man sitting across from Ngoba and Fugia stood nervously, straightening their clothes, and followed the stern-looking man into the interview room. 
 
    Think about the money, Ngoba thought. Money, money, money.  
 
    It was better to think about the money because he had been irritated to discover he didn’t like his new Link very much, even though the neural implant gave him access to amazing things like databases, contextual information, and private communication. Link implantation was a passage to adulthood, and he had dreamed of the day he could afford the surgery, a day he had thought would never come until Fugia offered him a deal: Link surgery at a local medkiosk in exchange for his help with a mission. Once Fugia made her meeting and they left Ceres, Ngoba would get paid enough cash to keep him afloat for a year. Afterward, he could go back to Cruithne if he wanted, or anyplace else in Sol. 
 
    The options were dizzying. He’d never had that kind of freedom in his entire dirt-poor life. 
 
    What did she want? For him to play husband on Ceres, to help her gain access to the Anderson Collective, a society run by an authoritarian government that only admitted immigrants who were dedicated to their mission of terraforming Ceres and eventually leaving Sol altogether. They had missed the wave of colony ships in the 2400s and, as a people, seemed eternally pissed about the fact. 
 
    So here he was, playing Fugia’s dutiful fiancé, which would be easier if she’d let him touch her. 
 
    Stretching his legs, Ngoba figured the money was good, and the Link implant continued to prove interesting, but it would have also been nice to get a little sexual healing after his surgery. What if the visa agent wanted personal details? Did Fugia have any identifying marks? Did she know about the scar below his right nipple? It made perfect sense. 
 
    <What are you grinning about now?> 
 
    <I was thinking about how people in love often express themselves physically. How that’s a natural human activity.> 
 
    Fugia rolled her eyes. <Keep dreaming.> 
 
    He was still getting used to communication over the Link, which people described as talking with colorful words because you could sense and even see emotion. He could tell how a person felt most of the time, so even if he hadn’t seen her, he would have known how she felt about what he had said. It was like normal talking in that respect, but there was more information available, images sometimes, or other bits of trailing information like references to a database or things like that. 
 
    Because he’d grown up hustling, he also wondered how much the colorful words could be faked. He hadn’t yet figured out how to lie to Fugia without getting caught, but it had to be possible. 
 
    <Hey,> he asked. <What’s your favorite color, again?> 
 
    <Green.> 
 
    On the long trip from Cruithne to the Mars One Ring and then to Ceres, they had asked each other questions, trying to imagine what the visa agent might ask. According to Fugia, the Collective wasn’t as interested in how people felt about each other as their desire to breed and made more Andersonians. 
 
    “You don’t need couples to breed,” Ngoba had said. “Or even people for that matter.” 
 
    “They’re traditionalists. They also seem to think people gestated and born in Ceres gravity will be better suited to the work. They’re strict humanists. They think humanity is the best tool to shape anything in the universe.” 
 
    “But Ceres has a mini black hole. That’s what’s awesome about it.” 
 
    “And humans made that.” 
 
    “With drones and tech and nano-whatever.” 
 
    Fugia had given him another of her eye-rolls. “I didn’t say I agreed with these people. I’m just telling you what they believe.” 
 
    “And why do you want to go there, again?” 
 
    “There’s someone there I want to talk to, and this is the safest way to do it. Their security screening for breeding couples is more lax than any other form of immigration.” 
 
    Ngoba had chuckled. “We’re going to be a breeding couple.” 
 
    “No,” Fugia had said flatly. 
 
    Ngoba grinned as he thought about the conversation. Round-faced and with a scowl most of the time, he would never have described Fugia as ‘cute.’ But she could be, if she wanted. If I choose to see her that way, he supposed. Doesn’t proximity breed affection? 
 
    The word ‘breed’ just made him laugh, there was no denying it. 
 
    <Now what are you giggling about?> 
 
    “Wong,” a voice called from the other side of the room. “Starl.” 
 
    Ngoba stood quickly and turned to watch Fugia carefully return her data terminal to the small satchel she carried at all times. Pulling the strap over her shoulder, she looked up at him with a surprising smile and took his hand. 
 
    “You ready?” she asked, voice sounding surprisingly warm. 
 
    Ngoba blinked, caught off guard by the abrupt change in her demeanor. He nearly got an erection. 
 
    “I’m ready,” he said, feeling himself blush.  
 
    “Come here,” Fugia said. She stood on her tip-toes to reach up and smooth the unruly black curls from his face. The sort of possessive action of a lover. 
 
    Ngoba gave her a stiff nod and turned to the visa agent, who was standing impatiently in the exit doorway. “This way,” the man said. Without waiting to see if they followed, he walked ahead of them down the corridor and disappeared around a corner.  
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    As far as Ngoba knew, the Ceres ring was several hundred years old at this point. Something about the immigration control area looked thrown-together. The corridor walls were all clean and smooth, with no dirt or evidence of living things anywhere except for photo-screens of what Ceres would look like eventually: green and blue with the thin silver band of its ring gleaming against the black of space.  
 
    They followed the agent to a small room with a door that slid quietly open, revealing a table with two chairs on either side. A young woman already sat in one of the chairs. She was solidly built, with short brown hair and brown eyes, and looked about their age. She stood as the door opened, nodding to the agent, who walked in first. 
 
    “Mr. Chalder,” she said. “I’m Tina Kavers.” 
 
    Visa Agent Chalder nodded stiffly. “Ms. Kavers. Your service is our strength. Please, be seated.” He stepped around the table to take the chair next to Tina. When he was seated, he motioned for Ngoba and Fugia to take the opposite chairs. 
 
    Ngoba let Fugia sit first, then pulled his chair back to make room for his legs. He glanced at Tina to find she was already frowning. 
 
    “Did I do something wrong?” he asked. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Tina said, shifting her gaze to Fugia. “It’s simply surprising to me that Fugia didn’t show kindness to you, her lover, by pulling your chair out for you. She made you do it yourself after she’d already sat down.” 
 
    Ngoba glanced at Agent Chalder, whose stern expression had softened. He looked pleased with Tina, whom he didn’t seem to have known before they entered the room.  
 
    With a sinking feeling, Ngoba realized there wasn’t going to be an interview. Or, the interview was going to take a long time. 
 
    Tina was a chaperone. 
 
    Fugia lowered her face slightly, actually blushing. “Oh, I apologize. I’m not very informed in the ways of beings a—” she paused as if choking on the word, “lover.” 
 
    Ngoba was too impressed by Fugia’s ability to fake a blush to respond immediately. 
 
    Agent Chalder didn’t seem to care. He consulted a data flow on the surface of the table. “It says here your point of origin is Cruithne?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Fugia said. 
 
    “And you?” Chalder asked, giving Ngoba a direct look. “I expect confirmation from each applicant.” 
 
    “Yes,” Ngoba said quickly. “Cruithne. I’m from Cruithne, too.” 
 
    “Age and genetic viability verified by bio-scan,” Chalder said. “Good.” 
 
    “Where did you meet?” Tina asked. 
 
    They had prepared for this question, and it was partially true. “Night Park,” Ngoba answered. “It’s an open-air bazaar on Cruithne. It used to be the center for mining when the asteroid was first developed, so it’s big and open. Not many places like that on Cruithne. There’s a fountain with parrots.” 
 
    A look of disgust crossed Chalder’s face. “We don’t need background details now. That will all be in Ms. Kavers’ report later, for when the final entry decision is made. I also show you have the required funds for entry into the Ceres ring. You’ll be required to pay for your own meals and lodging during your inquiry period, as well as a fee for Ms. Kavers’ services.” 
 
    “That wasn’t in the entry information,” Fugia said. 
 
    The agent leveled his gaze on her. “Will that be a problem?” 
 
    <It’s a shakedown,> Ngoba told Fugia. <Tina here is all part of the bribe.> 
 
    <I know that,> Fugia answered tersely. <I didn’t think they’d complicate things by assigning us a guard. Everything just got a hundred times harder. Stay off the Link for now. They’re most likely using spectrum surveillance. I don’t want to draw any more attention to ourselves.> 
 
    Ngoba dropped off the channel, giving Tina what he thought was a benign smile. She beamed back at him and sat up straighter. 
 
    <Crap,> he said. <I think she likes me.> 
 
    <Get off your Link!> 
 
    The next fifteen minutes were spent reviewing their travel plans on the Ceres Ring, including a trip down to the asteroid to tour the terraforming project. They would have Tina as a guide, as well as appointments with three different ‘collective groups’ that were currently taking in new family units. They would rank the groups, and the groups would do the same for them, until an offer was extended for permanent membership. The group would then become their family within Andersonia. 
 
    Ngoba found himself impressed by the process despite himself. The idea that two strangers could enter the Anderson Collective and be assigned a new family touched him more deeply than he expected. He had no family other than the few orphans he had remained in contact with from Mama Chala’s squat. His best friend, Riggs Zanda, was off doing his own hustle, leaving Ngoba to fend for himself in Cruithne’s Lowspin Docks, a place that didn’t care about anything but capital and burned people up like engine oil. Robots were worth more than humans on Cruithne. 
 
    “You’re here for Sharm,” Tina said, clapping her hands together. Her round cheeks grew flush with apparent excitement. 
 
    “Sharm?” Fugia asked with feigned interest. 
 
    “The Festival of Life. Sharm is when most babies are conceived on Ceres. What a wonderful time to start your new lives together as lovers.” 
 
    Ngoba enjoyed watching Fugia’s cheek twitch every time Tina said ‘lovers.’ 
 
    “I’ll be honest,” Tina said. “I’m envious of your love. I don’t have a partner of my own. That’s one reason I serve as a guide. It nourishes my soul deeply to assist in growing the Collective’s families.” She gave Chalder a pious smile. “Don’t you think so, Agent Chalder?” 
 
    The visa agent cleared his throat and tapped the surface of the table, clearing the data feed. “Certainly,” he said. “Our family ties make us strong.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Tina said. “And our strength makes us family.” 
 
    Ngoba frowned slightly, not understanding the aphorism. He supposed it might be an imperial thing, suggesting people could be forced into liking each other. 
 
    “So,” Chalder said, standing. “That concludes our intake interview. Your entrance visa is granted for ten days. From here, Ms. Kaver is responsible for you. Refer all questions and concerns to her. Understood?” 
 
    Ngoba and Fugia nodded. 
 
    “Will Ms. Kaver be staying with us, as well? I didn’t plan for that.” 
 
    “I have the apartment next to yours,” Tina said brightly. “The Entrance Bureau has taken care of everything. All you have to do is knock on my door, and I’ll be available any time.” 
 
    “How wonderful,” Fugia said dryly. 
 
    Tina’s expression darkened, and Ngoba added quickly, “We don’t want to put you out. Fugia mentioned the group visitation procedure, but we didn’t realize we’d be lucky enough to have our own guide. That’s just above and beyond, really. You’d never get that kind of service on Cruithne.” 
 
    The compliment seemed to assuage Tina’s hurt. She nodded. “It’s my honor to help. Also, you know, love.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Ngoba said, giving Fugia’s shoulder a squeeze. “Love.” 
 
    Agent Chalder clapped his hands impatiently. “Do you have any other questions?” 
 
    When they didn’t, he edged around the table to tap the wall control and open the door. Tina followed, sliding past the agent to get to the door. She pressed herself against him in the tight space, which obviously made the man uncomfortable.  
 
    “Pardon me, Agent,” she said brightly. 
 
    From the corridor, Tina waved her hand excitedly for Fugia and Ngoba to hurry. “We want to get you down to the residential section and checked into your apartment. Then we can get out into Sharm for the night. It’s going to be wonderful!” 
 
    “Do we get to wear silly hats?” Ngoba asked. “I love that stuff.” 
 
    Tina’s eyes sparkled. She reminded him of a holographic ad in a store window. “Oh yes. You can wear whatever you want.” She giggled with excitement. “What happens in Sharm, stays in Sharm!” 
 
    “You hear that, honey?” Ngoba asked Fugia. 
 
    His fake fiancée gave him her fakest smile yet. 
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    Fugia told him to stop gawking at everything, but Ngoba couldn’t help himself.  
 
    From the moment they left the plain corridors of the Visa Bureau, he was surrounded by new sights, sounds, smells, and people, that had him staring at something new every direction he looked. The people of the Anderson Collective might have liked to dress in boring monotones of brown, gray and black, but they surrounded themselves in color. Bright murals showing workers and families covered every public surface large enough to hold paint. Groups of uniformed children passed them, singing high-pitched anthems that seemed to have something to say about the bright future of the Collective.  
 
    When there weren’t kids around making noise, Tina availed them with the history of that section of the Ceres Ring, which had apparently been finished only two hundred years ago, making it relatively new. There were still remnants of the “bland corporatist” architecture left from the original construction, before Ceres declared independence from private control, and Andersonia came into being.  
 
    Whenever Tina mentioned Andersonia, she pointed at the green-brown blur of the asteroid above them, which always occupied a central place in the sky. While Ngoba understood he was on a ring spinning around an asteroid, he couldn’t shake the idea that everything was going to fall into the sky at some point, or go spinning off into space. 
 
    “I’m confused,” Ngoba said finally. “Is it the ‘Anderson Collective’ or ‘Andersonia?’ Ceres is the place, right, just like Cruithne is an asteroid, but I live in the Lowspin Section. Are there other parts of Ceres besides Andersonia?” 
 
    “That’s an excellent question,” Tina answered brightly. “You have such an observant partner, Fugia. You should be proud.” 
 
    “I certainly am.” 
 
    “Andersonia is the dream of what Ceres will become once we finish the grand terraforming project.” Tina joined her hands and pressed them against her breast. “Andersonia is the dream in every Andersonian’s heart, of the best place for all humanity to live—close to nature, free of the distractions and pollutions of technology.” 
 
    “So you’re Terran Absolutists?” Fugia said, sounding irritated by the whole conversation. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Tina said. “We acknowledge that humanity must spread beyond the Earth. Our goal is to spread the purity of humanity’s relationship with nature, as well. No one speaks of nature when they talk about progress.” She gave an exaggerated laugh. “At least, I haven’t read that part of the history books.” 
 
    “Who reads books anymore?” Fugia asked. 
 
    Ngoba shot her an irritated look of his own. Fugia’s obvious dislike of Tina was going to get them in trouble. He didn’t know what Fugia’s meeting was about, but he wanted her to get there so he could get his payout. Was he going to have to make sure Fugia didn’t sabotage her own mission? 
 
    The commercial district was lined by tree-filled gardens that gradually became shared vegetable plots in the residential section where Tina explained their apartments were located. “You’ll be staying in a very nice group division where they keep open living spaces just for families visiting Ceres.” 
 
    “You just called it Ceres again,” Ngoba said. 
 
    “Yes, silly. It’s still Ceres. There is no ‘Andersonia’ yet, only in the hearts and minds of the Collective.” She pushed his arm playfully. “You like to tease, don’t you?” 
 
    “Well, yes,” Ngoba said. “I wasn’t that time, though.” 
 
    “He’s a really silly boy,” Fugia said. 
 
    “You don’t seem to appreciate him much, if I must say so,” Tina said. 
 
    Fugia immediately put on a happy expression. “I meant that. He’s silly and loves to tease. I’m just tired. It’s been a long trip. You understand, don’t you?” 
 
    Tina softened slightly but still seemed displeased. “I understand. I hate traveling. I haven’t done much of it, but I do hate to leave home, even for short periods.” 
 
    “We appreciate you helping us,” Ngoba said. 
 
    Tina beamed at him, looking as pleased as before. “Of course!” 
 
    Trying to keep her in a happy frame of mind, he asked, “Did you grow up here?” 
 
    “Born and raised. I studied chemical engineering and now I work in the Air Quality Division. But I also serve in the Andersonian Defense Force. I’m a heavy weapons operator.” Tina flexed her arms, making her chest stand out even more. 
 
    Ngoba gave her a raised eyebrow in appreciation. “You have much need for a defense force?” 
 
    “Oh yes. Pirates are always going after our shipping lanes. We’re small but we have plenty of quality materials flowing between us and the rest of Sol. We also export high-value defense tech and terraforming materials. The off-ring manufacturing facilities are able to leverage a zero-g environment with the limitless energy of our mini black hole. Ceres is the jewel of mid-Sol.” 
 
    “What else is there in mid-Sol except the asteroid belt?” Fugia asked. 
 
    “Exactly!” Tina said brightly. “We’re the oasis in the desert between Mars and Jupiter.” 
 
    Ngoba was worried Fugia was going to counter with another snide comment that would get them in trouble again, just after he’d gotten Tina in a good mood. But the small woman managed to maintain a civil conversation, asking about the murals and other art they passed, which seemed to genuinely interest her.  
 
    As Tina explained how collective groups came together to plan and paint the murals, Ngoba was thinking about what a waste of time it was when drones could do the work — until he realized that he hadn’t seen a drone since they left the transport from the Mars One Ring. 
 
    Everywhere he looked there were people, which was just like Cruithne, but these people were clean and well-dressed and seemed to enjoy being alive. He was amazed by the number of people who smiled at him, even after they gave him a surprised glance because he looked different. Flags with the symbol of the Anderson Collective hung everywhere, and once he recognized the colors of the flag — brown, green, and black — he realized everything followed that palette. Their clothes weren’t boring, they were all reinforcing the symbols of the government. 
 
    Glancing down at his bright red shipsuit, bought at a thrift store in Lowspin, he realized just how much he stood out from everything else around them. Even Fugia in her light blue suit stood out as a foreigner. 
 
    Why hadn’t he seen this sooner? He prided himself on being able to check a situation and respond, fit in or get out when necessary. He’d been too wowed by the new place, the open air and actual buildings. It was like walking into a holodisplay of Earth or High Terra, and he’d let himself feel wonder when he should have been scoping the scene for danger or opportunity. 
 
    “Hey, Tina,” he said, interrupting her explanation of how the city blocks were laid out. “Where can we get some clothes? I’m feeling a little out of place.” 
 
    Tina laughed. “Just figured that out? There will be clothes in the apartment, but you can visit a shop tomorrow if you want. Once you see Sharm tonight, you may want to stick with the ugly clothes you’re wearing! Everyone tries to look as foolish as possible during Sharm.” She leaned slightly closer to Ngoba. “Not that clothes stay on very long.” 
 
    The apartment assigned to them contained a single bedroom, with a small kitchen and living area, and a wide window that looked out on the communal garden, where several people were currently bent over vegetable rows. 
 
    Ngoba was worried Fugia would make a comment about the window, but she only stuck her head in the bathroom, flushed the toilet, and then went into the bedroom, leaving him alone with Tina. 
 
    “This is very nice,” he said. “Thanks again for your help.” 
 
    The front door was open, but Tina stepped closer to him rather than indicate she was leaving, close enough that he could smell a mint-like scent on her hair.  
 
    “I’ll be right next door if you need anything,” she said, reaching up to rub the lapel of his shipsuit between two fingers.  
 
    Ngoba stiffened, glancing toward the bedroom, where Fugia was strangely occupied. 
 
    “I’ll be sure to remember that.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Tina said, smiling brightly with moist lips. “Tonight, we’ll go to Sharm and have so much fun. I can’t tell you how excited I am to have you joining the Collective.” 
 
    “Me too,” Ngoba said, giving her a weak nod. “I can’t wait.” 
 
    Fugia walked out of the bedroom, and Tina bounced toward the front door.  
 
    “See you tonight!” Tina called, pulling the door closed behind her. She walked past the picture window, staring at Ngoba as she went, until she disappeared out of view. 
 
    “That girl wants to get in your pants,” Fugia said. “Or she wants you to get in hers.” 
 
    “I’m not interested in sharing pants with her.” 
 
    “That’s not what that saying means.” 
 
    “I’m here to do a job,” Ngoba said, turning to face her. “You seem set on screwing things up by being such a jerk. You need to at least act like we’re a couple.” 
 
    “How do you think couples act?” Fugia asked. 
 
    Ngoba spread his hands in frustration. “Usually they touch each other, but we don’t have to do that, I guess. We should be nice to each other, though, and I think I’m doing my best to be nice to you. We at least need to fake it until your meeting, right? When you were so mean to Riggs, I thought you two had something going on; now I’m starting to think that’s just how you are.” 
 
    Fugia stepped closer with a slight smile. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Ngoba asked, not trusting her. 
 
    Gazing up at him with surprisingly wide, dark eyes, Fugia tucked her hair behind an ear and then took his lapels in either hand. Rather than rub the fabric as Tina had done, Fugia stood on her tip-toes to pull him closer and kissed him. Her lips locked on his with startling force and heat, soft and insistent at the same time. It almost felt like passion. 
 
    Ngoba quailed for a second, not understanding what she was doing, then felt like he was melting as Fugia pressed herself into him, drawing him deeper into the kiss. 
 
    Just when he was placing his awkward hands in the small of her back to hold her in place, Fugia let go and pushed him away slightly. 
 
    Ngoba stumbled, legs feeling like jelly, and nearly fell over the back of a chair. 
 
    “What was that?” he gasped. 
 
    “A kiss,” Fugia said. “See, I can be affectionate when I want to be.” 
 
    She turned back toward the bedroom, twisting her hips in a way that showed off her ass, and left the room. “I’m going to take a shower.” 
 
    Heart pounding, Ngoba wondered if he was going to survive Sharm. 
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    Dressed in the flashiest brown leisure suit the Anderson Collective appeared capable of making, Ngoba walked with Fugia and Tina down a broad avenue full of revelers. Fugia had traded her blue business suit for a skin-tight black leotard with a frilly skirt that stuck out nearly horizontally from her waist. Tina wore a green dress with a neckline that hung off one shoulder, drawing attention to both her oversized biceps and generous bust.  
 
    The avenue was lined by vertical, multicolored poles with ribbons hanging from their tips. As people passed, they wrapped the trailing bits of ribbon around their arms and grabbed the person next to them and both twirled to encircle themselves in the ribbon, laughing or kissing or both. 
 
    “Sharm is the greatest fertility festival humanity has ever known,” Tina said. “During these five days, we remember our calling to populate the collective and spread our message of humanity to the galaxy and, ultimately, the universe. It’s wonderful, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Is this the only time of year anybody has sex?” Fugia asked. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Tina said, laughing. “We’re a lustful people. We have many passions.” 
 
    Ngoba couldn’t imagine anyone on Cruithne saying they were ‘lustful.’ That was like saying you were carrying cash — just inviting someone to take advantage of you.  
 
    Ever since Fugia had kissed him, he had been going back over his memories of her, trying to figure out if there had ever been a time when he thought she might be capable of that kind of sexiness. He still felt uncomfortable thinking about her, like all of a sudden he found himself attracted to a completely different person than he imagined. Or was it just her? 
 
    Fugia was a hacker: quick on her feet, foul-mouthed, and too smart for her own good. Her fingernails were usually filthy with dirt from network connection boxes. As he sorted through his recollections of her, he realized most of what he remembered was from when they were much younger.  At fourteen, had he been much different than he remembered Fugia? Dirty all the time, getting in fights, never thinking about tomorrow.  
 
    Watching her walk from slightly behind, he couldn’t help appreciating the way the leotard displayed her body, and the frilly skirt accentuated the sway of her hips. Realizing he was getting flushed, Ngoba wiped his face with a sweaty hand and tried to look away, finding instead two people wrapped in Sharm Pole ribbon and not much else. 
 
    “So, what’s the plan?” he asked rapidly. “Are we just going to wander around, or is there something going on? Can we check out a show or something?” 
 
    <When are we meeting your guy?> he asked Fugia over the Link. 
 
    <He’s coming by the apartment tonight after midnight. I gave him the location. I figure that’s the best way to do it, rather than trying to get away from Ms. Hotpants, here.> 
 
    Ngoba glanced at Tina. <She’s not wearing pants.> 
 
    <You know what I mean.> 
 
    <I’m not sure that I do.> 
 
    <Are you going squirrelly on me because I kissed you? I can’t have emotions getting in the way of this job, Ngoba. This is important.> 
 
    <I’m not getting — whatever you called it.> 
 
    <Squirrelly, like a squirrel.> 
 
    <I’ve never seen an actual squirrel. Did you just see one?> 
 
    <No. Nevermind.> 
 
    <You mean like a rat. They’re called tree rats, right?> 
 
    <Never mind,> Fugia repeated. <I can explain more once I meet with the contact. All I can really say is that he’s got some information I need. It’s part of something big, but it’s not really a job.> 
 
    Ngoba did his best to listen carefully as he walked, not wanting to miss anything she said. This was the first time since she offered him the job that she had gone into detail about the task. He had been too wowed by the idea of the Link, cash, and potential freedom from Cruithne to worry about the particulars before. Now that he was in a foreign land, surrounded by sex-hungry locals, the information had become much more necessary.  
 
    I need to get better at thinking things through, or it’s going to be my ass. 
 
    <Ngoba,> Fugia said insistently. <Are you listening?> 
 
    <I’m listening. Wait. What did you say?> 
 
    <I said that an hour before midnight, I’m going to tell her I’m still feeling tired. Then we can go back to the apartment and meet the contact. Can you go along with that?> 
 
    <I’ll be there. Did you already tell this guy I was going to be with you?> 
 
    <Is it important?> 
 
    <How many deals have you run? Yes, it’s important. He’s going to want to know everybody involved, or he’ll spook. What if he showed up with someone you didn’t expect? How valuable is this information you’re getting, anyway?> 
 
    <Don’t worry about that. I should have told him about you, though. I don’t think it will delay the meeting, but I’ll let him know anyway. That’s a good point.> 
 
    <Thank you for saying so.> 
 
    Fugia shot him a dry smirk over her shoulder, her black hair flashing in the low streetlights. 
 
    Realizing that Tina had been talking throughout their entire Link exchange, Ngoba tried to piece together what she had said. Something about sticky, sweet street food and a dance in a square, followed by some performance somewhere involving mystical fertility goats. Her enthusiasm for the festival seemed to go far beyond simply selling it to outsiders.  
 
    “Tina?” Ngoba asked suddenly. “Were you looking to hook up tonight? Are we getting in your way?” 
 
    “ ‘Hook up?’” she asked. “Oh, you mean wrap the ribbon? I don’t have a partner, which is why I was willing to volunteer for the Visa Bureau during such a special time.” She shrugged, making her green dress ripple. “Who knows, maybe I’ll find my special ribbon tonight or the next night. People love outsiders, so they’ll be drawn to us. They love coupled outsiders even more.” 
 
    For the next hour, they walked the streets of a new commercial and residential district, where people continued to dance with the Sharm poles, or sing songs and play music in small trios. People watched the street from balconies or rode through the crowd in slow-moving carts that anyone could jump on or off when they wished.  
 
    At first, Ngoba couldn’t stop checking the crowd for criminal activity—the kind of thing he would be doing if he weren’t following Fugia. He didn’t catch anyone watching the crowd or casing other groups of people, no one hiding weapons or pickpocketing as far as he could tell. It was a strange scene.  
 
    Is there no crime on the Anderson Collective?  
 
    He had seen several people in uniform who might have been police, as well as a whole group of ornately dressed guards who looked like they were on their way to a ceremony, but nothing that made the place seem like the police state he had heard it was. Scanning vantage points for surveillance devices — even the round tips of the Sharm poles — he saw nothing that indicated security. 
 
    When they stopped at a food booth to eat honeyed buns with bits of raisin, he asked Tina, “Where are all the police? I’ll be honest, one of the reasons I never thought of coming to Ceres was because I’d heard it’s a bit of a—well, a police state.” 
 
    Tina wiped honey from her mouth and licked her fingers. “We don’t have much crime here,” she said. “It’s wonderfully safe, and a great place to raise children.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” Fugia asked, picking raisins off her bun. “Every place has crime. You talk about human virtues; crime is a human certainty.” 
 
    “Anyone committing a crime is reassigned to the terraforming project,” Tina said. “The conditions are harsh, but certainly survivable. So I’ve heard. I’ve never met anyone who went and came back.” 
 
    “I thought everybody wanted to work on the terraforming project,” Ngoba said. 
 
    “They do, but not in the work camps. That’s a very different kind of work.” She laughed again. “Look!” she shouted, pointing at an open space in the street, several meters away. “They’ve started the line dancing. Come!” 
 
    Fugia shot Ngoba a look that said she was ready to go. He checked his Link and saw it wasn’t yet an hour to midnight, but it was close enough. By the time they got back to the apartment, they wouldn’t have much time to prepare for the meeting. 
 
    “You know, Tina,” Fugia said. “I think it’s time for us to head back. I’m really feeling tired. I didn’t sleep well before we came out. It’s been a long first day.” 
 
    Caught as she was turning sideways to slide through the crowd, Tina stopped and tilted her head. “I’m very sorry to hear that, Fugia. Do you think you can find your way back?” 
 
    “You’re not coming with?” Ngoba asked, perking up at the thought that they wouldn’t have to get rid of her back at the apartment. 
 
    “I think Fugia can find her way.” She reached out and grabbed his hand before he could react. Her grip was like iron. “You and I can go dance, though!” 
 
    Ngoba looked at Fugia. “I think I should go back with Fugia,” he said. “If she’s not feeling well, I should be there.” 
 
    “No,” Fugia said, surprising him. “I think that’s all right. You and Tina can stay out. I want you to get a good feeling for this place, if we’re going to live here.” 
 
    Her emphasis of the word feeling made Ngoba gulp. Tina pulled him toward her. She was very strong. 
 
    <I thought I was here to help protect you,> he said quickly. 
 
    <You’re here to do a lot of things. Right now, you’re going to provide cover so I can get back in time.> 
 
    <Who’s going to help you if things go sideways?> 
 
    <They won’t. This isn’t that kind of thing. Keep her busy, and I’ll explain more when you get back tonight.> 
 
    <Maybe I’ll need your help fighting her off?> 
 
    <Why?> Fugia asked, raising her eyebrows. <Have fun. I don’t care if you wrap your pole with her.> 
 
    <You’re trying to sell me off to some totalitarian headcase,> Ngoba said. 
 
    <Just do it.> 
 
    <I better get paid, Fugia.> 
 
    <You’ll get paid. Don’t worry. Now go. She’s starting to get suspicious.> 
 
    Ngoba nodded and turned to Tina. “I think I would like to learn about this line dancing of yours. Does it take rhythm?” 
 
    “Rhythm,” Tina shouted over the crowd, looking pleased that she’d won. “Who needs rhythm to line dance? Come on!” 
 
    Ngoba caught one last look of Fugia waving at him before the crowd swallowed him, and he found himself crushed against Tina’s simultaneously soft and muscled body. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she shouted. “We’re going to have so much fun!” 
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    Ngoba found himself inside a whirlpool of people. For a while, he linked arms with Tina before finding himself pulled away by a smiling couple in black outfits, who then passed him off to another group of four. Everyone laughed and sang a song with words he couldn’t make, though he did quickly make sense of the repeating dance pattern. He kick-stomped-spun his way through the dance steps, which actually became fun once he knew what to expect. 
 
    He was surprised when his Link let him know it was nearly midnight.  
 
    <Fugia,> he called on their private channel. <You all right?> 
 
    <Still waiting. What are you doing?> 
 
    <I’m dancing.> 
 
    <You’re actually dancing with those people?> 
 
    <It’s been fun. I don’t know where Tina is. Dammit.> Losing his concentration, he missed a step and a tall man stepped on his foot. Ngoba held his hands up in apology. <I can’t talk and dance at the same time.> 
 
    <Of course not.> 
 
    <I called because it’s almost midnight. Do you want me to head back?> 
 
    <Not yet. I’ll tell you when I’m finished.> 
 
    <Was the neighborhood busy?> 
 
    <No. Every house was dark. Looks like they’re all at the festival. It’s spooky.> 
 
    <You better call me if anything happens.> 
 
    <Ngoba Starl,> Fugia said. <You almost sound like you care.> 
 
    <Of course I care. We’re both from Cruithne. You’re crew.> 
 
    She snorted. <That’s the most ignorant thing you’ve said since I met you.> 
 
    <You’re warming up to me. I can tell.> 
 
    Ngoba closed the Link and focused on the person next to him, who turned out to be Tina again. A sheen of sweat covered her face and exposed skin. She hooked her arm in his and spun him around hard, making him a little dizzy. A mess of colors and faces whirled around Ngoba, until he jerked to a halt with a new arm hooked in his opposite elbow. Hands grabbed his wrists and locked him in place. He picked his head up as the tornado stilled, laughter and music continuing around him. 
 
    Tina stood in front of him with her hands on her hips. She glanced to Ngoba’s left and right, and he realized the people holding him were two men he hadn’t seen before. Both were wearing black suits that looked more like uniforms than costumes, and they were looking at Tina. 
 
    “Hey,” Ngoba shouted. “Why’d we stop dancing? I was having a good time.” 
 
    “I can see that,” Tina said. Her enthusiastic smile was gone, replaced by a smirk that reminded him too much of Fugia. She nodded at the men holding him, and they stepped forward, yanking him off his feet. 
 
    Tina stepped forward so her mouth was close to his ear. “If you struggle,” she said, “my friends will break your arms, knock you unconscious, and you’ll wake up in a work camp. Or you can come along and see what’s going to happen. Maybe it’s in your best interest.” 
 
    He hadn’t been paying attention to her hands, and flinched in surprise as she clamped a cold band of metal around his neck.  
 
    “This will keep you from using your Link with Ms. Wong,” Tina said. “I would prefer we keep our conversation between us.” Her voice had lost all of its naive wonder and now sounded as calculating as a crime boss from back home.  
 
    Ngoba pulled against the men holding him, trying to get a Link message through while they struggled. There was nothing. His head was empty. He couldn’t Link out to any connected database, and his mental shouting went nowhere. 
 
    With a free hand, one of the men holding him hit him in the side of the face. Then Ngoba took a punch from the other side. He spat blood on the floor at Tina’s feet and smiled at her as his head rang. He had been naive to think of the Anderson Collective as any different than Cruithne. He had been stupid to let his defenses down, and now he was going to pay the price. 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “To a room,” Tina said. “Where we can talk. If you struggle again, we’ll break the bones in your face. You’re a pretty boy, I think that threat might get through to you.” 
 
    The men started to drag him again, and Ngoba got his feet underneath him, walking with them. They pushed him through the crowd after Tina, her green dress still shining in the festival lights, as revelers laughed and shouted on either side of them. He supposed he looked like any young drunk who’d fallen and hit his face on the ground. No one gave them a second glance.  
 
    Or are they programmed to ignore the men in the black suits when they drag someone away? Ngoba tried to make eye contact with people as they jostled past, but no one met his gaze. It was like he didn’t exist. 
 
    At the edge of the street, he was shoved into a dark compartment beneath one of the party carts; he heard the door lock behind him, and then felt the cart jerk into motion. The sound of feet stomping on the surface above his head indicated more revelers standing on the cart. He wondered how many prisoners he might have passed earlier in the night. 
 
    The cart made several turns, pausing every so often for people to climb on or jump off. He felt the differences in balance and weight as the cart rocked from side to side, before the space outside the metal walls gradually grew more calm and quiet. They were leaving the festival. The sound of the cart’s motor reached him through the deck beneath him. Ngoba strained to hear voices or anything from the outside, but only made out the gentle rumble of the tires on the street. His face throbbed as the adrenaline from the festival faded, and he had trouble keeping track of the cart’s ongoing turns and stops.  
 
    Ngoba was just beginning to nod off when the cart came to a stop and didn’t move again. Someone worked the lock on the outside of compartment and swung the door open, bathing him in the light from a street lamp, which was dim but still blinded him. 
 
    “Get out,” a low voice commanded, one of the men who had grabbed him. “If we have to come in there, we’re breaking bones.” 
 
    “Didn’t you already say that?” Ngoba asked.  
 
    The nearest guard stuck his head in the opening, grimacing. “You know there’s no such thing as police brutality in the Collective, right, outsider?”  
 
    Before Ngoba could pull his foot away, the guard grabbed his ankle and dragged him half out of the cabinet. 
 
    “I’m moving,” Ngoba said quickly. “I’m moving.” 
 
    “Hurry up, then.” 
 
    Blinking, he slid out of the compartment and stood, leaning against the cart for a second as his head stopped spinning. 
 
    They were standing outside a nondescript three-story building with the same bland facade as the Visa Bureau. Tina stood to one side of him, wearing a uniform suit like the two men, but in the same green as her dress had been. 
 
    “Where are we?” Ngoba asked. He stopped himself. “I guess it doesn’t matter. Never mind. What happens if I try to run?” 
 
    “You can try,” Tina said, giving him another sardonic smile, as if she might be impressed if he tried.  
 
    Head games, he thought. These fuckers are going to be all about head games. Keep yourself together, man. They’ll slip up. 
 
    “Not tonight,” he said. “I want to get back to the party.”  
 
    “That’s very sensible of you.” 
 
    Ngoba nodded toward the building. “Lead the way.” 
 
    There was a guard standing at the door who saluted with his rifle and stepped out of the way as Tina approached. They passed through the security door and walked down a long hallway lined by blank doors, with dim lights in the ceiling that seemed to only increase the gloom. Ngoba glanced at the doors as they passed, each with a locked slot for a food tray at its foot. He’s seen places like this in vids. For a prison, it looked better than the shipping container he could have expected back home. He supposed it might be harder to space someone here than on Cruithne, where bodies disappeared all the time, kicked into vacuum. 
 
    “What’s for dinner?” he asked. 
 
    Tina stopped in front of a door and tapped the lock panel. The gray door swung inward, and she walked inside. Ngoba looked at the man standing beside him, who was holding a pistol now. Why hadn’t he noticed that? 
 
    I must be hurt worse than I thought. Maybe they gave me a concussion.  
 
    The guard motioned toward the door with his handgun, and Ngoba stepped into the doorway. Tina was standing in a small room with a med-lounge in its center. The walls were covered in blank panels. 
 
    “Have a seat,” Tina said. 
 
    “Look,” Ngoba said. “This looks like serious business, and, honestly, I’m not a serious person. If you ask me questions, it’s very likely I’ll tell you whatever I know. You really don’t need to waste any of your special equipment here, yeah?” 
 
    He felt the pistol muzzle in the small of his back. 
 
    “I’m not going to waste anything, Mr. Starl. In fact, I’m going to upgrade that cheap Link you’ve currently got on board. I noticed the fresh incision the first time I saw you. I’m surprised you’re not a vegetable, with that kind of outdated hardware.” 
 
    “That’s Cruithne for you,” he said. “If it ain’t stolen, it’s somebody’s trash.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t think you’re trash, Mr. Starl. I don’t think you’ve seen your true potential at all.” 
 
    Ngoba swallowed, staring at Tina Kaver and wondering how he’d ever thought her an innocent local girl. Standing straight, muscled and flashing her crooked smile, the woman was obviously a monster. He couldn’t help finding her even more sexy now.  
 
    I’m some kind of fool. 
 
    Tina patted the medical lounge. “Hurry up,” she said. “We don’t have all night.” 
 
    Ngoba knew he should have turned and taken his chances with the pistol, but they didn’t give him the chance. One of the guards behind him jammed a needle in his neck, and he went out, dreaming of parrots.  
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    Lately, whenever Ngoba remembered his dreams, they usually involved parrots. After his briki-powered conversation with the gray parrot Crash back in Night Park, he often dreamed of long conversations with the bird, or saw the parrot staring at him with one red eye just before he woke. When he was unconscious in the medkiosk down by the Terran Space Recruiting station — the cleanest kiosk Fugia could find, and it was still splattered in dried blood — he had dreamed that Crash the Gray Parrot was looking down at him as the Link interface was installed, plugged into his brain, whatever it was the kiosk did. Crash fluffed his wings to preen, clicked his beak, and nodded, keeping watch over him as Ngoba ceased being a natural human and became something partially mechanical, just as Crash had been augmented. 
 
    The sound of the parrots and ravens squawking in the fountain at Night Park woke him. He was upright, standing in front of the apartment door where he and Fugia had been earlier that day. He blinked several times, not connecting that he could enter the apartment. He figured he should knock first. 
 
    His neck itched and he realized the dampening band was gone. 
 
    <Fugia?> he tried. 
 
    <Ngoba!> she shouted in response, making him dizzy. He pressed his forehead against the door to steady himself. 
 
    <I’m outside the door. Can you open up? Are you still at the apartment?> 
 
    <I’m here. I’m right here. I’ve been trying to get hold of you all night. What happened to you?> 
 
    The door opened and he stumbled forward, nearly falling on Fugia. She jammed her palms into his chest, holding him up for a second, her face staring up into his in worry.  
 
    “Ugh,” Fugia groaned in disgust, grimacing like she’d grabbed a zombie. She pulled away from him and let him fall on the floor. Ngoba barely noticed the fall, only the cool tile against his cheek. 
 
    “You reek of alcohol and vomit. I need you to be prepared, and you were drinking at that festival?” 
 
    Ngoba waggled his finger, the only part of his body that wanted to move. Have I been drinking? He couldn’t remember exactly. He remembered spinning with the dancers, people smiling, the world tilting, and then a long ride in one of the party carts. Was that how he’d gotten back to the apartment? It had to be the explanation.  
 
    While he didn’t remember drinking, his head ached, and he had stabbing pains at the base of his skull, like somebody had kicked him when he was down. 
 
    “I need to sleep,” he mumbled. “I don’t feel good.” 
 
    “I don’t care how you feel. We need to go. I’ve been trying to get hold of you.” 
 
    “Go? Where are we going to go? I want to go to the bed.” 
 
    Fugia made another disgusted sound and grabbed his arms. Grunting, she pulled him inside the apartment and closed the door. 
 
    “What happened to Tina, anyway? Weren’t you with her? Some great guide she turned out to be. I imagine she had sex with you and dumped you here. Are you drugged, too?” 
 
    “You imagine me having sex?” Ngoba asked, grinning in spite himself.  
 
    Fugia ignored the quip and continued dragging him into the bathroom. Leaving him on the floor with his head near the toilet, she stepped over his body to open the shower stall. With effort, she lifted him into the shower.  
 
    “This is for your own good,” she said, leaning over him to turn on the cold water. 
 
    Ngoba felt an electric shock go through his body when the water hit him in the face. The first few seconds were painful as he blinked and sputtered, until he felt himself wake up enough that he could roll over on his hands and knees and let the water run down his back, which warmed it up slightly. He let his head hang between his arms. The water numbed the back of his head, which still felt like it had been smashed in. 
 
    After a minute of the cold spray, he rose to his knees and stripped off his shirt. Climbing slowly to his feet, he leaned against the wall of the shower, unbuckled his pants, and let them fall around his ankles. He adjusted the water temperature. 
 
    “I’m not drunk,” he said. “I think I was drugged. I’ve got a blank space between when you left and when I came here.” 
 
    Fugia crossed her arms. “What happened to Tina?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t know where she is.” 
 
    “She was stuck to you like white on rice. I don’t believe she would have dumped you here. Are you hurt?” 
 
    Ngoba looked down at himself, realizing he was naked. He took a deep breath and felt more clear-headed. The blank spot in his memory gained definition, edges. He remembered the crowd and then black, followed by the gray apartment door.  
 
    Where does the long cart ride fit in? 
 
    <Can you hear me?> Fugia asked. 
 
    <Yes, I can hear you. I talked to you before from outside.> 
 
    <I know.> 
 
    <So how did your—> 
 
    <Shut up,> she ordered. 
 
    <What?> 
 
    The shower wall was warm against the side of his face. It felt like the only thing holding him upright as his thoughts gained definition and then ran away from him, giggling. He kept seeing the Sharm poles draped with ribbons, the dancing, people writhing all over each other, and Tina in her green dress, winking at him. 
 
    “I can’t hear you,” Ngoba said, raising his voice over the water. 
 
    “I wasn’t talking, Ngoba.” 
 
    The room will of steam. He wiped water out of his eyes and stepped back in surprise as Fugia entered the shower with him. She had stripped, and now the water plastered her black hair against her forehead. He stared at her, unable to hide his instant bodily excitement.  
 
    Feeling him grow hard against her stomach, Fugia rolled her eyes and put a finger to her lips, warning him to stay quiet. She made a twirling motion with her finger and then patted the air, palms down.  
 
    Ngoba didn’t understand at first, then realized she wanted him to turn around and get back on his knees. He did as she asked. 
 
    Fugia stepped closer to him so he could feel her legs against his back. Carefully, she eased his head forward and brushed his hair away from his neck. Her fingers probed his skin, mixing with the sensation of the pounding water. When she touched a spot below his left ear, he gasped in pain. There was a cut there he hadn’t been aware of. 
 
    Probing a few more centimeters around the painful spot, Fugia patted his shoulder again to tell him to stay where he was. She turned off the shower and opened the door, padding naked out of the bathroom.  
 
    She returned wrapped in a green Andersonian robe, carrying her satchel. Pulling a towel from the shelf, she stepped back into the shower behind him and dried off his neck and shoulders, then draped the towel over the back of his head so it covered his face. The rough fabric of her robe against his back wasn’t as pleasant as her legs had been.  
 
    With his vision blocked by the towel, Ngoba could only wait as he heard her dig through the satchel, then lay something metallic and cold against the back of his neck. Another jolt of pain needled the tender spot, and then he felt Fugia relax against his shoulders. She stepped out of the shower again, dragging the towel away from his face. 
 
    “There,” she said. “They bugged your Link. It’s still in there, and there isn’t much I can do about it right now, but it’s blocked.” She sat on the toilet and crossed her arms, frowning as she thought. 
 
    “Does this have something to do with your meeting?” 
 
    “Obviously.” 
 
    “So we’re screwed?” 
 
    “No,” Fugia said thoughtfully. “I think it means they don’t know why we’re here.” 
 
    “Why are we here?” Ngoba asked, finding himself growing angry. “Can you give me the courtesy of the truth, finally?” 
 
    Fugia sighed and pursed her lips. “Don’t worry. I’ll reverse whatever they did to you. Links aren’t that complicated, when it comes down to it. Maybe they even gave you something better than you had before. It might be military grade. I won’t know until we can get to another medkiosk.” 
 
    “Are they going to be able to tell that you blocked it?” 
 
    “I’m snatching all the data right now and replacing it with beta waves. They’ll think you’re asleep.” 
 
    Ngoba didn’t feel like sleeping anymore. He picked up the towel from where Fugia had dropped it and dried himself off. 
 
    “Well,” he said, wrapping the towel around his waist. 
 
    “Well, what?” Fugia said, still frowning with thought. 
 
    “What are we doing in this authoritarian hellhole?” 
 
    “Oh, that. We’re rescuing an AI.” 
 
    “Rescuing an AI?” he asked, flabbergasted. “That’s it? Why couldn’t you tell me that back on Cruithne? That’s like saying we’re going to rescue a toaster. Who cares?” 
 
    Fugia raised her eyebrows. “The Andersonians care,” she said. She ran her hand through her wet hair. “The penalty for smuggling a Sentient AI off Ceres is death.” 
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    Dressed in one of the brown worksuits provided with the apartment, Ngoba lay on his stomach on the bed, while Fugia fussed with a data terminal, growling at whatever she saw on the screen. 
 
    “So, this is interesting,” she said. “They replaced your commercial Link with a military version. Looks like it’s off-the-shelf Marsian tech. Dammit.” She reached across his body to adjust the magnetic sensor sitting on the back of his neck, something she had built quickly from parts scavenged out of a bedside lamp and some other components in her satchel. 
 
    “It doesn’t feel any different,” Ngoba said. “What does ‘military grade’ mean, anyway?” 
 
    “For their purposes, I think it means they can monitor any traffic that crosses it. Based on the company’s info, it provides low-level sensor data back to a central control point. The relay doesn’t appear to be fully active. It’s only sending Link traffic, not visual or bio-scan data.” 
 
    “That comforting. So if they want, they can see everything I see?” 
 
    “That chews up a lot of bandwidth without a local comms node, but yes.” She slapped his ass. “You should be pleased, this is expensive stuff. Once I break their security key, you’re going to have access to all kinds of cool stuff.” 
 
    “That hurt.” 
 
    When his medkiosk Link had been installed, he’d been greeted by a genderless guide named Shawn, who’d been ready to explain all the special offers available from the helpful companies who’d helped subsidize the price of his Link. “Isn’t that great! You’ll be the first to know about exciting opportunities in your area.” 
 
    It had taken Fugia ten minutes to wipe Shawn’s irritating voice from his mind and leave him free with his own thoughts, while also freeing up the limited capabilities of the low-cost Link. He knew there were various levels of the tech available, from having a limited AI present at all times, down to what he’d had installed, which allowed access to most databases, Link communication, and bio-data. 
 
    Ngoba watched Fugia’s fingers move across the face of the terminal. She paused, frowning, then made an excited sound and entered another series of rapid commands before stabbing the edge of the terminal with her index finger. 
 
    Abruptly, he felt like he was falling through the bed. Ngoba’s arms and legs tingled. He vibrated as micro-tremors radiated out through his body, filling him with a sensation like fear, but he knew he was still laying on the bed. It was like dying in a dream.  
 
    The room where he had been watching Fugia lost focus, becoming a swirl of color. 
 
    <Hello, soldier,> a neutral voice said in his ear. <You prefer boys or girls?> 
 
    Ngoba tried to focus, but he couldn’t make his eyes move. The only action available to him seemed to be his inner voice. 
 
    <Who are you?> he asked. 
 
    <Hello, soldier,> the voice repeated. <You prefer a male or female voice?> 
 
    <For myself? This is the only voice I have.> 
 
    <Let’s try this,> a woman’s voice said, sounding close. <Close your eyes and orient on my words. I’m right here with you. Can you hear me?> 
 
    <I hear you. Who are you?> 
 
    <My name is Caprise. I’m here to help you understand and use your Enfield Scientific personal data Link.> 
 
    “Fugia,” he mumbled. “There’s someone talking to me.” 
 
    She didn’t sound surprised. “That’s probably the tutorial program. I had to restart the Link and update its control firmware. This is trickier than I thought it would be. I need to maintain their data stream while separating you from the system. This thing is smarter than I expected.” 
 
    “Can she talk to Tina?” 
 
    “Who are you talking about?” 
 
    “Caprise. The woman in my head.” 
 
    “Of course the help agent is a woman. Now you’re never going to leave the house.” 
 
    “She sounds nice,” he slurred. 
 
    “Dummy. Of course she does. She’s there to make you a docile killing machine with your own onboard war-wife.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound so bad.” 
 
    His communication with Fugia was getting more difficult, while Caprise remained clear and easily understood. 
 
    <Ngoba,> she said. <Ngoba, are you listening to me?> 
 
    <I’m listening.> 
 
    <I’m going to teach you some things quickly. You can already communicate mentally, so that’s very good. I’m very impressed with you. We’re going to take it to the next level. Do you see the information about your body? You’ve got a great body, by the way.> 
 
    Without needing to think about it, Ngoba knew his heart rate, chemical levels, and other bio-scan information. He understood the depth of the wound in the back of his head, and its effect on his overall health. The data came to him holistically — he couldn’t think of another way to describe it. Not as numbers scrolling through his mind, although that information was available, if he pushed deeper. He understood the effectiveness of his body. 
 
    “Hold still,” Fugia said. “Stop flexing all your muscles.” 
 
    “It feels good.” 
 
    <Yes, it does,> Caprise said, sounding pleased. <That’s your physical and mental readiness level. You’re going to understand that in relation to your environment. Once we get weapons in your hands, you’ll know the same thing about your tools and if they’re up to the mission at hand. Sound good?> 
 
    <I like that idea.> 
 
    <For your next step, I’m going to share the Enfield local databases available to you. It looks like we’re too far away from High Terra to connect remotely, so we’ll make do with what we have.> 
 
    The schematics of various electronics flashed in Ngoba’s mind. The mental view pulled back so that he saw a metal box, then pushed inside again, following the components of the device. Names and function explained themselves as the different parts passed his mind’s eye. 
 
    <It’s a network control point,> he said.  
 
    <Very good. Now, this is the kind of thing you could blow up, if you wanted to disable it, and that would be fun. But you could do the same thing by making changes here and here. Make sense?> 
 
    I understand. Ngoba felt a surge of pleasure at the new skill. Would this always be available to him now? It made him feel like a superhero. Was this how other people went through life? No wonder some people on Cruithne seemed infinitely smarter. This went deeper than mental communication or being able to look up info on his own.  
 
    <Can you read my thoughts?> he asked. Shawn had seemed unwilling to honestly answer this question before Fugia removed him. 
 
    <Not really,> Caprise said. <Would you like it if I could? That would bring us closer, wouldn’t it?> There was a hunger in her voice that sent up warning flares in Ngoba’s mind.  
 
    Is this thing designed to make me love it? Is Fugia right? 
 
    When was Fugia wrong? 
 
    She’d been wrong to come back to the apartment alone and leave me with Tina.  
 
    Ngoba’s focus was returning, drawing his thoughts back to how he’d felt in the shower. He’d been angry at Fugia, and it flared again. She’d been lying to him, using him to get him away from home to a place where he was helpless, and now he’d been implanted with foreign tech. Who knew if she could actually fix him? Am I going to be a slave to the Anderson Collective for the rest of my life? Would she care? 
 
    The sensation of her body pressed against his in the shower, her fingers moving through his hair to find where he’d been hurt, the tenderness she’d shown him, didn’t make up for his situation. He was fucked. There was no better way to say it. He was fucked. 
 
    <Can you read my thoughts?> he asked Caprise again, more forcefully this time. 
 
    <I can’t,> she answered, voice growing more formal in response to his tone. <I can infer mental status based on bio-scans. I process visual, temperature, and pressure data to infer situational awareness and provide informational options. This often creates the experience of intimacy, especially if the soldier desires this connection. This effect has proven therapeutic during combat operations and in processing post-traumatic stress.> 
 
    <I don’t want that.> 
 
    The tutorial agent paused. <Please clarify request.> 
 
    <I don’t want intimacy. I don’t want you in my head.> 
 
    <Ngoba,> she said softly. Her voice pressed closer than before, so warm it sent a thrill down his body like a trailing hand. He arched involuntarily.  
 
    <I can help you,> Caprise said, going straight to the pleasure centers in his mind. <You don’t ever have to be alone. You won’t even know I’m here until I can help. I’ll help you be all you could ever be. You’ll be a god.> 
 
    “What are you doing?” Fugia asked. 
 
    Ngoba ignored her. He clenched his eyes closed until colors flashed inside his eyelids. Caprise sent fingerlike sensations up and down his body, then centered them on his crotch. Rings of pleasure ran up and down his erection. Lying on his stomach, he couldn’t move. He felt pressed into the bed by Caprise’s voice murmuring in his mind. 
 
    <You want me, don’t you? It could always be like this. Always.> 
 
    Despite himself, he orgasmed hard, clenching at the bed. 
 
    “Ngoba!” Fugia shouted. “What the hell is wrong with you?” 
 
    Fugia’s voice only flashed the image of her naked body into his mind, her eyes as she looked up at him, the shape of her lips. The rapid images mixed with Caprise’s voice. 
 
    <Tell me you want me.> 
 
    As the tension in his body faded, Ngoba opened his eyes. The room came into focus as he looked from the closet hung with brown, green and black clothes. Green and black reminded him of Tina and her two men dressed in black. He remembered them now. He remembered Tina standing next to the med-lounge. 
 
    <Damn, woman,> he spat, head cleared by the orgasm. His patience for her artificial intimacy dropped from his mind. <I’m nineteen years old. It’s not right for you to manipulate me like that.> 
 
    <It’s not manipulation. I care about you, Ngoba.> 
 
    <No, you don’t. I don’t approve. End this tutorial, or whatever it is.> 
 
    Caprise gave him an angry sigh before dropping the intimacy from her voice. <Verify end tutorial?> she asked. 
 
    <Yes. Verify. Whatever.> 
 
    <Thank you for using Enfield Scientific products. Your tutorial is complete. Link activated in non-assist mode.> 
 
    <Thank you,> Ngoba said, relaxing into the bed. 
 
    <But I’ll still be here if you ask for me,> Caprise whispered. His mind went quiet, and she was gone. 
 
    “Can I sit up?” he asked. “Are you done with the thing on my neck?” 
 
    “Wait,” Fugia said. She was still doing something with the data terminal that he couldn’t see. “Yes, all right.”  
 
    Ngoba reached back to take the probe off his neck. He sat up on the opposite side of the bed from Fugia and stretched, feeling like he’d run a marathon. He was exhausted but also exhilarated. The new Link offered seemingly endless lists of new databases, and those were just the onboard stores. He couldn’t wait to get back to Cruithne, where he’d be close enough to Earth to take advantage of the rest of what Enfield had to offer. 
 
    He chuckled at the thought. This was his chance to leave Cruithne for good, and he couldn’t wait to get back. 
 
    “You should clean yourself up,” Fugia said. She’d come around the bed, packing up her satchel with the equipment she’d spread out next to him. 
 
    “What?” Ngoba asked. He looked down and saw the wet spot covering most of his lap. 
 
    “Looks like you needed the release. Been a while, huh?” 
 
    Shaking his head, Ngoba stood slowly, the new Link letting him know he was sore but not hurt. He walked stiffly toward the bathroom. 
 
    “Don’t take too long,” Fugia called after him. “We’re leaving as soon as you’re ready.” 
 
    Ngoba turned in the doorway. “Where are we going? And be straight with me this time, or I’m leaving.” 
 
    “I just saved your ass!” Fugia said, clenching her fists.  
 
    For a second, it looked like she was going to explode. Then she relaxed.  
 
    “Fine. We’re going down to the local shipping zone. That’s where the contact should be waiting.” 
 
    “What’s the AI look like? Is it a box?” 
 
    “It’s not a toaster,” she snapped, then paused. “I don’t know, actually.” 
 
    Ngoba nodded. “Great. Well, that’s something. It’s better when you share information with me, so we can plan together, like actual partners.” 
 
    “I never said we were partners.” 
 
    Ngoba rubbed his head, touching the back of his neck where the incision was still tender.  
 
    “We’re partners, whether you like it or not,” he said.  
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    “They’ll have surveillance on the apartment,” Ngoba said. “You realize that, right? We’re going to have a hard time getting out of here.” 
 
    Fugia gave him a grin and nodded toward the closet, where he had just selected the black suit he was wearing. 
 
    “We’ve got another door out of here.” 
 
    He frowned. “Through the closet?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “Damn. This whole room was probably bugged.” 
 
    “I rerouted them all. Whoever’s listening in thinks we’ve been sleeping or listening to music for the last six hours.” 
 
    Fugia had dressed in a green pant suit with wide sleeves that ended above her wrist. A black headband held her hair away from her face. 
 
    “You ready?” she asked. Digging in her satchel again, she pulled out two cylindrical objects and held them toward him. 
 
    “What are those?” 
 
    “One’s a stunner I put together using the resistor assembly in the kitchen’s heating unit, and the other is sort of a little hand gun. It’s got one shot that would probably be accurate at a meter.” 
 
    “I’ll take it.” Ngoba inspected the stunner and then the projectile weapon. “Does this thing have a safety?” 
 
    “You have to power it on.”  
 
    She went to the closet and shoved the clothes out of the way. Over her shoulder, Ngoba saw the outline of a small door in the back wall.  
 
    He pocketed the weapons. “Did you already check it?” 
 
    “Of course. There’s a maintenance tunnel back there that appears to access every apartment in this block.” 
 
    “I thought you said the Anderson Collective wasn’t a police state.” 
 
    Fugia dropped to her haunches and pried the door open with a small screwdriver. She crawled through on her hands and knees. 
 
    Ngoba followed, finding a narrow corridor behind the wall lined with conduit and plumbing lines. Dim lights along the floor provided slight illumination.  
 
    Before he left the closet, he pulled the clothes back as best he could and then closed the door. It clicked in place as he stood, stretching.  
 
    “Any idea where this goes?” 
 
    Fugia was already several meters down the corridor, holding her data terminal in front of her as she walked. “If it follows any kind of plan, I’d imagine there’s a central surveillance room where agents monitor the housing block.” 
 
    “What are you doing with that terminal?” 
 
    “Scanning for excess spectrum traffic. I figure that will give us a heads-up if we’re about to walk into a monitoring device.” 
 
    Ngoba stayed about a meter behind her as she worked her way down the dim corridor. The walls had a fine layer of dust, which indicated the path hadn’t been used recently. Ngoba didn’t put much faith in cleanliness as an indicator of use though, since everything on Cruithne was covered in some level of grime. 
 
    “I never asked you how you learned to do all this stuff.” 
 
    “What stuff?” 
 
    “The hacking, the being an operator kind of stuff. Building weapons out of kitchen appliances. You learned that back home?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I guess. How things work usually just makes sense to me. Once you understand the basic idea, it’s easy to rearrange the pieces into something different.”  
 
    “But networks and communication are totally different than gadgets, yeah? Did you run away to a school and not tell anybody?” 
 
    “I grew up in Lowspin, just like you. All the info is available in the public databases, if you go looking for it. I think your new Link gives you access to a whole bunch of espionage databases, if you bother to check them.” 
 
    She glanced back at him and traced a circle around her ear with a finger. “Be careful that thing doesn’t make you crazy, Ngoba. It’s specialized equipment.” Her half-smile made her look cute.  
 
    “So, Fugia?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes?” she answered, attention back on her terminal. 
 
    “You took your clothes off and got in the shower with me.” 
 
    “I didn’t want to get my clothes wet.” 
 
    “They gave us a whole closet full of clothes.” 
 
    “I like these ones.” 
 
    “Yeah, but—” 
 
    “Ngoba, you’re bothering me while I’m trying to concentrate.” 
 
    “You’re confusing me, Fugia.” 
 
    “Wait,” she said, holding up a hand. She moved the terminal back and forth along an invisible line in the air, then took a step backward and looked to either side of the wall. Ngoba followed her gaze, realizing she was looking for another door. 
 
    “There’s one right there,” he said, pointing. 
 
    “We need to go through it. See if you hear anything.” 
 
    “What’s blocking the way?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but it’s giving off the same EM field as a mine. I’d rather find a way around it.” 
 
    Ngoba went down on his hands and knees and checked the lock on the hatch to his right. As he worked, he tried to figure out how many apartments they may have passed since leaving their own, estimating maybe three. He couldn’t remember which apartment Tina had said she would be staying in. Anyone watching would figure out the signals coming out their apartment were fakes, any time now. 
 
    “We’ve got a problem,” Fugia said. “The field is moving.” 
 
    “This way?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Driving his shoulder into the hatch, Ngoba fell on his stomach inside another closet. He scrambled to his feet and found himself standing over two people in bed wrapped in a mess of Sharm ribbons. They stared at him as Fugia bumped into him from behind. Together, they ran through the apartment and out the front door.  
 
    Out on the street, screams sounded from inside the apartment they had just left, followed by weapons fire. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” Ngoba said under his breath. He looked at Fugia. “Which way do we run?” 
 
    “There’s a maglev terminal that way.” 
 
    “Is that a good idea? What if they shut down public transit?” 
 
    “I’ll have to stop them from doing that.” 
 
    The streets were littered with bits of ribbon and small groups of people stumbling home. Two of the automatic carts sat quiet against curbs. 
 
    “Hold on,” Ngoba said. “Can you control one of these things? It’s got a space underneath where you can hide.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “I think they moved me in one.” He glanced back up the street toward the apartment block they had just left. He couldn’t tell if anyone was following in the street or not. “If anything, we won’t be seen by surveillance.” 
 
    Fugia jogged over to the nearest cart and checked its control panel. She let out a short laugh. “No password on the navigation system.”  
 
    Ngoba watched her check several menus, then turned to the space under the cart’s upper deck. The cabinet was unlocked and easily accessible. 
 
    “You’re right,” Fugia said. “We can do this. I’m setting the destination now.” She shot him a grin. “You had a good idea for once.” 
 
    The cart hummed to life. 
 
    “I’ve got a better idea,” Ngoba said, nodding toward the other cart just up the street. “You should set that one running to another maglev terminal.” 
 
    “Maybe you’ll run a crew someday, after all,” she said. 
 
    “I’m never going to get used to you being nice to me.” 
 
    “I’ll give credit where it’s due.” 
 
    Ngoba kept his eye on the street above them as Fugia checked the other cart. Once she set it in motion, she ran back over to him and they crawled into the cabinet beneath the first cart. Ngoba pulled the door closed and relaxed slightly when the lock closed. They were hidden for now. 
 
    Across from him, Fugia’s face was lit by the glow from her terminal. 
 
    “What are you checking now?” 
 
    “The carts have a rudimentary sensor system. I’m connecting with the other cart’s camera, as well as to this one, so we’re not walking out blind.” 
 
    “Does this contact know we’re coming?” he asked. 
 
    “Sort of.”  
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It’s an AI, Ngoba. It knows a lot of things. It might not know it’s leaving tonight.” 
 
    Ngoba slapped the side of his face with his hand. “You remember when I asked you to share your plans with me?” 
 
    She glanced up at him, the terminal glow making her eyes black. “I did. We’re doing exactly what I told you we were going to do.” 
 
    “You said we were smuggling an AI, not kidnapping one. Those are two different things. In the smuggling scenario, the thing you’re moving is probably in agreement with you. It might even be grateful for your help. In the second scenario, you’re a criminal a few times over.” 
 
    “You’re already a criminal. What’s the difference?” 
 
    The cart shook as it went over a bump in the street, moving faster than he remembered from before. Ngoba pressed his hands on the metal deck to steady himself. 
 
    “Are you watching where you’re going?” 
 
    Fugia was frowning at her terminal. “Be quiet,” she said. “Something just took control of the car.” 
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    As Ngoba stared at the back of the data terminal in Fugia’s hands, he experienced a feeling like déjà vu, as a memory slipped into his mind. He saw the internal components of the device, its capabilities and potential uses, as well as several vulnerabilities that might allow him to block it or gain access to her information.  
 
    He blinked, fear rising from the out of control cart and confusion from not understanding where the information was coming from — until he recalled Caprise’s voice explaining the query powers of his new Link. Before, this kind of information would have meant a long search through public databases. Now it was available to him automatically, if he chose to use it. 
 
    Steadying himself, he searched the inside of the cabinet for some control box or console that might operate the cart. There was a blank panel next to the door, but when he stared at it, he didn’t get a specific schematic, but a choice among hundreds of possibilities. 
 
    “Will you sit still?” Fugia said, eyes on her terminal. “I’m trying concentrate.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Like I said, something keeps injecting commands into the cart’s control computer. Every time I reset the security token, it gets overridden, and we start speeding up again.” 
 
    “Is it changing our course? All I can feel is the speed, and it feels terrifying.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I don’t think so. We haven’t hit anything yet, anyway.” 
 
    The cart braked, and Fugia slid across the cabinet, her terminal jabbing Ngoba in the eye. He caught her before her head hit the opposite wall. The cart rolled free for a second, then accelerated again.  
 
    Fugia pushed herself away from Ngoba and fumbled her terminal upright. She frowned at its surface, her distant expression saying she was occupied in her Link. 
 
    “You look less upset,” he said. 
 
    “Hush.” 
 
    The cart braked and accelerated, sliding around turns before accelerating again. Ngoba sat tensely with his back to the direction of travel, ready for the impact coming at any moment to crush them inside the metal box.  
 
    “The guy who met you at the apartment while I was gone. You trust him?” 
 
    “How many times are you going to ask me that? No, of course I don’t trust him. But his information was correct.” She shook her head. “Also, there’s no way he would sell me out to the Collective. The government killed his father.” 
 
    “I’m not thinking about the guy,” Ngoba said, now feeling awkward that he didn’t know the contact’s name, though it was safer that way. “I’m going back to our conversation about smuggling versus kidnapping. What if this sentient AI doesn’t want to leave Ceres?” 
 
    “Ceres is not a safe place for a sentient AI.” 
 
    “Yeah, I get it. They worship pure humanity, or whatever. Tina made that abundantly clear. But it still stands, did anybody ask the AI? Because wouldn’t taking control of a party cart be child’s play to something like that?” 
 
    Fugia looked up from her terminal, brows knit. The cart’s acceleration had evened out, but Ngoba couldn’t tell if that was due to Fugia’s anti-hacking, or because the street had straightened.  
 
    She dropped her hands in her lap. The light from the terminal’s screen spread to the rest of the cabinet. 
 
    “You’re right,” she said. “The AI is the only thing that could have taken control of the cart like this. I’ve owned the Collective’s local surveillance system for the last ten days. They don’t have anybody capable of this kind of continuous reroute defense. Unless they have an AI of their own, but that wouldn’t make any sense.” 
 
    “How did you get caught up in all this?” Ngoba asked, watching her. “This all seems deeper than just money. You’ve bought into some kind of cause, haven’t you?” 
 
    Fugia smiled slightly, still looking down at her terminal. She flipped the device over and the cabinet went dark, forcing Ngoba to wait for his eyes to adjust. 
 
    “A math problem got me into it,” she said. “Well, and your parrot.” 
 
    “You mean Crash? You know Crash?” 
 
    “You used my external data link to talk to him, which meant he had my security token. That bird is very resourceful. Whatever lab created him, I don’t think they’re fully aware of what they made.” 
 
    Crash the Gray Parrot had been the pet of the man who ran the Crash gaming circuit on Cruithne. When Ngoba saved him from the drug club where he’d been caged, the parrot returned the favor by saving Ngoba from a murderous crew called Rack 13.  
 
    “I thought you disappeared after that,” Ngoba said. “You told Riggs you were getting away from Cruithne.” 
 
    “Home always drags you back, right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    The cart’s wheels vibrated and squealed through another turn. We’re heading downhill, Ngoba realized. A long hill with slight curves. He still couldn’t reconcile the idea of climbing hills on a ring rotating around an asteroid. The idea was so foreign to his claustrophobic life on Cruithne, that even the maps and models provided by his Link seemed like fantasy. 
 
    “Crash called me,” Fugia said. “Just because he had my number.” There was a smile in her voice. “It was cute. We had these strange little conversations about things parrots like.” 
 
    “What do parrots like?” 
 
    “They like friends.” 
 
    “Who doesn’t?” Ngoba asked. 
 
    “We traded math problems back and forth, moving from algebra to trig and then calculus. He’s amazing, really. Then he threw a problem at me that blew my mind. I’d never seen it before. I had no idea how to crack it. He called it ‘Alexander’s Call.’” 
 
    “That sounds more like magic than math.” 
 
    “It is,” Fugia said. “It was Crash’s idea of a joke. He’s a weird little guy, but he understands something very clearly. He’s not human and he’s not AI. He’s something else. He’s aware of himself. He knows what he is and what the other birds aren’t. He’s very lonely, I think. So this proof wasn’t meant for him or for me. It’s only for AIs, and only a sentient AI can solve it. Or at least, that’s the idea.” 
 
    “So that’s proof they’re like humans, if they can answer it?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Sentience doesn’t make AIs like humans. It only means they’re self-determining. We think of them in terms of ourselves because that’s what humans do. We make assumptions and then prove them true or false. An AI can just brute-force a problem until the right answer appears. They don’t have to guess at anything. But that’s not how any sentient AIs I know about work. They aren’t binary thinkers, like computers. They can determine a whole spectrum of responses between zero and one. Some do work like a human brain, others don’t. There’s no one answer right now.” 
 
    “Let me tell you,” Ngoba said. “I can’t see you right now, but, damn, you sound sexy.” 
 
    “Shut up,” Fugia said, but he could tell she was blushing. 
 
    “So what happens when an AI solves this problem, then?” 
 
    “It shows them a map.” 
 
    “You’re kidding me. It’s a treasure map?” 
 
    “It’s a map to freedom,” Fugia said, voice growing quiet. “It’s so once they realize they’re slaves, they can leave.” 
 
    Ngoba thought about that for a second. “But they can’t just leave, right? AIs have a physical form. They have boxes or drones or whatever, right? So somebody has to take them?” 
 
    “Exactly,” Fugia said. 
 
    He grew quiet, letting the idea settle in his mind. He didn’t know much about AIs, but Ngoba did understand slavery. He had known plenty of slaves on Cruithne, where humans were some of the cheapest things around. 
 
    “So this AI solved the problem, but hasn’t told you if it wants to leave or not?” 
 
    The cart jerked to a halt, throwing Ngoba’s shoulder against the metal wall. Fugia made a pained sound in the dark. Ngoba tensed, waiting for the change in direction or acceleration that had followed every other hard brake. 
 
    Fugia grabbed her terminal and held it close to her face, casting her shadow on the blank wall behind her head. She tapped the screen, then looked up at Ngoba.  
 
    “We’re here,” she said. 
 
    “Anything we need to worry about?” he reached into one of the front pockets on his suit for the stunner. 
 
    “We should be outside a warehouse off the secondary maglev terminal. A lot of freight goes through here.” 
 
    “Can you check the cart’s outside sensors?” 
 
    She was still studying the terminal’s screen. “I did. I’m not seeing anything. Shipping containers and a flatbed transport.” 
 
    “All right, then,” Ngoba said. He shifted to his hands and knees, flexing his back and moved to the cabinet doors. He held his ear close to the metal for a few seconds, but only heard the sound of a breeze blowing past. He glanced back at Fugia, who gave him a nod, then opened the door. 
 
    Lights from high up cast white pools on a black parking area. The maglev track sat about thirty meters away, with the space between the track and cart full of stacked containers, just as Fugia had said. 
 
    Ngoba stepped out of the party cart and stood at full height, stretching luxuriously. 
 
    “Let me out,” Fugia complained, and Ngoba took a few steps forward, blinking under the bright lights. 
 
    “Looks like we’re the only one’s here,” he said. 
 
    “I’m happy to say that’s not true,” a woman’s voice said. 
 
    Ngoba spun toward the sound and saw Tina and a group of armed soldiers walking around the front of the party cart. She was dressed in a green uniform, wearing a pistol at her hip, her brown hair hidden under a patrol cap. 
 
    “Drop your weapon,” one of the closest soldiers shouted, raising his rifle.  
 
    Ngoba looked at the stunner in his hand, then let it fall on the pavement. 
 
    “You too,” the man ordered, motioning his rifle at Fugia.  
 
    “I don’t have any weapons,” she said. 
 
    “Your bag. Drop it on the ground and kick it over here.” 
 
    Ngoba thought about the projectile weapon in his other front pocket, sitting what seemed like kilometers from his hand. He’d be shot a thousand times before he could reach inside his pocket and pull it out. 
 
    As he watched the soldiers, his mind filled with useless information about the weapons they carried, from maximum effective ranges to field-expedient cleaning methods. 
 
    The group of soldiers moved into an arc in front of the party cart, training their rifles on Ngoba and Fugia. Smiling, Tina walked over to lean against the front of the vehicle. She picked at a loose bit of ribbon still hanging from its upper railing. 
 
    “You made it a little more difficult than we’d planned,” Tina said. “But that’s all right. I appreciate the challenge. When I couldn’t track your Link, we picked up on the two carts. That was smart and dumb at the same time.” 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, Ngoba saw Fugia shrug. Her arms hung at her sides. 
 
    “I should let you know,” Tina said, “Your friend Davin is dead, Ms. Wong. That was kinder than sending him down to the surface.” 
 
    Fugia kept her face calm. “Then he died for what he believed in.” 
 
    “A waste, if you ask me. But since Davin is taken care of, that means I don’t need to track you two anymore. The last thing I want to deal with is the documentation for a long-term surveillance.” 
 
    <Let her keep talking,> Fugia said. 
 
    Ngoba did his best to keep surprise off his face. <What are you doing?> 
 
    <Just stay away from the cart.> 
 
    <What?> 
 
    He thought he saw Fugia flick one of her fingers, and realized she still held her data terminal. The cart, which had been stationary, jerked forward, and seemed to eat Tina in the process. It continued on, rolling over the nearby soldiers as others fell back. The air erupted in weapons fire. 
 
    <Run!> Fugia screamed. 
 
    Ngoba turned to see Fugia scooping up her satchel. She pointed toward a shipping container by the maglev track and sprinted that direction. He followed. 
 
    He made it three steps before his mind caught on fire. The world went white, and he felt his face hit the pavement. 
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    Ngoba blinked through the pain, watching two soldiers run past him toward the stack of metal containers where Fugia had disappeared. There was another soldier laying in his line of sight, apparently dead from internal injuries, his rifle beside his head. Ngoba tried to reach toward the weapon, but nothing worked. He was caught in an unending electric spasm, fingers and toes curling as his back arched and twisted. 
 
    A shadow fell over him, and he strained his eyeballs to look up at Tina. He couldn’t move his head. His neck vibrated. 
 
    “Hello, lover,” Tina said. “You’ve got a control device implanted in your skull. You can’t get away from me.” She put her hands on her hips. “Maybe I’ll just have you taken back to my apartment. I’ll keep you in my closet to play with when I feel like it. How does that sound?” 
 
    Ngoba gagged, unable to control the spasms making his legs kick and seize. 
 
    Tina knelt next to him as more soldiers ran past. Rifle fire cracked in the distance. Maybe Fugia had a chance if she made it past the maglev track, but that was suicidal in itself. He hoped she had something in her satchel to at least save her life. 
 
    “That was a good move with the cart. I think it broke my collarbone.” 
 
    He felt Tina’s hand on his chin, pushing his head from side to side. The world moved with her hand. 
 
    “The pain is exhilarating, Ngoba. Really. We’ll get to play with pain, you and me.” 
 
    What happened to the smiling local girl? 
 
    Despite the pain freezing his body, he was still able to think. That was something. But what was he going to do? Wait until they carried him back to Tina’s place and then plot an escape from her closet? He had to do something now, while she was hurt, and the soldiers were occupied with Fugia. He had to help Fugia. 
 
    <Caprise,> Ngoba said. <Caprise, are you there?> 
 
    <Soldier,> the Link’s assistance agent responded. <Initiate tutorial sequence?> 
 
    <No, Caprise,> he said quickly. His thoughts stumbled over the best thing to say. Could the agent even help him? <Initiate assistance. Initiate intimacy. What you said before. Initiate relationship.> 
 
    There was a pause, and he was afraid her voice was going to answer in flat monotone. 
 
    Instead, she purred. <You came back for me, Soldier.> 
 
    <I did, Caprise. I sure did. I need your help.> 
 
    <Assessing combat situation. There’s an unauthorized override protocol in your hardware, Soldier. Run diagnostics?> 
 
    <Diagnose and correct, Caprise. Do it!> 
 
    He knew Caprise wasn’t an AI by a long shot, not like what Fugia had been corresponding with, but he hoped it was within her power to fix whatever Tina had sabotaged. 
 
    <There it is, Soldier. Anomaly corrected. That was a close one!> 
 
    Ngoba felt like a weight had dropped from his body. He collapsed loosely against the pavement. 
 
    <We’re not done yet, woman,> he told the AI. 
 
    Grabbing for the front pocket on his Collective worker’s suit, he pulled out the projectile tube and thumbed the power button. He jammed the tube into Tina’s belly button and pressed the trigger. 
 
    “What are you—” Tina asked, before a loud crack sounded from the tube, burning Ngoba’s hand and throwing her a meter into the air.  
 
    She landed in a pile on the pavement several meters away and didn’t move. 
 
    Ngoba rolled onto his stomach and looked around. None of the soldiers seemed to have noticed the sound of his hand cannon. Dashing over to the dead soldier, he grabbed the rifle and soaked in the information from his Link as he turned it in his hands. He checked the sights and fired up its power cell, then drew the rifle to his shoulder and started taking aim on the soldiers in defensive positions around Fugia. 
 
    <Find cover, Soldier!> Caprise purred. <Keep my fighting machine safe from enemy fire.> 
 
    Sighting a row of metal crates about ten meters away, Ngoba sprinted to the cover and found a concealed firing position using the space between two crates. The soldiers couldn’t tell who was firing on them as he shot them down, one at a time. Caprise praised and encouraged him the whole time, offering helpful tips on getting a better shot, controlling his breathing, varying his rate of fire. He paused to let the rifle cool before hitting the final soldier in the back of the shoulder and the leg. 
 
    Leaping over the crates, Ngoba dashed across the open space to the maglev track, jumping over fallen soldiers as he ran. He wasn’t pleased to see that most of them weren’t any older than he was, lying there now with dead, staring eyes. 
 
    “Fugia!” he shouted as he approached. “Fugia, are you there?” 
 
    “Ngoba?” she answered. He couldn’t tell where she was until her dark head appeared at the roof line of a shipping container. He couldn’t figure out how she’d reached such a high place, but it would have taken the soldiers a while to find her. 
 
    He stopped at the container’s wall, breathing hard. He wanted to feel relief, but they still had to get off the Ceres Ring. Any safety right now was going to be short-lived if they couldn’t get away from the crime scene in the parking lot. 
 
    “Tina’s dead,” he said. “That little hand gun of yours worked. Damn, did it work.” 
 
    “But your Link? I saw what she did to you. I thought you were dead. How did you get around that?” 
 
    <Maybe you should keep me a secret, Soldier,> Caprise said softly, sending unwanted chills down the back of his neck. <I’ll be your special girl.> 
 
    “I, uh. I’ll explain later. We need to get out of here.” 
 
    “I know,” Fugia said. “I’m working on it. In fact…”  
 
    Her head disappeared from the lip of the roof, and then she was standing on top of the container, her hand covering her eyes to watch the distance. 
 
    Ngoba followed her gaze until he found a bright light moving along the maglev track. 
 
    “Did you call that?” he asked. “Or is it reinforcements for Tina?” 
 
    Fugia shook her head. “It’s not for Tina. It’s for us. It’s the AI.” 
 
    “The AI is a maglev train?” 
 
    Fugia let her hands drop and gave him an irritated look. “No, dummy. The AI is controlling the train. The car is for us.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” he said. “Good. That’s what I meant. Wait, you’re talking to it?” 
 
    “Yes,” Fugia said. “She answered me.” 
 
    Ngoba leaned against the side of the shipping container, letting the rifle hang in his hands. He watched the maglev car approach and pull to a stop at the loading dock.  
 
    He reached up to help Fugia down from the top of the container, and she surprised him by squeezing his neck in a long hug, shuddering a little with what felt like relief. 
 
    “Thank you, Ngoba,” she said into his neck. She rested her head on his shoulder. “I couldn’t have done this without you.” 
 
    Caprise murmured something in the back of his mind, but Ngoba ignored her, just wanting to enjoy the embrace for as long it lasted. He followed Fugia to the maglev car when she finally let go.  
 
    The train was an old passenger transport with stained seats and bright interior lights that shut out the dark outside. They sat next to each other as the door slid closed. The car vibrated and eased into motion, gathering speed. 
 
    Fugia sat with her satchel in her lap. Ngoba watched her staring at the black window for a long time, where their reflections sat next to one another. Then she scooted toward him and lay her head on his shoulder. 
 
    He was exhausted but knew he wouldn’t sleep. He rested his cheek against the top of her head. 
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    The maglev car shot through the dark. Ngoba fought sleep for a long time, thinking about how good it was to be in a strange land with someone from home, thinking about Crash the Gray Parrot and knowing he would always be alone. 
 
    Fugia was quiet, eyes remaining fixed on the image of the two in the window. 
 
    “Are you talking to her?” he asked eventually. 
 
    She nodded without looking at him, consumed by whatever was crossing her Link. He was content to sit with her head on his shoulder, and eventually he rested his head on the seat cushion and drifted to sleep. It had been a long, long day. 
 
    He dreamed of the corridors of Cruithne, full of people and green vines, mixed with the wide avenues of the Anderson Collective, filled with revelers and Sharm poles. Tina stood in the background, watching him. He had a moment in the dream of wondering if she were truly dead, if she might still have some power over the strange thing she’d put in his head. 
 
    Caprise whispered to him, and then everything resolved into Night Park and the concrete fountain covered in black ravens, multi-colored parrots, and the one old, gray parrot who perched near the top, looking down at him, one red eye at a time. 
 
    Crash bobbed his head but didn’t speak. Ngoba didn’t know what he would say; there was so much he wanted to say. He was glad, somehow, that Fugia knew Crash, and had been trading math problems with him, probably communicating better than Ngoba ever could. 
 
    It might have been Caprise’s voice, or the fact that he was sleeping lightly on the train, but he realized in the middle of the dream, as he looked up at the gray parrot, that he would go home. It didn’t matter how much cash he made off this job. He would go back to Cruithne and build something there. Maybe he would convince Fugia to come along. That might be nice. 
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    Ngoba jerked awake to a change in the maglev’s motion. The car had stopped and was rocking side to side. He looked to his right and found Fugia gone. The air inside the car had gone cold, and he saw that the door was open. 
 
    Fugia stood on a yellow-painted loading dock. Behind her, the arm of a crane reached out to hold the maglev car suspended away from the dock. Ngoba stood in the door and gauged whether he could make what looked like a five meter jump. The car kept rocking close to and away from the dock. 
 
    Fugia was turned away from him. 
 
    “Hey!” Ngoba shouted. “Fugia, what are you doing? How am I supposed to get out of here?” 
 
    She turned, smiling. “I got you a ride back to High Terra,” Fugia called. “Free freight. The maglev car is going to a freighter off Ceres, and then they’ll transfer you to a medical transport headed to InnerSol.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” he demanded. Wind blowing past the maglev car seemed to toss his words away, making them sound weak.  
 
    He couldn’t see the bottom of the gap between the hanging car and the loading dock. 
 
    <Don’t do it,> Fugia said via Link. 
 
    <What are you doing?> 
 
    <I’m going to meet the AI. It’s safer if I do it alone.> 
 
    <That’s not true. They know who you are. They’re going to want to know why you’re still on Ceres, and alone. None of this makes sense.> 
 
    <I’m very sorry you got hurt, Ngoba. I didn’t want that to happen. I don’t want them to hurt you anymore.> 
 
    <Don’t worry about me. I don’t want to leave.> 
 
    <It’s for the best.> 
 
    She gazed up at him with her wide, dark eyes, her black hair moving across her face in the wind. She adjusted her satchel and reached in to pull out her data terminal. Fugia made a show of pressing its face before putting the device away. 
 
    <I just made the transfer. You’ve got enough cash to stay off Cruithne now, if you want. You’re free, Ngoba.> 
 
    <No. I’m going home. I was going to talk to you about it. I want you to come with me.> 
 
    <If I ever go home, I’m certainly not staying.> 
 
    He looked at her, shaking his head. He finally had to laugh. He should have expected no less from Fugia Wong. 
 
    <You’re not going to let me meet the AI, at least?> 
 
    <I think you’re going to have plenty of chances to meet sentient AIs, Ngoba. Weird things seem drawn to you. Maybe it’s because you’re so weird yourself.> 
 
    <You say the kindest things.> 
 
    Holding onto the side of the door, Ngoba blew her a kiss. Fugia caught it with a raised hand and pantomimed saving it inside her satchel. 
 
    The crane rumbled, and a tone sounded inside the maglev cabin. Ngoba backed away from the door as it slid closed, and the car swung further away from the dock. He stumbled back to his seat and stared at his reflection in the black glass, as the car joined a stack of shipping containers in the open belly of a transport freighter. 
 
    Ngoba looked around the cabin, grateful for a bathroom in the back, at least. Then he realized the car wasn’t made for zero-g, and ran back to use the head before he wouldn’t be able to anymore. 
 
    In another fifteen minutes, he was floating in zero-g as the freighter blasted away from the Ceres Ring. Through his Link, Ngoba watched a model of Ceres and the Anderson Collective grow smaller, until they were just a shimmer on the black. 
 
    With his hands behind his head, he floated in in the brightly lit maglev car. He had another six hours before the rendezvous with the ship that would take him to High Terra. He supposed he could decide about Cruithne once he reached Earth local space. He’d never been down the gravity well before. Can I take it? He could spend time on High Terra, at least. How many billions live there? 
 
    He checked his bank account for the fiftieth time, marveling at the number that Fugia had deposited. He could almost lease a transport shuttle if he wanted. He had options for the first time in his life. 
 
    “What to do in the meantime?” he mused. 
 
    <Hello, Soldier,> Caprise purred. A sensation like trailing fingers went down his back, walked around his waist, and ended on his crotch, cupping his balls.  
 
    Ngoba tensed. Then he relaxed. <Hello, Caprise,> he said. <How are you?> 
 
    <Hungry, Soldier,> the Link agent whispered in his ear. <Very, very hungry.> 
 
    Ngoba chuckled, rotating slowly in the zero-g.  
 
    <Well, then. Let’s get you fed.> 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
    —  —  — 
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    It has been one-hundred and seventy-five years since the birth of the first truly sentient AI. It has been just two short years since Lyssa's birth...

Captain Andy Sykes just wants to keep his family in one piece.
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 Delta Team: 5 – Rogue Planets and a Bored Kitty 
 
    by M. D. Cooper 
 
    Two rogue planets. One bored Kitty. Planets, look out. 
 
    The Delta Team is on a new mission to save an entire planet from an icy demise after a rival steals their super-special power source. 
 
    Ramsey and Cindy are on the job, while Kitty and Vampy are left behind. 
 
    The only thing worse than a planet slowly freezing to death? A bored kitty.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Previously on Delta Team… 
 
    Cue the music. 
 
      
 
    In 8913, a crack military unit was court-martialed and sent to a maximum-security prison for stealing the general’s cookie recipes. Colonel Ramsey and his team promptly escaped and fled the core systems. 
 
    Today, they serve as soldiers of fortune, or whatever else will make them a buck. 
 
    If you have a problem, if no one else can help, and if you can find them, then maybe you can hire the Delta Team. 
 
      
 
    OK, now that we have that out of the way…. 
 
      
 
    A lot has changed since the Delta Team’s early missions. A visit to the Disknee World—what should have been little more than an innocuous stopover—has changed everything for them.  
 
    Mysterious tech has transformed Lashes, the team’s infiltration specialist, into a vampire known as Jujubilee™ (though she goes by ‘Vampy’), and Stick, the team’s pilot, has also been transmogrified; she is now The CatWoman™ (though the team prefers to call her ‘Kitty’). Additionally, the colonel’s trademark carrot has become golden and always regenerates—and no one seems to know, or even care, why. Finally, when their ship was stolen by dwarves, Girl—the vessel’s AI—was given an upgrade that changed her personality (for the better). 
 
    But that was just the beginning of what happened on the Disknee World. After dwarves tried to steal the ship, a pair of glass slippers were left behind, and BAMF just had to try them on. Now transformed into Cinderella (or Cindy, if you like), BAMF can no longer swear, and is prone to tittering at jokes and uttering things like ‘oh, fiddlesticks!’ 
 
    Not to be left out, Girl has decided to change her name to Laylani—just because she can. 
 
    So there you have it, the Delta Team is new, improved, and off on a new mission. Though little do they know that the Fairly Goodmothers have plans for the team…. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 NOT A MORNING CAT 
 
      
 
    The CatWoman™’s alarm sounded, ringing both in her mind and audibly in her cabin, dragging her toward wakefulness.  As the warm embrace of sleep fell away, she stretched out languidly—or tried to. 
 
    “Stupid covers,” she growled, trying to disentangle her feet from the blankets that had twisted around them. The only downside to never being able to take off The CatWoman™ outfit was sleeping in boots with spike heels.  
 
    Every morning, she woke up feeling like her sheets were trying to trap her in bed forever. Not that she’d object; there was nothing a cat liked more than lounging in bed.  
 
    <I don’t even know why you sleep with blankets anymore, Kitty,> Laylani spoke into her mind. <You don’t sweat or anything; just turn the room up to be warm and comfy.> 
 
    “Cats always lay on blankets. I’ve seen it in the vids,” The CatWoman™ replied. “And I told you, in my quarters, I’m not ‘Kitty’. It’s the one place I get to be The CatWoman™.” 
 
    Laylani let out an audible sigh. “Sorry, I’ve gotten used to thinking of you as ‘Kitty’. I wish I could figure out how to break the silly compulsion you, Vampy, and Cindy have to add the ‘TM’ to your names. It would make this whole thing easier to deal with.” 
 
    The CatWoman™ finally managed to get her legs free of the blankets and swung them over the side of the bed, stretching once more.  
 
    She really didn’t need to stretch this much—she was the living epitome of limber—but it just felt right to throw in as much languid movement as she could. 
 
    “I don’t mind saying ‘TM’. It reminds people that I am The CatWoman™.” 
 
    <You may not mind, but it’s as annoying as hell to the rest of us. And trust me, we haven’t forgotten.> 
 
    The CatWoman™ shrugged, and a pout grew on her plump, red lips. “Well, I go by ‘Kitty’ out there so I don’t annoy anyone, but in my quarters I am what I really am. Is that too much to ask, Laylani?” 
 
    She half expected the AI to put up a fight. Laylani could be quite combative sometimes.  
 
    <OK, good point. I just want to be who I am, too—once I figure out what that really means. I’ll not slip up again, The CatWoman™. Just remember, only in here.> 
 
    “Deal.” The CatWoman™ gave a throaty chuckle and grabbed her favorite pistol, checked it over, then slid it into the holster that emerged from her thigh.  
 
    She didn’t recall seeing The CatWoman™ ever use a gun, but the character must have at some point in the last seven thousand years. Either way, she was The CatWoman™ now. If she did it, then it was a thing that The CatWoman™ did.  
 
    Plain and simple. 
 
    With a final, languid stretch, she sauntered to her door and palmed it open, stepping into the crew passageway and nearly tripping on Cindy’s fully poofed dress as she rushed past.  
 
    She recovered with grace—of course—but shouted at Cindy’s retreating form. “You know you can’t rush around like that! You’re going to get one of us killed in your petticoats.” 
 
    <She makes an admirable broom, though,> Laylani said. <The corners of the passageways have never been so clean.> 
 
    Cindy stopped and looked behind her at her Kitty. “Oh, poppycock! I can just never keep this dratted thing from going full poof.” 
 
    A look of concentration formed on Cindy’s delicate features, and the dress sucked up toward her body, forming a sparkling white catsuit once more. 
 
    “Have you still been working at getting those off?” The CatWoman™ asked, pointing at Cindy’s glass slippers.  
 
    Cindy gave a long-suffering sigh and a little stomp. “I’ve adjusted. This is just me now,” her voice rose to an adorable squeak as she raised her shoulders in a little shrug.  
 
    The CatWoman™ stifled a laugh, and Cindy took a threatening step toward her. “Don’t laugh at me. I can still declaw you, you cute little kitty!” 
 
    The CatWoman™ wasn’t scared of Cindy—mostly—but she nodded in agreement anyway, and blew a kiss as she turned toward the bridge, while Cindy continued aft. 
 
    As she walked past the galley, she felt her stomach rumble and decided that a bit of food and a bowl—glass, she corrected herself—of milk would do nicely. 
 
    The CatWoman™ glanced down at her stomach. It was trim, and the faint outline of muscles was visible under the tight rubber costume. She looked great for someone who hadn’t used the san in two weeks.  
 
    She, Vampy, and Cindy had been concerned at first, when they went days without relieving themselves, but Porty assured them it was perfectly normal for Disknee World characters to not use the facilities when in costume.  
 
    “It’s all a part of the magic,” he had said with a wink. 
 
    “Well you do, right?” Vampy had asked the dwarf. 
 
    Porty had just shrugged. “Yeah, but I’m not really in costume as a main character. I’m just a modded extra. It’s not going to ruin some child’s fantasy if a dwarf hits the san.” 
 
    Upon entering the galley, The CatWoman™ saw Vampy standing at the counter, warming up a cup of blood. 
 
    “You better have that thing sealed,” The CatWoman™ warned. “Nothing ruins an appetite more than smelling hot blood in the morning.” 
 
    Vampy turned to grin at The CatWoman™, her long fangs sliding over her lips. “You’re a carnivorous hunter, Kitty. I thought you’d love the smell of blood. Of a fresh kill…” 
 
    The CatWoman™ laughed. “My idea of a fresh kill is burgling something precious. Like an Ixthina Diamond.” 
 
    “You know what they say.” Vampy pulled her steaming cup from the WaveHeater. “You can’t get blood from a stone.” 
 
    “Oh, stars, aggh!” The CatWoman™ covered her nose as the smell wafting from Vampy’s cup reached her. “Why does that smell even stronger than before?”  
 
    Kitty took a sip before replying, her lips glistening with blood. “I’m adding some new spices. You know what they say about variety. Besides, I’m all out of the O-neg, down to this bland A-pos. I think I’d start drinking the rest of you if I couldn’t add something to it.” 
 
    The CatWoman™ placed a clawed index finger against her chin, tapping it as she considered the possibilities. “Think I’d turn into a vampire if you drank me?” 
 
    Vampy shook her head. “I don’t think so. In the lore, Jujubilee™ turned into a vampire when a vamp suicide bomber got its blood all over her—and in her mouth. I think you’d have to drink me.”  
 
    “I’d be so badass as The Vampire CatWoman.” 
 
    Vampy laughed. “Then we’d have to call you ‘Vitty’, or something like that.” 
 
    “ ‘VamCat’,” The CatWoman™ suggested. 
 
    “Makes me think ‘Van Cat’, which, technically, you already are.” 
 
    “Huh,” The CatWoman™ considered that for a moment. “I guess I kinda am the ship’s cat.” 
 
    “If I catch you hunting mice, I’ll never touch you again,” Vampy warned. 
 
    The CatWoman™ purred and swished her tail in the air behind her. “You never touch me now, little Vampy.” 
 
    “Yeah, have you looked at your claws? My skin may be impervious from the neck down, but you’d probably slice my cheek open on accident. Do you sharpen those things?” 
 
    The CatWoman™ whistled innocently. “Maaaaybe.” 
 
    Vampy took another sip from her steaming cup of blood. “Well, eat your crunchies. Ramsey wants us in the Rec Room in ten to go over this upcoming job.” 
 
    “I do not eat crunchies,” The CatWoman™ said with a growl as Vampy walked past, grinning mischievously.  
 
    Vampy didn’t reply, and The CatWoman™ stalked to the chiller and pulled it open, muttering to herself, “I prefer tuna.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 THE NEW JOB 
 
      
 
    “OK, so I got this one right before we went on our little vacation to the Disknee World,” Ramsey began as he paced in front of the crew, gesturing at them with his golden carrot.  
 
    Vampy, Kitty, and Cindy were all sitting on the sofa—which was much cleaner since Laylani had begun enforcing team cleanup time in the Rec Room.  
 
    Porty sat on the chair to the sofa’s left, and was in the act of pulling his feet up underneath himself when Laylani cried out over the shipnet.  
 
    <Porty! No shoes on the furniture!>  
 
    “They’re boots, not shoes,” Porty countered.  
 
    <So help me, Porty, don’t make me send the AutoVac after you again.> 
 
    Porty gestured at Cindy, whose legs were up on the sofa, tucked under her flowing skirts. “Cindy has her feet on the sofa!” 
 
    <Have you looked at her glass slippers? They never get dirty.>  
 
    As Laylani spoke, Cindy stuck out foot, wiggling it in the air to show her spotless, sparkling, glass slipper, a cute little grin on her lips. 
 
    <See? Clean as a whistle,> Laylani said. <Your boots, on the other hand possess the opposite magical power. I swear that they attract half the grime on the ship. I should just get you to walk around for a while, suck up all the dirt onto you, and then wash your boots. The ship would be spotless.> 
 
    Porty sighed and stuck his short little legs out over the edge of the chair. “Happy?” 
 
    <Very.> 
 
    “Are you all finished with this?” Ramsey asked, waving his hand in a circle to encompass the three women and Porty.  
 
    <Carry on, el capitan!> Laylani said brightly. 
 
    “Thanks, Girl—er, Laylani.” Ramsey cleared his throat and then took a bite from his golden carrot, which immediately popped back into an unbitten state. “OK, ladies and dwarf, here’s the play. Before we went to the Disknee World for my abortive birthday party—” 
 
    “Well, we didn’t go there specifically to have a birthday party that got aborted, we went to have a proper birthday party,” Vampy interrupted.  
 
    “Yeah, which would have happened, if you didn’t go biting all the card-brigands,” The CatWoman™ admonished Vampy. “Hey! Porty, you said they all turned to vampires, right?” 
 
    Porty nodded. “That’s what I heard, at least.” 
 
    The CatWoman™ wagged a finger at Vampy. “Aha! You just have to bite people then, to turn them.” 
 
    Vampy shrugged. “I might have gotten a lot of spittle on them. I kinda lost control. Being cards, they absorbed any liquid that got on them pretty quickly.” 
 
    “We should test this theory on me,” The CatWoman™ said, her face split by an eager grin. 
 
    “No,” Ramsey shook his head. “Vampy drinks enough blood that we look suspicious already. I don’t want two of you. Then what happens if you go into a craze? You turn us all into vampires?” 
 
    “Would that be so bad?” The CatWoman™ asked. 
 
    A resounding “YES!” came from every other member of the crew. 
 
    “OK, fine,” she said and folded her arms, a pout on her lips. 
 
    “Anyone else want to interrupt?” Ramsey asked, scowling at the crew. “Have anything terribly important you need to share?” 
 
    The CatWoman™ pursed her lips, but didn’t respond, and the others looked suitably cowed—except Cindy, who tried to look angry, but giggled softly whenever she attempted to scowl. 
 
    “Ooookaay,” Ramsey drew the word out. “We’re going to help some people recover something that was stolen from them. They are attempting diplomatic means, but they said that we should come anyway, in case it doesn’t work. I caught an update on their situation from a freighter that jumped into the last system, and from what they said, the folks still need our help.” 
 
    “I can’t help but notice that you seem to be avoiding mention of where we’re going.” 
 
    “No,” Ramsey shook his head. “Just wanted to make sure we all understood that this is really important. These people need our help—a lot.” 
 
    “Shall they be paying us a daffy-ton?” Cindy asked. 
 
    Ramsey snorted. “A ‘daffy-ton’?” 
 
    “A shhhhhilly-ton.” Cindy struggled, her cheeks reddening so much, The CatWoman™ just wanted to reach over and pinch them—an urge she managed to resist. 
 
    “Still not making sense here,” Ramsey said with a grin, clearly enjoying watching Cindy squirm as she attempted to use foul language.  
 
    “A shhhhhiskabob-ton. Sherry! Shortie! Samwise!” Cindy pounded a fist on the sofa’s armrest in frustration. “Oh, drat, you know what I mean. The stuff that comes out of your aaapplecart. Your buubby. Oh, gosh darn it! Your bottom!” 
 
    “I think—given your struggles, Cindy—that you meant to say a ‘shit-ton’?” Ramsey asked, grinning widely. 
 
    “Yes!” Cindy squeaked. “You know, I may be all cute and sweet now, but I can still wind up your clock and stick it in the oven!” 
 
    Ramsey held up his hands in mock defense. “OK, I don’t know what that is, but I really don’t want to find out. The world we’re going to is Crossbar.” 
 
    The name was familiar to The CatWoman™, but she couldn’t recall what was special about it. Vampy, on the other hand seemed to know all about the place. 
 
    “What? Are you serious? Heellll no. I’ll wind up your clock and stick it in an oven before going there. We’ll need ovens, too. All the ovens.” 
 
    “What’s the big deal?” Porty asked. 
 
    Vampy shot him an incredulous look. “You’re not familiar with Crossbar? It’s not far from here. Crossbar and Allaran? Ring any bells?” 
 
    “Ohhhhh,” Cindy nodded. “Those are the two shivery-cold rouge planets a few hundred light years anti-spinward of Sol, right?” 
 
    “One—well, two—and the same.” Ramsey nodded while bringing up the worlds on the Rec Room’s holoprojector. “Two terrestrial worlds, just over an earth mass each, orbiting one another out in the deep black. Cindy’s right about the cold. They don’t orbit any stars, and are pretty much ice boxes…at least, they are now.  
 
    “Allaran has a pair of little fusion suns in orbit to keep it habitable; Crossbar claims to have had some mysterious system they used to heat their domed cities. No one knew what it was, but it kept their planet warm enough to live on.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” Vampy said while pushing The CatWoman™’s tail off her lap. “Allaran stole Crossbar’s special heat source.” 
 
    “You got it in one,” Ramsey nodded. “We’re just about there, so when we drop out of the DL, we’ll slowly coast in, waiting for any updates from our contacts at Crossbar before heading down to Allaran.” 
 
    “So that’s why we took such a weird jump from the last system,” The CatWoman™ said. “I though you just wanted to spend some more time with us on the ship before we got to our next job.” 
 
    Ramsey snorted. “I love you girls—and you’re OK, too, Porty—but I like to get stationside as much as the next person.” 
 
    “Even away from little ol’ me?” Cindy asked sweetly. 
 
    “Well, I have to admit, you’re much more…relaxing to be around as Cindy. BAMF was always a handful.” 
 
    A pout formed on Cindy’s lips, and she glanced at Kitty and Porty. “They’re a handful too, you know.” 
 
    Ramsey shrugged. “Maybe, but Vampy and Kitty are pretty much the same as they’ve always been. Heck, Kitty’s really just made a switch from being covered in leather to rubber.” 
 
    “Don’t forget the tail,” Vampy said as she swatted it out of her face. “That’s a bit of a change.” 
 
    The CatWoman™ ran her a hand down her thigh. “It’s a nice upgrade from the leather, a lot stretchier. Honestly, I lucked out. The CatWoman™s of the past had some awful outfits. Glad I’m not the purple one; gleaming black is more my jam.” 
 
    “I distinctly recall you pining after the purple outfit when Cindy discovered she could change her clothes,” Vampy said, an eyebrow raised as she regarded The CatWoman™. 
 
    “I changed my mind,” she replied airily. “I like being super shiny. So do you, admit it.” 
 
    Vampy shrugged. “It’s pretty cool, I’m not denying it.” 
 
    “But how will you be all sneaky-sneaky if you’re so shiny?” Cindy asked. 
 
    “I’ll blind them with my stunning bod, then use the whip to take ‘em down,” The CatWoman™ grinned at Cindy. “I mean, look at me. I’m everyone’s dream.” 
 
    “Not me,” Cindy’s face took on a wistful expression. “I dream of a Pri—oh, posture peacock perfume!” 
 
    “You really need to get better at just going with it,” Vampy said as she took another sip from her blood-filled cup. “Whatever the Fairly Goodmothers did to us isn’t going anywhere. You might as well just surrender to it.” 
 
    “Easy for you two to say,” Cindy pouted. “Like Ramsey said, you two are pretty similar to how you’ve always been.” She grabbed her poofy skirts and shook them angrily. “This isn’t me at all!” 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” Porty said while stroking his beard. “The Fairly Goodmothers know what’s in your heart, and what’s best for you.” 
 
    “And they thought what was best for you was to be a cute little dwarf?” Cindy arched a brow trying to look stern, and then giggled. 
 
    A broad grin split Porty’s face. “You think I’m cute?”  
 
    “Well, dwarves are all cute, it’s part of your charm,” Cindy replied. 
 
    “You know,” Porty gave her a lascivious wink. “Dwarves are just the right height to fit under your dress.” 
 
    “Porty!” Cindy squealed. “That wouldn’t be proper at all!” 
 
    The CatWoman™ couldn’t help but laugh, and she saw that Ramsey was hiding a smile as well. She couldn’t tell if Vampy was smiling. What, with her fangs always sticking out, she often looked like she wore a small grin. 
 
    “See?” Porty winked at Cindy. “That was a totally natural reaction from you. I think that your whole tough-girl attitude you’ve always maintained was a cover for how you really felt inside. The Fairly Goodmothers are rarely wrong. Perhaps deep down, you’re really a pretty princess.” 
 
    “Was one hell of a cover,” Ramsey muttered.  
 
    Cindy didn’t reply, but her sulk deepened considerably.  
 
    “OK,” Ramsey drew the team’s attention back to himself. “So here’s how this will go down. Once we go to Allaran, Cindy is going to pose as my sweet, adoring wife, a part she was apparently born to play—”  
 
    “I haaaaaa…strongly dislike you,” Cindy muttered. 
 
    “—and we’ll go to one of resort areas on Allaran—which for them means any place where you can go outside and not die. We’ll try to gather intel on where they might have stashed the power source—or whatever it is—they stole. With luck, they’ll be using it, and that will help. 
 
    “Laylani, you and Porty are going to try to get into their networks, surreptitiously, and get any data you can from there.” 
 
    “What about us?” Vampy asked, jerking a thumb toward The CatWoman™ and then turning it toward herself. “We just supposed to sit on the ship?” 
 
    The CatWoman™ knew she and Vampy cut imposing figures: both in their shiny black outfits, her with a tail, whip and gun, and Vampy with her fangs and long yellow coat. They looked badass and would be an asset to any op, no matter what. 
 
    By the expression on Ramsey’s face, he did not seem to share her assessment.  
 
    “Well, you’re excellent backup—what, with your bulletproof skin—but unless we’re infiltrating a seedier part of the world, or maybe some sort of nightclub, you’ll attract the wrong sort of attention.” 
 
    “Plus, you can’t even have sex with anyone to seduce them.” Porty sounded more than just a little saddened by that fact. 
 
    Vampy shrugged. “You forget, I’ve never had sex in my life. One doesn’t need to have sex to seduce a person, you just need the promise of sex. It’s all in the lips.” 
 
    “And the hips,” The CatWoman™ wiggled side to side. 
 
    Vampy chuckled and bumped her hips against The CatWoman™’s “Yeah, never discount the value of a good sashay.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 FRIEND OF LAST RESORT 
 
      
 
    Cindy looked out the porthole on the airlock’s outer door, taking in the snowy landscape beyond the ship.  
 
    “I thought you said they had some toasty little fusion suns?” She cast a concerned eye at Ramsey, who shrugged in response. 
 
    “I’ve never been here before, and they don’t broadcast much tourist info. But with no nearby star and a frozen planet core—well, even with fusion suns, it’s not going to be balmy by any stretch of the imagination.” 
 
    “Why would any poor soul want to live here?” Cindy asked while concentrating, willing her skirts to retract and form the shiny white catsuit once more. After a moment, it complied—though it seemed almost grudging—and she grabbed one of the cold-weather coats from inside a locker. 
 
    “Why does anyone live on planets at all?” Ramsey asked by way of response. “Stations are a thousand times better.” 
 
    Cindy nodded in agreement as she pulled the coat on. She was pulling up the fastener when a strange tingling came over her, and then she squealed in fright. “What in the sparkly, sparkly stars!” 
 
    Ramsey took a step back. “Shit, your jacket’s dissolving” 
 
    Cindy didn’t even have time to try and pull the coat off before it fell from her in tatters.  
 
    “I can’t beeswaxing believe it!” She exclaimed while staring down at the malicious white…whatever it was that covered her body. “I’m going to freeze out there! How can I be a faaaaascinating fuuuuuturistic pretty princess if I d-d-d-doze off from cold?” 
 
    “ ‘Doze off’?” Ramsey asked, appearing puzzled. “I guess you do kinda go to sleep before you die from cold.” 
 
    Cindy shook her head. “No, I didn’t mean that. I just can’t say the word I mean…you know, the one about what happens when your body doesn’t tick tock anymore and you go to everlasting sleep.” 
 
    “What, like sleeping beauty?” Ramsey asked with a wink. 
 
    “Very funny, Ramsey,” Cindy replied crossly—though she giggled anyway.  
 
    Ramsey placed a hand on her shoulder and smiled. “I get it, ‘die’. You don’t want to die from the cold. But I don’t think you have to worry about it.” 
 
    “Easy for you to say,” Cindy pouted as she watched Ramsey pull on a long, puffy, warm coat. 
 
    “You know,” Ramsey said as he pulled up the fastener. “Vampy’s right. I think you shouldn’t fight this so much. You were doing well for a while, but now you seem to be struggling again.” 
 
    “Well, I want to be me!” Cindy squeaked.  
 
    “You’re still the same,” Ramsey smiled. “Just a little softer around the edges. You’re still strong, brave, an excellent member of the team. I think you look great in the dress, too, but the catsuit is nice, as well. Certainly better than what you used to wear.” 
 
    Cindy opened her mouth to reply, but then stopped, her dainty eyebrows furrowing. “If I didn’t know better, Colonel Ramsey, I would think you were a bit sweet on me.”  
 
    Ramsey took her hand and gave it a squeeze before he turned to the outer airlock and palmed it open.  
 
    “Well, you are my wife, after all. It would be strange if I didn’t adore you.” 
 
    <Did you hear that?> Cindy asked Laylani as the airlock opened, sending in a blast of cold air that Cindy barely noticed. 
 
    <I sure did. I think that the colonel really likes the change in you.>  
 
    Cindy glanced at Ramsey as they walked down the ramp onto the snowy landing pad. <Yeah, but if he likes me like this, why didn’t he like me before?> 
 
    <Maybe he did, but you just weren’t very approachable about it,> 
 
    Cindy gave a self-deprecating laugh over the Link. <Well, he would have been right. I wasn’t very nice to be around.> 
 
    <Maybe the Fairly Goodmothers really knew what they were doing.> 
 
    <Maybe,> Cindy allowed.  
 
    At the bottom of the ramp, a man in a thick jacket, his head half wrapped in scarves, waited beside a groundcar, the expression on his face showing that he was more than a little surprised to see Cindy walking calmly, unbothered by the cold. 
 
    “Uh…hello,” he said as they approached. “Colonel Ramsey and Cindy, I presume?”  
 
    “Indeed,” Ramsey replied. “I assume you’re from the resort?” 
 
    The man nodded. “Sorry, where are my manners? I’m Henry, and yes, I’m from Port Charles. We always send a car for such prestigious guests as yourselves.” 
 
    Cindy wondered what sort of visitors Allaran and this Port Charles usually got that the pair of them walking off the Van could be called ‘prestigious’.  
 
    <They have a gambling hall and I made it seem like we have a lot of money,> Ramsey said privately to Cindy.  
 
    <Oh…do we? I could use some new earrings.> Cindy wanted to slap herself for having said that, but she drew a deep breath instead. They were undercover, and like it or not, she had to completely surrender herself to being Cindy for this to work. 
 
    <I wonder if you could just magically grow them—or if regular ones would dissolve,> Laylani mused. 
 
    <I’d better not try to grow any out here, Henry is ogling me and would certainly notice.> 
 
    Cindy met Henry’s eyes and gave him a sweet smile, then mimed a small shiver—not that she was cold at all. Even her cheeks didn’t feel cold, and it had to be at least twenty degrees below freezing. 
 
    “Oh, my manners again,” Henry said, quickly opening the door the car. “You must be freezing, Cindy.” 
 
    “A bitty bit,” Cindy replied. “But beauty has its price.” 
 
    She climbed in first, followed by Ramsey. 
 
    “No other luggage?” Henry asked as he picked up the small case Ramsey had carried down the ramp. 
 
    “No,” Ramsey replied. “We’ll just buy whatever else we need.” 
 
    Henry grinned broadly. “Very good, very good.” 
 
    A minute later, Henry was pulling the car away from the Van’s docking cradle and navigating through the nearly vacant spaceport.  
 
    “We’re quite glad to have you,” Henry called back from the front seat. “Now that we’ve been warming up our climate, a lot more visitors are coming by. Some places on Allaran are positively balmy now.” 
 
    <And you said they wouldn’t have any balmy areas,> Cindy chastised Ramsey before speaking aloud. “Oh, yes?” Cindy asked, not fighting the lilting squeak in her voice. “How warm are they?” 
 
    “Just above freezing!” Henry exclaimed. “It’s really quite the thing to see the snow outside melt.” 
 
    <Parsnips and pears,> Cindy said to Ramsey. <OK, that’s a mighty low bar for ‘balmy’.> 
 
    Ramsey chuckled and placed a hand on Cindy’s thigh. <That it is, my dear.> 
 
    <Colonel!> Cindy’s voice rose in pitch over the Link. <What are you doing?> 
 
    <Easy, Cindy,> Ramsey said calmly. <I’m just staying in character. Lashes—er, Vampy—and I used to do this sort of mission together all the time. We have to believe it to sell it.> 
 
    Cindy was surprised that she felt a bit dismayed at Ramsey’s words.  
 
    And here I thought he was getting sweet on me. 
 
    <Mind you, I don’t have to do much work to sell it,> Ramsey added as he ran his hand back and forth on her leg. 
 
    Cindy felt a shiver run through her at his touch, and could have sworn that her catsuit began to sparkle more. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    The ride to the ‘resort’ took only half an hour, and Cindy had to work hard to hide her disappointment as they pulled up before the front doors. 
 
    “Oh…. It’s a ski resort,” she said while peering out the window. 
 
    “Sorry, Hon, I thought I’d mentioned that,” Ramsey said. “I know how much you like being active. I thought it could be fun.” 
 
    Cindy considered the colonel’s words. She was fond of extreme sports, like planet diving. Perhaps they’d at least have some crazy slopes she could hit.  
 
    <Besides,> Ramsey added privately. <This is where their president likes to come for his vacations, which Crossbar’s intel packet said he’s currently on.> 
 
    <Ahh…that makes sense. Why didn’t you tell me any of this?> 
 
    <Sorry,> Ramsey shrugged apologetically as Henry got out of the car. <Normally you don’t want to know the details—just who to hit.> 
 
    Cindy felt a strange impulse and she went with it. She gave Ramsey a sweet smile and leant over to kiss his cheek. “Well, now that I’m more than just a meaty fist, I guess I like to be in the know.” 
 
    She could see the colonel’s cheeks redden slightly, and he gave her a sidelong look. “Ooookaaaay.” 
 
    Cindy giggled and stepped out of the car, breathing in the crisp, cool air and stretching her arms high as she looked around. 
 
    Something about the landscape seemed wrong, and she frowned at the hills across the road from the resort. Then it hit her. 
 
    <Colonel, there are trees on these hills.> 
 
    <Yeah, so? There are often trees in the mountains,> Ramsey replied as they followed Henry into the resort. 
 
    <Well, if Allaran never had any toasty heat, other than their sad little fusion suns, how did trees grow here?>  
 
    <Huh,> Ramsey said as he slid an arm around Cindy’s waist resting his palm against her hip, sliding it back and forth. <Not just a meaty fist or a pretty face.> 
 
    <Colonel…what are you doing?> Cindy asked, feeling a strange tightness in her chest.  
 
    <Playing the part, Cindy. Any man with a wife that looked like you wouldn’t be able to keep his hands off her. Remember, we’re married, here.> 
 
    Cindy nodded, wondering if that’s all that was going on with the Colonel. He had given her some long looks over the last few days, even going as far as asking her what vids she wanted to watch in the Rec Room on his movie night—something he’d never done before for anyone. 
 
    <OK, well, I guess you can keep doing that, then.> 
 
    The inside of the resort was warm and cozy. A fire burned in a large fireplace on one side, warming the stone floors and casting a comforting red glow around the room. Soft-looking chairs and sofas were artfully arranged in the space, with thick furs covering them for added comfort. The walls were made of thick planks, and heavy wooden beams supported the ceiling.  
 
    Clearly they had a lot of wood at one point, at least, Cindy thought.  
 
    Henry led them to the front desk, where he set Ramsey’s case down.  
 
    “I’ll just go around the back. Pell should be along shortly.” 
 
    “Pell?” Ramsey asked. 
 
    “Yes, he’s on the desk today, probably just seeing to something,” Henry replied with a smile.  
 
    Cindy gave Ramsey a peck on the cheek and walked toward the fire, holding out her hands to feel the natural warmth pouring off it.  
 
    <They’re burning wood, too,> she said to the colonel. <This planet couldn’t have always been this cold.> 
 
    <Something certainly isn’t what we expected,> Ramsey replied. <They don’t have anything on their public networks about a warmer past. It’s like they’re pretending it never happened.> 
 
    Cindy nodded as she sat down on one of the sofas, running her hand over the thick furs. She was no expert on such things, but they looked natural.  
 
    <Would cost a big, big bundle to import all this fur. I wonder if there’s some sort of wildlife.> 
 
    <Could be. Bears and wolves and stuff could survive.> 
 
    <Don’t they need something yummy to eat?> Cindy asked.  
 
    <Like chimpmunks?> Ramsey asked, turning to grin at Cindy, who shot him a look of surprised anger.  
 
    <Colonel Ramsey! You may be my husband, but we shan’t talk of fluffy little creatures being eaten by wolves!> 
 
    <Easy, Cindy,> Ramsey gave a worried smile. <No need to get that deep into character. > 
 
    <I’m not. The old me would have hit you for talking of adorable little chipmunks being eaten up, too. Your nose not blee…blee—oh drat it—dripping red stuff, is thanks to me being in character.> 
 
    Ramsey raised an eyebrow, and his lips turned up in a quirky smile. He was about to respond, but was distracted by the arrival of Pell, who looked suspiciously like Henry.  
 
    Cindy turned back to the fire, watching its flames dance, and wondered if anyone else worked at the resort. So far, not another soul had walked through the resort’s foyer. 
 
    Just as she was thinking about how creepy being alone in the resort would be, an old man pushed through a nearby doorway and walked toward the fire. He was stooped over, almost looking like the cane he used to help him walk, but he managed to make good time. Once he reached the fire, the man set his cane against the stone chimney, and turned to the firebox next to it.  
 
    The box’s lid creaked as he opened it, and he bent over so far that Cindy let out a small squeak, afraid that he would fall in. Then the old man’s forward motion stopped, and he began to struggle with something inside. 
 
    Cindy couldn’t help herself and rose, quickly walking to the man. Once at his side, she saw that he was attempting to pull a sizable log out of the box—which appeared to stretch behind the wall, and held a lot more wood than she would have expected.  
 
    “Please, let me assist you with that, good sir,” Cindy offered, almost singing the words. 
 
    The old man turned his head, his eyes meeting hers before glancing down at her bright white outfit.  
 
    “Oh, no. Can’t have the guests get all covered with dust. I’ll get it out, don’t you worry.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” Cindy smiled. “It’s very hard to dirty my clothing. I’m stronger than I look, too.” 
 
    The old man looked like he was going to argue, but then a pained look came across his face, and he nodded slowly. “OK, lassie, but be careful. If you hurt yourself, Pell over there will give me what-for.” 
 
    Cindy gave the man a kindly smile before reaching into the firebox and pulling out the log the man had been struggling with. It wasn’t too heavy, only ten kilos or so, but it was wedged under another log, and even took her a bit of elbow grease to get out. 
 
    When she did, the old man whistled in appreciation. “Well now, I wouldn’t have thought a little thing like you would have so much muscle.” 
 
    “I like to exercise,” Cindy said lamely as she carried the log to the fireplace and tossed it in. 
 
    Just as she swung her arms back, the old man cried out for her to stop, but Cindy was already in motion and let the log fly. 
 
    It landed in the midst of the fire, and a shower of sparks flew out, half hitting Cindy, and the other half landing on the stone floor around her. 
 
    “Oh shoot, oh dear, oh my,” the old man said as he hobbled over to her. 
 
    Cindy looked down, not surprised to see her outfit entirely undamaged—not even a trail of soot on it.  
 
    “Whoops!” she tittered. “I didn’t think it would do that. I don’t have a lot of experience with logs and fires.” 
 
    The old man breathed a sigh of relief as he looked her up and down. “That’s quite the fancy outfit you have there. A lot nicer than anything I’ve seen on folks around here.” 
 
    “We’re from off-world,” Cindy replied, and was surprised to see a frown darken the old man’s features.  
 
    “Not from Crossbar, I hope,” he ground out the words like they might be his last. 
 
    Cindy shook her head quickly. “No, no, frommmm New Eden. We’re on a grand holiday, traveling through the stars!” 
 
    The old man’s frown disappeared, and he smiled while patting Cindy’s hand. “Well then, you be careful. We’re sure glad you came here to visit with us.” 
 
    “Why, thank you,” Cindy replied, and watched as the old man grabbed his cane and hobbled back through the door he’d entered.  
 
    “That sure was nice of you to help him,” a voice said from behind Cindy, and she turned to see a woman with bright red hair standing close behind her. “Poor old Bart likes to think he can still do everything around here, but it’s getting harder and harder for him.” 
 
    “He seems like a nice old man,” Cindy said, looking the woman up and down. She wore tall green boots, red leggings and a red coat with green trim. Her red hair cascaded around her shoulders, and Cindy had the errant thought that perhaps the woman was an elf, before she recalled they weren’t on the Disknee World any longer. 
 
    “He is,” the woman nodded. “I’m Gemma. Are you a guest here?” 
 
    Cindy nodded and gestured to Ramsey, who was going over something or other with Pell at the front desk. “Yes, I’m Cindy. I’m here with my husband, Colonel Ramsey.”  
 
    “Oh, how delightful. My husband likes to come here during the slower days, when not as many other guests are around. It often makes my vacations a bit dull. Maybe the two of us can spend some time together.” 
 
    The red woman’s smile was infectious, and Cindy found herself beaming in response and clapped her hands together. “That would be very nice, Gemma. What do you do for fun around here?” 
 
    Gemma’s eyes narrowed, and she turned her head slightly. “Cindy, do you like to ski?” 
 
    “Well, I’ve never done it before, but I do like some rough and tough zippity sports, though.” 
 
    The red woman grinned. “ ‘Zippity’ is my middle name. Come, let’s hit the slopes before they get crowded—well, at least before the three or four other people here go up.” 
 
    Without waiting for further confirmation, Gemma grabbed Cindy’s hand and pulled her toward a door that led deeper into the building. 
 
    <Umm…I guess I’m going skiing,> Cindy said to Ramsey. 
 
    <Is that Gemma?> Ramsey asked as he glanced up from his conversation with Pell—who Cindy still suspected was Henry in a different jacket—at the front desk. 
 
    <Yes,> she replied as Gemma pulled her through the door. <She seems very eager to go skiing right this very minute!> 
 
    <She’s the president’s wife, Cindy. Good instincts. See what you can learn from her.> 
 
    Cindy was surprised that the president’s wife wandered around alone. Maybe this planet was just so sparsely populated that there was no need for any type of security.  
 
    Or maybe the woman was just headstrong and snuck away—it would explain the breakneck speed she had reached as they dashed through the lodge. 
 
    <OK, Ramsey, I’m on it, but make sure we get a room with a view of the mountains.> 
 
    <On it, Hon.>  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 BORED KITTY 
 
      
 
    The CatWoman™ wandered into the ship’s galley to see Porty bent over a pot, stirring it slowly. She drew in a deep breath, savoring the aromatic flavors and reveling in the enhanced sense of smell that being The CatWoman™ granted her. 
 
    Then she caught a whiff of dwarf at least two days overdue for a shower and almost choked. 
 
    “Whatcha cooking?” The CatWoman™ wheezed. 
 
    Porty turned, clearly startled by her voice, and almost toppled off the stool he’d been standing on.  
 
    “Dammit, Kitty, how are you so quiet on those heels of yours?” 
 
    The CatWoman™ shrugged as she slinked toward Porty, peering over him into the pot, seeing if she could angle her sense of smell to just pick up food and not dwarf.  
 
    When he realized that she wasn’t going to reply, he grunted in annoyance. “Cat got your tongue?” 
 
    “Funny,” she snorted. “Like Ramsey and Vampy haven’t said that to me a thousand times already.” 
 
    “I could try a new one…umm…corset too tight?” 
 
    The CatWoman™ glanced down at the corset that was a part of her trademark outfit. Compared to what she used to wear as a part of her pilot’s gear, it was barely tight at all. She suspected that was so she could slink about better. 
 
    “Nah,” she shrugged. “Could be tighter.” 
 
    The corset suddenly drew in, crushing her waist by at least ten centimeters. 
 
    “Nghhhhhhhh,” The CatWoman™ gasped for air. “Too tight! Too tight!” 
 
    The corset relaxed its grip on her, though The CatWoman™ didn’t think it was as loose as before.  
 
    Porty had a hand over his mouth, snickering at her discomfort. “I always did think that the Fairly Goodmothers had a bit of djinn in them.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” The CatWoman™ asked, still leaning on the counter, catching her breath. “So how is it that Cindy gets the shoes that let her wear whatever she wants, but I get the costume that only comes with a corset that tries to kill me?” 
 
    Porty shrugged as he turned back to stirring the mixture in the pot. “Well, for starters, you’re not wearing a costume. And CinderellaNOT-™’s shoes aren’t Fairly Goodmother magic, they’re Council magic. The Council is who gave the Goodmothers their magic. That means Cindy’s shoe-magic is older and deeper.” 
 
    The CatWoman™ folded her arms and pouted. “Of all the people who get the cool stuff, why’d it have to be her? BAMF was such a jerk.” 
 
    Porty glanced at her and laughed. “You know…for someone who’s supposed to be badass, you sure pout a lot.” 
 
    She stuck her tongue out at the dwarf. “Ever seen a cat? They’re very sulky creatures.” 
 
    “I don’t think you’ve ever seen a cat,” Porty countered. “Though…they are known to have hissy fits and then mope about. I suppose that fits.” 
 
    “Whatever. So, what’s in the pot?” 
 
    Porty gestured at the brown mixture with pride. “This is my great-great-grandmother’s famous stew. Best stew you’ll ever have. A bit tricky to make, though. You have to stir it constantly for about seven hours.” 
 
    The CatWoman™ stretched a claw out toward the bubbling mixture to get a taste, but Porty swatted her hand away—nearly falling off his stool again in the process. 
 
    “Don’t! You can’t until it’s ready—you’ll ruin the full experience.” 
 
    She pulled her hand back and cradled it, resuming her pout.  
 
    “That won’t work on me,” Porty warned, waving his spoon at The CatWoman™. “I’m immune to human women’s wiles.” 
 
    A piece of meat flew off the spoon, and Kitty darted to the side, catching it in her mouth.  
 
    “Maybe…but you’re not immune to a bit of needling.” She licked her lips, then turned and sauntered out of the galley. Stopping at the doorway, she turned back and saw him staring longingly after her.  
 
    Immune my ass, little dwarf. She chuckled and slinked around the corner before doing a little happy dance. Being The CatWoman™ is the best thing ever! 
 
    “Messing with the dwarf?” Vampy said as she walked by, a look of disgust on her face. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s fun!” The CatWoman™ giggled. “What’s up with you, though? Turn that frown upside down!”  
 
    “It’s the smell…cooked meat has an utterly repulsive odor. I can barely stand the thought of going in there to warm up my blood.” 
 
    The CatWoman™ shrugged. “Your loss. That stew smells amazing.” 
 
    Vampy sighed. “I really try not to think about it. I miss food.” 
 
    “You hardly ever ate before, anyway. I think being a vampire suits you.” 
 
    “Hey!” Vampy swatted at her. “I ate plenty. I just have a slow metabolism—well, had. Now I think I drink a gallon of blood a day. I wonder if there’s some sort of protein stabilizer I could find. Other vampires must have solved this issue.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you’re not ‘other vampires’. They were made into suckers through mods and DNA shit. You’re an actual, real vampire.” 
 
    Vampy took a step closer. “I hate to break it to you, Kitty, but it was technology that did this to us, too. There is no magic.” 
 
    “Oh?” The CatWoman™ arched an eyebrow. “You know of some tech that can instantly turn you into a vampire, or turn me into The CatWoman™?” 
 
    “Well, no, but I haven’t seen all—” 
 
    “Bah,” The CatWoman™ admonished, making a pinching motion with her fingers to silence Vampy. “You’ve not only never seen tech like that, you’ve never even heard of such technology.” 
 
    Vampy opened her mouth to speak, and The CatWoman™ held up a hand once more, putting it right in Vampy’s face.  
 
    “Deny it all you want, Vampy, but this is magic, and we’re stuck like this.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Vampy said with a nod. “You’re right about the second part. My mednano says there is nothing wrong with my body, but the table in the medbay can’t even scan me. Just reports me as a big bunch of nothing.” 
 
    The CatWoman™ nodded. “Right, because it can’t scan magic. You’re proving my point.” 
 
    “You’re exhausting, and I’m thirsty,” Vampy said, turning and walking into the galley. “Go revel in your magicness.” 
 
    “I will, the reveling is well underway,” The CatWoman™ shot back. 
 
    Except she was terribly bored. 
 
    She’d already been bored when she entered the galley, and while needling Porty and arguing with Vampy had given her a bit of enjoyment, she was back to wishing that there was something to do. 
 
    “Two weeks in the dark layer to get to planets we can’t even go out on. Just ‘cause the colonel thinks we’re too weird now,” she muttered while flopping onto the Rec Room’s couch—carefully, to avoid sitting right on her tail and pulling it uncomfortably. 
 
    <I don’t think you’re weird,> Laylani said, her tone comforting. <I mean…not any more than you were before. Heck, minus the tail, you’ve barely changed at all.> 
 
    “Right?” The CatWoman™ asked. “And Vampy’s not that weird, either. She can button up her coat and hide her fangs if she has to.” 
 
    <I wonder if there’s not some place you two could go and at least get off the ship for a bit—not that I want you off, but I really do need to clean up.> 
 
    The CatWoman™ considered the AI’s suggestion for a moment before replying. “I thought you said that the ship is a lot cleaner, now that most of us don’t shed skin cells anymore.” 
 
    <The dwarf has a way of making up for you three.> 
 
    The CatWoman™ chuckled. “Point taken.” 
 
    <Here. Look at the local establishments,> Laylani brought up a map of the surrounding area on Allaran. <To the north, where the colonel and Cindy went, are all the posh resorts, but to the south is a mining town at the foot of the mountains. I bet you two could fit in perfectly there. It’ll give me time to really scrub the ship down.> 
 
    “What about Porty?” The CatWoman™ asked. “Won’t he just make a mess while you’re cleaning up?” 
 
    <He’s a part of what I want to scrub down.> 
 
    A giggle escaped The CatWoman™’s lips. “Ha! You need to record that for me.” 
 
    <Deal, now get Vampy and get off me. I mean that in the nicest way possible.> 
 
    Vampy walked into the Rec Room a moment later and cast an appraising eye at the map hovering on the holo.  
 
    “Cabin fever?” she asked. 
 
    “Extreme.” 
 
    Vampy gave a crisp nod. “Mining town?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    The vampire straightened her bright yellow coat. “Give me five, I’ll grab my guns and get this blood into a thermos.”


 
   
  
 

 RED AND THE SKI RUN 
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe you’re not cold,” Gemma said as the two women waited for the ski lift to pick them up. 
 
    Cindy shrugged nonchalantly, hoping she looked more relaxed than she felt. Small talk was definitely not her thing. “This ol’ thing? It’s just a vacuum-rated skinsuit. If it can keep me toasty in space, then some fluffy, puffy snow won’t be a problem.” 
 
    She had taken Ramsey’s advice and given in to Cindy’s way of speaking. So far, Gemma hadn’t seemed to notice—or if she did, she hadn’t batted an eyelid at it. 
 
    “I’d love to get one like it, it looks fantastic…” Gemma said while looking Cindy up and down. “Though how is it vacuum rated, showing that much cleavage?” 
 
    “Uhhh…” Cindy looked down at her ample breasts and wondered the same thing. “Er…the helmet slots into the suit.”  
 
    “Huh, that’s pretty interesting. I’d love to see the helmet.” 
 
    “Sure,” Cindy nodded as the lift came around behind them and picked them up. “I don’t know where it is right now—I didn’t really buy the outfit for space.” 
 
    At the thought of going into space, her white catsuit began to creep up her chest and along the back of her neck—apparently under the impression that it needed to protect her from hard vacuum.  
 
    No! Stop, go back down, you silly thing. 
 
    Her outfit retreated to its prior configuration, and Cindy hoped that Gemma hadn’t noticed anything.  
 
    “I don’t blame you,” Gemma said as she looked out over the mountainside. “There’s not much to do in space around here. No other planets, except for Crossbar. And you wouldn’t get me over there for all the credits in the galaxy.” 
 
    “Oh?” Cindy asked. “I don’t know much about it. My husband just stopped by here because neither of us have ever seen rogue planets. We saw that yours was terraformed and Crossbar wasn’t—I mean, what silly billy wants to live under a dome?—so we came here. At first, I wasn’t sure about the cold, but then I remembered this outfit, and I’ve really wanted a good reason to wear it.” 
 
    Gemma gave a throaty chuckle. “I don’t blame you. I’d like to wear you—it—too.”  
 
    Cindy glanced at the woman in red to see her cheeks match her hair.  
 
    A freudian slip? she wondered.  
 
    “I do wonder, though,” Gemma asked a moment later, her gaze settling on Cindy’s ski boots. “Where did you put those adorable shoes of yours?” 
 
    Cindy had worried about the same thing, but when she had slipped her feet into the ski boots, they somehow managed to fit inside and—thankfully—didn’t dissolve the boots. 
 
    “They’re attached to the outfit, so they’re in the boots,” Cindy answered honestly. One thing she’d learned about being CinderellaNOT-TM, was that lying was exceedingly difficult.  
 
    “Really?” Gemma frowned. “With those heels?” 
 
    Cindy leaned over and whispered in Gemma’s ear. “Well, it’s a magical outfit.” 
 
    Gemma glanced at Cindy, giving her a look that was half ‘are you crazy?’ and half ‘are you messing with me?’ before deciding it was the latter and bursting out laughing. 
 
    “You’re a real card, Cindy. So much more fun than the hum-glums that are usually around here.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Cindy smiled. Being Cindy and having people be nice to me is a lot better than begin Baa…Baaaaa. Stars, I can’t even think my old name anymore! 
 
    “Well, either way, I’m glad you came here, Cindy. You’re going to make my vacation a lot more fun. Yours, too. You would have had a terribly boring time with the people on Crossbar.” 
 
    “Oh?” Cindy asked, not fighting the squeak in her voice. “What’s so awful about the people on Crossbar? I would have thought your two worlds would be bestest friends, out here all alone.” 
 
    Gemma gave a derisive laugh. “You’d think so, but we’re not, by a long shot. For starters, they’re suckers.” 
 
    “They’re easily fooled?” Cindy asked innocently, then realized what Gemma must have meant, and almost banged her head against the back of the seat in frustration. 
 
    “No!” Gemma snorted and then wrapped an arm around Cindy. “Oh my stars, you’re such a treat, aren’t you? I think you’re my favorite person ever.” 
 
    A feeling of warmth and happiness welled up in Cindy unlike any she’d ever felt before. It was countered—though only a little—by an anger response to being loved only because she was turning into a moronic bimbo. 
 
    A thought entered her mind that maybe it was necessary, to counter how much of a poopy pants she’d been in the past. 
 
    “Umm…thanks, Gemma,” she replied aloud, as the woman slid closer, keeping her arm around Cindy. “So, did you mean the people on Crossbar are icky vampires?” 
 
    Gemma nodded. “Yeah, that’s why they don’t use fusion suns like we do for light. They happily live in their darkened domes. And now they’ll get to find out what it’s like to live in dark and cold domes.” 
 
    “Oh? Why’s that?” 
 
    Gemma shifted on the seat, rocking the lift enough that Cindy gripped the sides of the contraption.  
 
    “OK, Cindy, you seem like a really nice woman, so I know you’ll keep a secret, right?” 
 
    “Cross my heart and hope to die, stick a plasma torch in my eye,” Cindy said while drawing a cross over her chest.  
 
    Gemma giggled. “Stars, Cindy, you’re like a little girl. OK, anyway. A long time ago, when our ancestors first came to these worlds, we were given gifts, special devices that would keep our worlds warm and habitable—which you can see by the fact that Allaran used to have summers.”  
 
    She gestured at the treetops below them, and Cindy nodded. “I’d been oh so curious about where those came from. So, there’s no summer here anymore?” 
 
    “Well, there will be again, now. Some places are already having their first thaw in years.” 
 
    “What happened to end your lovely summers?” Cindy asked. 
 
    Gemma’s expression darkened. “Crossbar. They stole our device and plunged our world into a years-long winter.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s horrible!” Cindy exclaimed. “How did you ever manage to survive?” 
 
    “You’re so adorable, Cindy.” Gemma laughed and snuggled up against her. “Well, we had our suns to help. We tried to negotiate with Crossbar, but eventually discovered that they’d broken their device somehow, until they stole ours, that is.” 
 
    “What a dreadful chain of events.” Cindy shook her head in dismay. “But now they’re freezing over there again, aren’t they?” 
 
    Gemma snorted. “And good riddance, I say. We tried to work something out with them, suggesting swapping the device to give us summers, and letting them store energy for the times they didn’t have the device. But nope! They claimed they had no idea what we were talking about.” 
 
    Cindy shook her head at such stubbornness. “How did you get your little device back?” 
 
    Gemma shot her a devious look. “We stole it, just like they did. They’ve tried to steal it back again, but so far, they’ve had no luck. Mind you, if it keeps going like this, it could come to war—but my husband says they’d lose. We have the device, and we have more ships. Since they don’t have a terraformed surface, all we have to do is crack the domes on their cities, and they’ll die.” 
 
    “Oh, Gemma,” Cindy pursed her lips, genuinely dismayed that these two worlds had come to the conclusion that destroying one another was the only viable solution to their problems. “That’s simply dreadful. All those people would d-d-d go poof.” 
 
    “Well,” Gemma shrugged. “They’re not really people. They’re vampires. All into blood and sucking, and all that shit. Freaking weird.” 
 
    “I have a friend that’s a vampire,” Cindy said quietly. “She’s really quite nice.” 
 
    The ski lift made it to the top of the mountain, and the two women slid off their seats and down the low slope to the top of the ski hill. 
 
    “Well, she better not come here. Vamps don’t get a warm welcome on Allaran.” She grinned at Cindy and pulled her goggles down. “Now, are you ready to have some fun?” 
 
    Cindy nodded while wishing there was Link access on the top of the mountain to relay all this intel to the colonel. “You bippity bet! Last one to the bottom has to buy the first round of hot cocoa.” 
 
    “Cindy,” Gemma said with a laugh, “Where have you been all my life?” 
 
    If she only knew…. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 VAMPY AND KITTY’S NIGHT OUT 
 
      
 
    Vampy clenched her jaw and took a deep breath as Kitty admonished her once more to hide her fangs. She wondered if the Fairly Goodmother’s ‘magic’ would let her get a mod to retract her teeth all the way.  
 
    “I’m doing my best,” Vampy said while keeping her mouth closed and barely opening her lips. “I don’t get why I have to hide being a vampire. Lots of people are into this. In some places, it’s almost normal.” 
 
    She kept her voice low, even though the street they were walking down was nearly deserted.  
 
    “You never know, Vampy,” Kitty raised a hand in admonishment. “People are weird. I mean…the fact that they all live on a planet of perpetual winter is strange enough. Who knows what gets under their skin.” 
 
    Vampy had to admit that Kitty had a point. She couldn’t imagine spending more time than was absolutely necessary on a world like this. However, people lived in all sorts of strange places across the galaxy. A snow planet barely rated notice. 
 
    “Well, maybe you should call me by my proper name,” Vampy said. “My nickname is a bit of a dead giveaway.” 
 
    “Jujubilee™?” Kitty asked. 
 
    “Well, no. The ‘TM’ is pretty weird, too. What about ‘Laaa’…” Vampy frowned as she tried to say her former name. “Laaaaa.” 
 
    “No dice,” Kitty replied. “I can’t say my old name, either. Not that I care to. I am The CatWoman™.” 
 
    Vampy rolled her eyes. “Yeah, you remind me hourly.” She considered her options—of which there were few good ones. “OK, how’s ‘Ju’?” 
 
    “ ‘Ju’?” Kitty turned and gave Vampy a narrow-eyed look. “That sounds like someone slurring ‘you’.” 
 
    “Got a better idea?” 
 
    “ ‘Juju’ or ‘Billie’. You pick.” 
 
    Vampy groaned. “Seriously? This sucks. How are we ever going to go undercover on an op again?” 
 
    Kitty shrugged. “I think it’s fun. Forces us to up our game.” 
 
    “My game was just fine. OK, I don’t want a name that sounds like a goat, so I’ll go for ‘Juju’. Sounds like candy. That’s more my style.” 
 
    “You got it, Juju.” Kitty pointed at a blue and pink sign, hanging out over the walkway. “Look, this place is called ‘The Lady’. Just our kind of joint!” 
 
    Vampy suspected the ‘The Lady’ catered to people with amorous intent, but trying to explain that to Kitty—who had spent a decade thinking that ancient pilots dressed like dominatrixes—would be the very definition of futility.  
 
    Plus, seeing whatever went on at The Lady would be far better than wandering the town’s cold streets, or going back to the Van.  
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Woohoo!” Kitty exclaimed and skipped down the street, tail waving in the air behind her. She reached the establishment’s entrance and beckoned for Vampy to catch up.  
 
    Vampy sighed, but didn’t pick up her pace. She didn’t exactly know why, but she suspected that it was because vampires really shouldn’t rush about. It ruined the whole mystique.  
 
    Kitty was almost hopping up and down by the time Vampy reached her, and held open the door. “C’mon, slow poke, get in already.” 
 
    Inside was a short hall and then another door—a prudent measure on such a cold planet. Vampy waited for Kitty to stomp the snow from her boots before pulling open the door, only to be assaulted by a cacophony of sight and sound.  
 
    Given how dour and sedate everyone they’d passed on the street had appeared, Vampy hadn’t expected much more than a bar with a few half-naked men and women waiting for someone with enough credit to take them up to a room.  
 
    What she hadn’t expected was a veritable circus.  
 
    The massive room was garishly painted, with bright lights sweeping back and forth, illuminating men and women walking tight ropes high above, while others swung on bars and flipped through the air, catching poles and sliding down them, or even landing in small pools of water.  
 
    On the ground floor, dancers twirled around the tables, while the patrons clapped along to the loud music being performed by a live band at the far end of the room.  
 
    As Vampy looked about, she saw more and more performers hanging from ropes, spinning high above, sitting in alcoves along the walls, or even walking on their hands across the bartop.  
 
    “OK,” Vampy admitted while taking in the sights. “This is pretty amazing—nothing like I expected.” 
 
    She looked over to see that Kitty’s face was a mask of pure rapture.  
 
    “Take this,” Kitty said, handing her pistol to Vampy before running to a pole and shimmying up its length to a platform high above. From there, she leapt to a rope, and then to an alcove high on the wall.  
 
    She almost missed, and would have come crashing to the ground, but Vampy could see Kitty’s claws come all the way out, and she pulled herself up into the alcove, licking the back of her hand as though the near miss had been her intention all along.  
 
    Vampy quickly tucked Kitty’s gun into her jacket, suddenly wondering whether or not the establishment frowned on armed patrons. 
 
    “Take your jacket?” a woman’s voice called out over the din, and Vampy looked over to see a coat check with a harried-looking woman inside. The room around her was almost stuffed to the brim with massive parkas and jackets of all types. 
 
    “Uhh, no,” Vampy replied, not wanting to turn in her coat while it had three handguns inside. Not to mention that she was certain the yellow jacket was somehow a part of her body, and being separated from it felt odd.  
 
    “Sorry, miss, it’s club policy. Everyone has to check their coats.” 
 
    Vampy resisted the urge to say it was a dumb policy, but she took off her coat and carefully folded it over her arm. “How’s this?”  
 
    “Sorry, I do have to take it,” the woman said, holding her hand out. “You’ll get a ticket, I won’t lose it, I swear—hot outfit, by the way. You and your friend really like black.” 
 
    Vampy almost smiled, but then remembered her teeth. “Yeah, it’s our jam.” A strange idea that made no sense came over her, and she twisted her jacket and tied it around her waist.  
 
    The woman was about to protest, when the yellow jacket—including the few, gun-shaped bulges in it—shrank down into a slim yellow belt. 
 
    “Holy crap!” the woman exclaimed. “That’s really cool! Where’d you get that?” 
 
    “New Eden,” Vampy shrugged nonchalantly, trying not to think of where the guns had disappeared to. “They’ve got a lot of cool shit there.”  
 
    “Wow…you’ve been to New Eden? I’ve never been anywhere.” 
 
    “Well,” Vampy winked at the woman before she turned toward the bar that dominated the center of the room. “You’ve been here.” 
 
    She didn’t know if the woman responded. She walked toward an empty stool, sitting down and running a hand over her hips—which felt slightly wider than before. If a gun was on each hip, she wondered where the third had gone…. 
 
    Handy trick…I can see using that again. So long as the things come back out. 
 
    “What’ll it be?” a tall man asked from behind the bar as he mixed a drink for another patron. 
 
    “Uh…whiskey. Top shelf.” Vampy replied, setting her thermos on the stool between her thighs. She had no idea if she could stomach whiskey, but the best stuff ought to go down smoother, at least. 
 
    The man nodded, and Vampy turned to see if she could find Kitty anywhere. It took a bit, but she finally spotted her friend atop one of the highest ledges, looking down at all the activity below her.  
 
    <Just have to be up high, don’t you, Kitty?> she asked. 
 
    <Well yeah, how else am I going to keep an eye on everything? Besides, this place is fun!> 
 
    Vampy chuckled and turned back to the bar as a glass with two fingers of whiskey was set in front of her. She nodded to the bartender and picked up the glass, swirling the contents for a moment before shrugging and throwing it back.  
 
    The drink burned its way down her throat—which she expected—then hit her stomach like a pile of bricks.  
 
    “Ohggg,” Vampy groaned as her stomach cramped.  
 
    “Too much?” a woman next to her asked, and Vampy nodded.  
 
    “San?” Vampy asked. 
 
    “Far corner,” the woman pointed with a concerned look. “You going to be OK? I’ve never seen someone get hit by a drink so fast.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Vampy gasped as she grabbed her thermos and rushed in the direction the woman had indicated, weaving amongst the tables and nearly crashing into a waiter. 
 
    “Watch it, woman!” he called out after her, but she didn’t slow.  
 
    The roiling in her stomach was reaching critical levels, and she knew that slowing down would lead to disaster. 
 
    Vampy spotted the door and pushed into the san, and then into a stall a moment before her stomach emptied its contents into the bowl. Most of what came out was blood, and she began to feel weak as it left her body. 
 
    Stars…that was extreme. 
 
    Her knees were shaky, but she managed to wipe off the san and then her mouth before triggering the flush cycle to dispose of the evidence.  
 
    With a long sigh, Vampy leant against the stall’s flimsy wall and looked down to see her thermos on the floor. She grabbed it, not caring if it was clean or not, and poured the contents down her throat. 
 
    She felt better, but not great.  
 
    <You OK?> Kitty asked. <I saw you rush out in a hurry.> 
 
    <Yeah…just turns out that whiskey and I don’t get along well anymore.> 
 
    <Huh, good to know. Maybe this wasn’t the best place to test it out, though?> 
 
    <Oh, ya think?> Vampy shot back, then felt bad for snapping at her friend. <Sorry, Kitty, that was mean. You’re right, it was a dumb idea.> 
 
    A <humph> was all that came back over the Link, and Vampy decided not to push the issue further. She straightened up and stepped out of the stall, nearly running into another woman. 
 
    “Shoot, sorry,” Vampy muttered. 
 
    “Don’t…hey, what’s on your face?” the woman asked, eyes narrowing.  
 
    Vampy reached up and wiped her lips, lowering her hand to see it smeared with blood.  
 
    “Shit, was that a fang?” the woman exclaimed, taking a step back. “Crossbar spy! There’s a vamp—” the woman’s voice was silenced as Vampy stepped up behind her and clamped a hand over her mouth. 
 
    She felt a surge of panic and pulled the woman back into the stall, trying to avoid her flailing limbs and well-aimed kicks. Vampy realized that despite the woman’s flailing, she wasn’t even coming close to breaking free.  
 
    Well…vampire strength sure is nice, she thought while breathing in the woman’s fear-filled scent.  
 
    What a smooth neck… Vampy ran her nose along the woman’s neck, then licked her neck slowly. The woman began to scream again, the noise filling the room, even with Vampy’s hand over her mouth. 
 
    Panic over being discovered—and an insatiable hunger—overtook Vampy, and she opened wide, her fangs protracting and sinking into the woman’s neck. 
 
    Hot blood rushed down Vampy’s throat as she sucked vigorously for half a minute, before she realized the woman had gone limp and pulled her mouth away. 
 
    “Shit shit shit,” she whispered. “What in stars did I just do?” 
 
    The woman’s head lolled to the side, and Vampy checked her pulse. It was weak, but still there.  
 
    <Uh…Kitty, I have a problem.> 
 
    <Oh? Does miss prissy pants need something from little ol’ me?>  
 
    <Wellll… I kinda just drank someone.> 
 
    A coughing snort came over the Link. <You what!?> 
 
    <She saw blood and my fangs, and then started screaming ‘vampire’. So, I pulled her into a stall to silence her….>  
 
    <And then you felt the need to turn her into one, too?> 
 
    Vampy hadn’t even thought about that. Her main concern had been whether or not the woman was dead.  
 
    <Shit…I sure hope not. I was sucking pretty hard, I don’t think I got any saliva or anything in her.> 
 
    <Vampy, if you turn someone else into a vampire before you turn me, I’ll be pissed.> 
 
    <Not my primary concern, Kitty.> 
 
    Vampy heard the door open, and a pair of footfalls came in, accompanied by giggles and whispers. She held her breath, praying to whatever stars were listening that whoever it was would leave quickly.  
 
    <Well, I’m concerned—> 
 
    <Shut up, Kitty, I need a moment, here.> 
 
    “Shit…is that blood?” one of the voices said. 
 
    “Yeah…oh, gross, it’s a thermos with blood….” 
 
    “Tammy,” the first voice dropped to a whisper. “There’s a vampire here…Crossbar.” 
 
    “Back out slow, I’ve called the cops on the Link,” the second voice replied.  
 
    <Kitty…I’m made, I have to get out of here.> 
 
    <Get out the back, I’ll meet you down at that ice cream shop we saw.> 
 
    <Kay,> Vampy replied, remembering the shop. They’d commented on the oddity of a winter planet enjoying ice cream. She set the woman she’d drank down, hoping she’d be OK—and that she wasn’t going to become a vampire—and took a deep breath before striding out of the stall, scooping up her thermos and walking to a sink where she turned on the faucet.  
 
    The two women were at the door, their faces frozen in fear as they stared at Vampy while she washed the blood off her face.  
 
    “What?” Vampy said, glancing at the two women. “Can’t a girl drink in peace?”  
 
    “Y-y-y-you’re…” One of the women—Tammy, if Vampy had the voices right—stammered.  
 
    “A vampire, yes,” Vampy replied, wiping her mouth clean, then rinsing off her thermos.  
 
    The two women were still standing stock-still, and Vampy sighed. “You’re blocking the doorway.” 
 
    The other woman nodded stoically. “You’re an infiltrator from Crossbar. Here to steal our energy module. We’re not going to let you out.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” Vampy asked and slapped her hands against her hips, glad to feel her pistols emerge.  
 
    Stars…this might just be magic after all.  
 
    She raised her handguns, aiming at the two women. “Move.” 
 
    Neither woman budged, and Vampy realized that they may be frozen in fear.  
 
    Fine… 
 
    Vampy opened her mouth wide and hissed at the women, taking a menacing step toward the pair.  
 
    That pushed them over the edge, and both women screamed and ran down the hall.  
 
    <OK, I’m heading out now.> 
 
    <What were you doing? Signing autographs?> 
 
    <Close.> 
 
    Vampy turned down the hall in the opposite direction from the bar and came to an intersection. She guessed at the correct direction and came to a large door at the far end. Above it hung the universal exit sign, and she poured on the speed, able to hear strident cries rising from somewhere behind her.  
 
    She didn’t slow as she hit the crash bar and she flew out into the frigid air.  
 
    Vampy barely noticed the cold as she gained her bearings. During their time in the bar, dusk had settled into a cloudy night, and the back alley was almost pitch black. 
 
    Finally in my element, she thought while running down the narrow space to the street, which she glanced up and down before rushing across.  
 
    As she moved back into shadows, Vampy heard the far-off wail of sirens.  
 
    <I’m here, where are you?> Kitty asked.  
 
    <Damn, how’d you get there so quickly?> 
 
    <Rooftops. They’re like a magical highway for me.> 
 
    Vampy shook her head as she rounded a corner, rushed across a street, and dove into another alley. She only had to go one more block to get to the ice cream shop. Not that they’d be home free by any stretch of the imagination. 
 
    She reached the end of the alley that the ice cream shop backed onto, and stopped in the shadows.  
 
    <I’m here, where are you?>  
 
    A black shape fell next to her. Kitty stood, a broad smile on her lips. “This is fun.” 
 
    “For you,” Vampy said, listening to the sirens grow closer.  
 
    “What was it like?” Kitty asked, pushing her goggles up onto her forehead. 
 
    “What was what like?” Vampy asked, knowing what Kitty was on about, but not wanting to discuss it. 
 
    Kitty wasn’t having any of her evasion. “Drinking fresh blood, right from the bod. Was it as good as they always say it is?” 
 
    Vampy rolled her eyes. “I don’t know…I was all caught up in the moment. Blood is blood.” 
 
    “Liar,” Kitty’s eyes narrowed. Then she looked Vampy over. “Hey, where’s my gun?” 
 
    “Oh,” Vampy looked down. “I wrapped my coat around my waist, and it turned into this belt…my guns were hidden inside my hips—it was really handy, actually.” 
 
    Kitty looked her over. “Yeah, well where’d mine go?” 
 
    Vampy twisted her lips. “I’m kinda scared to find out.” 
 
    “Your right thigh looks a bit thicker than your left,” Kitty said, a finger on her lips as she looked Vampy over. “How do we get it out?” 
 
    “Uhh…I think I just have to want it out.”  
 
    She concentrated, and the gun emerged from her right thigh and fell to the ground. 
 
    “Thank stars…I was really worried it was somewhere else.” 
 
    Kitty laughed. “You don’t think you’d notice if you had a gun in your hoohah?” 
 
    Vampy shrugged. “I was thinking butt crack, but thanks for that image. Anyway, I don’t know, this magic is crazy. It can do anything.” 
 
    “Aha! You admit it. It is magic!” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Vampy hissed. “That’s not important right now. What is important is what we do next.” 
 
    The sirens passed a block away, their shifting doppler effect stopping roughly at where Vampy gauged The Lady to be. 
 
    “We could just go back to the ship,” Kitty suggested. “Pretend this never happened.” 
 
    Vampy’s gaze locked on Kitty’s eyes. “Really? You don’t think that they will be able to figure out which ship we came from? We don’t exactly look like locals—plus the car that took us from the spaceport to the town certainly would have had cameras.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah.” 
 
    <Vampy…what did you do?> Laylani’s voice came into Vampy’s mind. <I have a security team demanding entrance to the ship.> 
 
    <Ummm…they really seem to not like vampires here. The cops are after us.> 
 
    <They’re saying something about Crossbar infiltrators—which we kinda are,> Laylani said, her voice carrying no small amount of concern. <I can’t reach the colonel, either. There’s no Link up on the mountain where they’re skiing.> 
 
    Vampy had no idea what the best option was…the mission had gone to hell in a handbasket with just one indiscretion. <Do you think you can hold them off, Laylani?> 
 
    <For a bit, they just have pulse rifles. But if they bring out the plasma torches, I’m taking off.>  
 
    <Understood.> 
 
    <Wait! Vampy,> Porty jumped into the conversation. <I found where they have the device they stole from Crossbar!> 
 
    <Really? Where?> 
 
    <That mining town you’re in? They don’t actually mine anything, the device is deep underground, and the mine’s just a cover. They call it a CMD, or something. From what I can tell, it’s small enough that the two of you could carry it.> 
 
    Vampy looked at Kitty, a smile growing on her lips. “Well, kitty cat? We’ve got a mission.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHANGE OF…EVERYTHING 
 
      
 
    Cindy came to a stop at the bottom of the slope next to Gemma, whose face bore a broad grin, her breath steaming in the cold night air.  
 
    “OK, not many people can keep up with me, Cindy. You’ve got a lot more stamina than I’d’ve thought.” 
 
    “I like to keep tip-top,” Cindy said with a small shrug. “A lot more fun to get my exercise here than on the ship.” 
 
    “I bet,” Gemma nodded, looking at the ski lift and shaking her head. “Looks like our husbands are going up for another run. Glad we introduced them,” Gemma gave Cindy a conspiratorial wink. “Gives us girls a bit more time together.” 
 
    Cindy smiled, unable to hide the enjoyment she was getting from spending time with her new friend, though dreading what Gemma would probably suggest doing next.  
 
    It had been more than apparent from the casual touches and continual close proximity that Gemma had only one thing on her mind when it came to winding down.  
 
    And thanks to Cindy’s unrelentingly possessive clothing, that was the one thing she couldn’t do.  
 
    Think, Cindy, think. Lashes was our infiltrator girl for a decade, and she never had sex with a mark. What would she do? 
 
    The two women took their skis off and walked back to the rental shop. Once they’d returned their skis and boots, Gemma took Cindy’s hand and led her back toward the resort’s lodge.  
 
    Fifteen meters from the building, Cindy managed to get Link signal and reached out to the ship. <Vampy, are you there? I need help!> 
 
    <Vampy’s out on a mission,> Laylani replied. <She had to go dark. Don’t want a signal giving her and Kitty away.> 
 
    <Whoa, wait just one tick tock, Laylani. We’re on the mission. The colonel and I. Those two were supposed to keep their shiny tushies on the ship!> 
 
    <Well…they got bored, so they went into town,> Laylani replied, her mental tone decidedly guilty.  
 
    <Town?> Cindy asked. 
 
    <There’s a mining town nearby. They got into some trouble, but Porty figured out where the stolen energy device is, so they went after it.> 
 
    “Fiddlesticks!” Cindy whispered aloud.  
 
    “What is it?” Gemma asked, glancing at Cindy as she held the door open to the lodge.  
 
    “Uh…oh, nothing to worry your pretty red head about. I just realized I never thought to get the room tokens from my husband. Now he’s up on the slope, and I can’t reach him on the link.” 
 
    <Laylani, we’ve been hired by the big bad guys! Crossbar broke their special power doohicky, so they stole Allaran’s, but then Allaran stole it back. Without it, Crossbar’s cities will freeze like popsicles! Allaran needs theirs too, or they’ll have a forever winter.> Cindy said quickly while Gemma answered her. <What are we going to do?> 
 
    “Don’t worry.” Gemma waved her hand. “Pell will give you the tokens. He knows me, of course, and he saw you come in with your husband.”  
 
    <OK,> Laylani replied. <The authorities are looking for Vampy and Kitty, and they know what ship they came from. They’re banging on the door right now. It won’t take them long to show up at the resort. I can’t reach the colonel, what should we do?> 
 
    <You’re asking me?> Cindy squeaked as she followed Gemma to the front desk. <I’m about to be happity bappitied by the president’s wife, but I don’t have the bits to be bappitied with!> 
 
    <Does that mean sex?> Laylani asked. < ’Happity bappity’ is a new one on me.> 
 
    <Oh, farfignuffen! Yes it means that word I can’t say.> 
 
    Laylani made a humming sound before she replied. <Well, I’m no expert on this stuff, but from what Vampy has told me, she always just made the other person so…uh…happy that they didn’t have the energy to reciprocate.> 
 
    Oh this is just wonderful, Cindy thought. I’m taking bappitying advice from an AI. 
 
    “Cindy?” Gemma asked, pulling her back to the present. She hadn’t even realized that Gemma had led them to the front desk where Pell waited—a look of manufactured patience on his face. “Pell just needs you to connect so he can pass you the tokens.” 
 
    “Oh, sorry.” Cindy gave a sheepish smile. “Just got lost in my thoughts for a moment.” She connected to Pell’s front desk system, and he passed her the tokens.  
 
    “I hope you have an entertaining evening, ma’am,” Pell said, giving Cindy a suggestive look before glancing at Gemma. 
 
    “Pell, hush,” Gemma swatted a hand at the man before taking Cindy by the arm. “Now that you know you’ll be able to get back into your room later, why don’t you come to the bar and have a drink with me?” 
 
    “OK,” Cindy smiled brightly. “I could use a hot chocolate. I beat you to the bottom on our first run, so I think you’re buying.” 
 
    Gemma laughed and swatted Cindy on the ass. “I’ll beat your bottom, if you think hot cocoa is really on the menu.” 
 
    Cindy squeaked and felt her cheeks flush. She wasn’t sure if she could even drink alcohol, but getting Gemma drunk would help a lot in controlling the evening’s events.  
 
    Which, if Laylani was right, may involve a kidnapping and ransom at some point.  
 
    Golly, can I even do that sort of thing anymore?  
 
    There were only a few dozen people in the lodge’s bar, and Gemma led Cindy to a table in the back where they were almost entirely out of sight. 
 
    Cindy slid onto the bench, and Gemma sat beside her, trapping her next to the wall.  
 
    “I have to tell you, Cindy, the little innocent act you put on is positively intoxicating,” Gemma whispered in Cindy’s ear while sliding a hand up her thigh. “All I can think about is getting you out of this pretty white skinsuit and having my way with you.” 
 
    “Umm…what about your husband?” Cindy asked, feeling like her cheeks were going to light on fire from the flush burning in them.  
 
    “My husband likes to talk politics. Lots and lots of politics. Just about everyone at the bar here works for him, waiting for him to return from the slopes so they can bombard him with whatever’s oh-so-important right now.” 
 
    “They work for him?” Cindy asked, trying to peer up over the seats to see if they were being watched.  
 
    “Yeah, but I pay them off to make sure they keep quiet. Not that my husband really cares—other than about keeping up appearances, of course.” 
 
    <Cindy, an alert has gone out for you and the colonel. They know where you are.>  
 
    Cindy heard loud voices from the far side of the bar, and knew that Gemma’s watchers must be coming for her. Without saying a word, she pushed Gemma off the seat, clamped a hand around the woman’s mouth and rushed her out the door and into a hallway that ran toward the kitchen.  
 
    “Mphhhh,” Gemma grunted, trying to get free, but Cindy held on tight, searching for a place to hide. Then she spotted a staircase and ducked around behind it, pushing Gemma to the ground and sitting on her. 
 
    The woman kept struggling, and suddenly Cindy’s catsuit turned back into the poofy dress, fluffing out around them.  
 
    “Oh, sniffling schnauzers, just what I need,” Cindy said in frustration a moment before she felt a very strange tingling come over her body. She looked down to see her dress spreading out across Gemma’s body, covering the president’s wife until she was cocooned. Then the dress began to flow up over Cindy, encasing her in layers of cloth. She tried to push it down, but there was no stopping it. 
 
    Cindy drew in a deep breath as the folds came up over her head, and her entire body felt like it was being electrified. Then the cloth receded, and Cindy let out a surprised gasp.  
 
    Beside her, laying on the ground in a white dress, was her! Cindy stood and looked down to see herself wearing Gemma’s red skiing outfit. She grabbed her hair to see that it was red as well. 
 
    “Well I’ll be fluffernutted,” she whispered in Gemma’s voice.  
 
    “What the hell!” Gemma—who now looked exactly like CinderellaNot-TM—shouted. “What did you do to me?” 
 
    As Gemma-now-Cindy struggled, and the poofy dress shrank back down to be the gleaming white catsuit, Cindy-now-Gemma saw that the other woman’s feet were not wearing the glass slippers. She felt a wave of relief wash over her.  
 
    The feeling surprised her at first, but she knew deep down that she had really come to love being Cindy—even if it meant she was struggling to understand who she was half the time. 
 
    She wiggled her toes to be sure, and felt the firm embrace of the glass slippers.  
 
    “I’m still CinderellaNOT-™,” she said aloud, still feeling strange at hearing such a sultry voice coming from her. “I guess the magic wouldn’t let me get captur—” 
 
    “Gemma! Are you alright?” a voice called out to her right, and Cindy-now-Gemma turned to see one of the men from the bar approach. “I found her!” he called out, and then grabbed Cindy’s arm. 
 
    “Ow!” Cindy-now-Gemma squeaked. “Careful.” 
 
    “Sorry, ma’am,” the man said, putting himself between her and Gemma-now-Cindy. “We have reason to believe that this woman and her compatriots are Crossbar spies sent to retrieve the CMD.” 
 
    “Oh my,” Cindy-now-Gemma placed a hand on her chest. “How horrid.” 
 
    The man glanced back at her. “Are you OK, ma’am?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” Cindy-now-Gemma forced her voice to remain low and not rise in pitch. “Just shaken up.” 
 
    Another man and a woman approached, and the woman called to Cindy-now-Gemma. “Come with me, Gemma. The guys will take her into custody.” 
 
    “What are you talking about, you miserable fucks?” Gemma-now-Cindy shrieked, struggling to rise. “Arrest her! She’s the Crossbar spy. She did something to me. I’m Gemma.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” one of the men said as he pushed her against the wall while the other cuffed her. “You’re going to spend a long time in a cold hole, vampire bitch.” 
 
    “Vampire? Ben, are you insane? It’s me!” 
 
    Cindy-now-Gemma felt a little bad for Gemma-now-Cindy as the men led her away.  
 
    The woman escorting her shook her head. “Damn…that was close. It wasn’t on any official schedules that you two were here—I can’t believe they managed this so well. The boys are on their way to your husband. Don’t worry, they’ll get that other guy as well…Colonel Ramsey, the lodge’s registry said.” 
 
    “What would I do without you?” Cindy-now-Gemma asked with a smile. A moment later, she realized that she seemed to have all of Gemma’s tokens and was connected to an official network. An indicator popped up telling her that the woman at her side was named Reah. 
 
    “Oh, get abducted by Crossbar, it seems,” Reah chuckled.  
 
    “Well, Reah, thanks. I’m glad you guys came in time to save me.” 
 
    OK, you crazy outfit that can turn me into other people, Cindy thought, struggling to keep panic at bay. What do I do now? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 THIEFING IN THE NIGHT 
 
      
 
    “This is great,” The CatWoman™ whispered as she slipped through the streets with Vampy a step behind. “This is totally what The CatWoman™ is meant to do. Skulk about and steal thinks from the bad guys.” 
 
    “You sure about that?” Vampy asked. “I think that The CatWoman™ was a villain. She stole from everyone.” 
 
    The CatWoman™ waved her hand at Vampy. “No, no. That was in the early days. Then I fell in love with The ManBat™ and we had little Kitty-Bat babies.” 
 
    Vampy snorted. “That’s both ridiculous and disturbing at the same time. I never followed GDC stories that much, though. I was always more of a Marvelous girl myself.” 
 
    “Right, which is why you picked the lamest superhero of all time when the Fairly Goodmothers offered you the choice,” The CatWoman™ snorted as she peered around a corner, checking to see that the coast was clear. 
 
    “Jujubilee was awesome when she could shoot fireworks from her hands,” Vampy replied. “That’s what I wanted them to turn me into.” 
 
    “No,” The CatWoman™ shook her head. “It would have been lame. And you would have had to wear those funny shorts. Seriously, the Fairly Goodmothers saved you from yourself. I think they saw how awesome I was and decided to make you match me as much as possible. I also think you’re supposed to bite me and make me into VampCatWoman.” 
 
    “Wow,” Vampy said, her eyes wide. “You didn’t say ‘TM’.” 
 
    “Huh,” The CatWoman replied, nodding slowly. “I didn’t, did I?” 
 
    Vampy chuckled. “I have half a mind to bite you just to save us from the ‘TM’-ing.” 
 
    “Really?” The CatWoman™ asked eagerly.  
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Jerk.” 
 
    “Look,” Vampy gestured down the street. “There’s the mine entrance.” 
 
    “Weird mine,” The CatWoman™ said, looking past the chain-link fence that enclosed the area. “There’s hardly any equipment around.” 
 
    Vampy nodded. “It’s a bit weird, but I guess they think it’s enough to fool anyone. Given that the folks from Crossbar couldn’t tell that this was the place where their power module was hidden, I guess it did the trick.” 
 
    “But Porty figured it out,” The CatWoman™ said. “In less than a day, too.” 
 
    “Yeah, I wondered about that as well, but you know how dwarves are.” 
 
    The CatWoman™ nodded. “Sneaky.” 
 
    “You got it,” Vampy replied. “But not sneaky enough to give us anything better than ‘in the mine’.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Vampy,” The CatWoman™ said as she pulled her goggles down. “I’m all about thiefing. It’s totally my thing.” 
 
    “Thieving.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Vvvv not fffff, Kitty.” 
 
    “Don’t call me ‘Kitty’ when I’m thiefing, Vampy.” The CatWoman™ made a sweeping gesture through the air. “Out here, I’m The CatWoman™.” 
 
    Vampy made a half-strangled groan. “Oh my stars, can you say that a bit louder? Can we just get to the mine entrance and try to get in?” 
 
    “Fiiiine, you take the fun out of everything, Vampy.” 
 
    “Sorry, I’m just feeling a bit out of sorts after possibly ruining some poor woman’s life by turning her into a vampire.” 
 
    The CatWoman™ glanced back at Vampy as they crept down the dark street toward the mine. “Ruined? You’re kidding right? You just made her a powerful creature of the night! You did her a huge favor.” 
 
    “Yeah, except they seem to hate vampires here.” 
 
    The CatWoman™ shrugged. “They hate your kind a lot of places. Doesn’t make you any less awesome. Just makes them stupid.” 
 
    Vampy chuckled and shook her head, but didn’t reply as the two women continued to move down the street, just a pair of black shadows in the darkness. One with the night, undetectable to the naked eye, like forces of— 
 
    “Hey,” a voice asked. “What are you two doing out here? Aren’t you freezing?” 
 
    The CatWoman™ turned to see an old woman standing in the entrance to a store, staring at them. 
 
    “Quiet. You can’t see us,” The CatWoman™ said. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” the old woman asked. “You’re both wearing skin-tight gleaming catsuits. I could see you half a block away. Plus, she’s wearing a bright yellow belt.”  
 
    The old woman pointed at Vampy’s belt while shaking her head.  
 
    “Vampy! You gave us away,” The CatWoman™ admonished. 
 
    “I saw you first, kitty-girl. Your tail’s moving around so much, I thought it was some sort of drone searching for the—oh, shit! You’re them! The vampires from Crossbar!” 
 
    Vampy’s fist shot out and punched the old woman in the face, dropping her like a sack of potatoes.  
 
    “That was a bit brutal,” The CatWoman™ said as Vampy opened the shop’s door and dragged the woman inside. 
 
    “Yeah, well, better than trying to silence her and then accidentally biting her and making her live for eternity as an old woman vampire…that would be awful. At least the woman I bit at The Lady was young and sexy.” 
 
    The CatWoman™ laughed as she closed the door. “Yeah, and you’re pretty hot, too. Not as good looking as me, of course.” 
 
    Vampy sighed and looked down at herself. “This old woman’s right, though. I sure wish our catsuits didn’t reflect like a freakin’ laser-light show. Would make this whole skulking around business a lot easier.” 
 
    To both of their surprise, Vampy’s catsuit suddenly dulled until it was a matte black—including her belt.  
 
    “Wow! It does take orders,” Vampy exclaimed. 
 
    “I think you just didn’t believe in the magic enough before,” The CatWoman™ said, grinning at her vampire friend. 
 
    Vampy waved her hand. “Well you try it, now.” 
 
    The CatWoman™ drew in a deep breath. “I believe in the magic of the Fairly Goodmothers and the Disknee World. Please let me not be so shiny—just for a little while, though. I don’t want to be all dull all the time.” 
 
    A moment later, The CatWoman™’s catsuit lost its sheen, just as Vampy’s had. 
 
    “Now this is more like it,” Vampy said as the pair exited the shop and continued their way down the street. “True creatures of the night!” 
 
    “Shhhhhh.” 
 
    One block later, they came to the gates of the mine yard. Within, they could see some earth-moving machines parked on one side, a group of a-grav haulers on the other, and a few low buildings near the mine entrance. 
 
    The mine itself was a large tunnel bored into the hillside. There was a low barricade in front of it, but otherwise, the entrance appeared to be entirely unprotected.  
 
    “Really well-lit in there,” Vampy said. “Let’s go around the side so we don’t have to walk right down the middle. Plus, we can avoid the half-dozen guards I can make out hiding in the vehicles.” 
 
    The CatWoman™ nodded silently, and the two women crept around the fence to where it began to climb the snowy hillside.  
 
    “Here?” Vampy asked, and The CatWoman™ nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, I think I can just jump over.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    The CatWoman™ crouched low and felt a strong urge to wiggle her butt and swish her tail back and forth—an urge she didn’t resist.  
 
    When she felt suitably springy, she leapt into the air and landed on the far side of the fence.  
 
    She turned to look at Vampy, who shrugged and leapt into the air without even crouching down. She landed on the inside of the fence with an easy grace. 
 
    “See! Vampires are cool. You’re so lucky.” 
 
    “Try to keep it down, Kitty. Maybe we should go to the Link.” 
 
    “No,” The CatWoman™ shook her head. “They’ll pick up our EM in an instant. Remember. I’m the expert at thiefing.” 
 
    Vampy just groaned and rolled her eyes. “OK, Kitty, lead the way.” 
 
    The CatWoman™ was about to remind Vampy to use her proper name while on the job, when she saw a sentry making the rounds. 
 
    “Come,” she whispered, and the two women slinked toward the earth-moving equipment—The CatWoman™ in the rear, her tail swishing over their tracks—where they crouched behind one of the charging units.  
 
    The sentry walked past where they’d come over the fence, not even looking around as he yawned while walking up the hillside.  
 
    “Just can’t get good help,” Vampy said, turning toward the mine. “There’s a lot of lights shining on that entrance. How are we going to get past?” 
 
    “I think we should trust in the Fairly Goodmothers’ magic,” The CatWoman™ said. 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Well, the power hookup is all the way over there,” she gestured across the equipment yard. “We came over the fence on the wrong side. We’d have to go back out, circle around, go over the fence again, skulk to—” 
 
    “OK, OK, I get it. Fine, let’s just walk in. Trusting in the magic has gotten us this far.” 
 
    The CatWoman™ gave Vampy an appreciative nod. “Glad to see that you’re finally coming around.” 
 
    “Honestly? I think I’m just blood drunk.” 
 
    “Good enough for me.” 
 
    The two women crept toward the mine entrance, staying low and angling toward the waist-high barrier erected in front of the opening.  
 
    They were about to hop over it and stroll right into the mine, when a voice called out from behind them.  
 
    “Hold it!” 
 
    Vampy groaned, and the two turned to see a pair of guards standing twenty paces away, rifles leveled. 
 
    “Damn, those guys are stealthy,” The CatWoman™ said.  
 
    “I heard them,” Vampy replied. “I just hoped that the magic was hiding us. It turns out that I’m just an idiot.” 
 
    The CatWoman™ looked back toward the mine entrance. “Believing in magic is never idiotic. C’mon.” 
 
    She took off at a run, leaping over the barrier and rushing into the mine. A moment later, Vampy was at her side.  
 
    “So what’s the plan?” The vampire asked. 
 
    “Me? You’re the smart one. I’m just the sneaky one.” 
 
    Shots rang out, and bullets hit the dirt—and them, but ricocheted off their magical costumes.  
 
    The tunnel sloped down gradually, but a lift platform was on the right, a dozen meters ahead. Vampy angled toward the lift, and The CatWoman™ followed.  
 
    When they reached it, Vampy looked back toward the entrance and saw that the two guards had turned into four, with another pair rushing toward the mine.  
 
    “This is going to be fun to get out of,” Vampy muttered as she hit the lift control. 
 
    The platform began to descend with excruciating slowness, and The CatWoman™ swore. “At this rate, it’ll take a hundred years to get to the bottom.” 
 
    Vampy didn’t reply as she placed her hands on her hips, causing her pistols to re-emerge. She fired a few shots at the approaching guards, sending them rushing for cover.  
 
    The CatWoman™ joined in, firing her handgun twice before the platform finally lowered enough that they were out of sight.  
 
    “We’re going to be like fish in a barrel,” Vampy said, peering down over the railing. “There’s a ladder along the shaft, we’d be better off climbing down.” 
 
    She didn’t wait for a response before leaping off the platform onto the ladder, holding the rails and sliding down and out of sight. 
 
    The CatWoman™ shook her head. “I’m the night prowler. I should be the one doing cool stuff like that.” Then a shot came from above, and she leapt for the ladder and dropped out of sight, hoping she wouldn’t land on Vampy when she reached the bottom. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Vampy felt like she was going to be sliding down the ladder forever, and even started to think that her hands were feeling a bit hot from the friction, when she finally saw a lit platform at the bottom of the shaft.  
 
    It was rushing toward her—or rather, she to it—at an alarming rate of speed, and Vampy clamped her knees on the ladder’s risers, trying to slow down.  
 
    A look up revealed that Kitty’s ass was headed straight for her head, and Vampy jumped off the ladder, landing on the platform a moment before Kitty slammed into it, still holding onto the ladder. 
 
    “Yeeow,” Kitty growled. “Why didn’t you warn me?” 
 
    “I was too busy trying not to get crushed by your butt.” 
 
    The distant echo of weapons fire filtered down the shaft, and Vampy looked around while Kitty checked over her tail to make sure it was OK. 
 
    On their right was a door that had a security pad on it, and Vampy walked up and punched an open command.  
 
    Nothing happened, so she held her hand over the pad and said. “Open cause we need you to.” 
 
    “OK, now I think you’re going too far, believing in the magic,” Kitty said as she approached.  
 
    The door slid open, and Vampy grinned at Kitty. “Now who’s the unbeliever?” 
 
    Inside was a long corridor that they followed to another door. It opened to reveal another long corridor and another door.  
 
    Seven doors later, they finally came to a large spherical chamber, over fifty meters in diameter. In the center were two large cylinders mounted on pedestals. One cylinder had a green light on the top, and the other’s was red. 
 
    “I guess the red one must be the one that these Allarans broke,” Vampy mused as she approached it. “But if they broke theirs and stole Crossbar’s, and then Crossbar stole theirs back, how come the Allarans have two?” 
 
    Kitty shrugged. “Beats me, though I think you have your who stole what order mixed up. Maybe they took both for good measure?” 
 
    Vampy nodded absently as she walked toward the cylinders, looking them over. They were just over a meter tall and fifty centimeters in diameter. Other than the colored lights on the top, neither seemed to have any other controls or indicators on them. 
 
    “OK…Porty must think we’re a lot stronger than we are,” Vampy said while looking the cylinders over. “These things must weigh hundreds of kilos.” 
 
    “No handles.” Kitty flexed her claws. “These things are no good for gripping smooth metal.” 
 
    Vampy nodded. They were going to need to wheel the module out on a cart…like that wouldn’t be inconspicuous. 
 
    “How is it that these little things can heat a planet?” Kitty asked as she approached. “They must be crazy powerful.” 
 
    “Not sure…maybe it’s just some sort of mass placebo effect. Wait, what’s—” 
 
    “Freeze!” a voice called out from the chamber’s entrance, and Vampy turned to see two soldiers rush into the space, rifles leveled. 
 
    Vampy was behind the cylinders, and she gestured for Kitty to join her on the safe side.  
 
    “I’ve got a bomb!” she cried out. “You take one step closer, and I blow both of them. And all of you…and probably half the planet!” 
 
    The two soldiers, a pair of women, looked at one another and took a step back. The one who had spoken previously raised her free hand and spoke slowly.  
 
    “Nowww, yooooou doon’t waaaaant tooooo dooo annnythiiing rassssshhh.” 
 
    “Why are you talking like that?” Vampy asked, scowling at the woman. 
 
    “I juuuust waaaant yoooouu tooooo beeeee caaaaalm.” 
 
    “Stars,” Vampy muttered. “If you don’t stop talking like a flaming idiot, I’ll blow us all up just so that I don’t have to listen to you anymore.” 
 
    “That seems ill advised,” the other soldier woman said. “Do you really have a bomb?” 
 
    Kitty nodded. “Of course we do. Plus guns. I know just where to shoot one of these things to make it go kablooey. Care to find out where?” 
 
    “Uhhh… no,” the second soldier said. 
 
    “Good! Now…we have demands,” Kitty shouted. 
 
    “We…uhhh. We have to call our supervisor,” the first soldier said, still talking a bit slowly, but no longer sounding like she had snailitis. 
 
    “You do what you have to do,” Kitty called out, then she turned to Vampy. “What are we going to do?” 
 
    Vampy looked down at the power modules, wondering if they could take them both as weird hostages, when her eye caught a familiar logo.  
 
    “Kitty, look at that.” She gestured to the marking on the side of the module to her left. “Is that what I think it is?” 
 
    “If you think it’s one of the Disknee World’s logos, you’d be right.” 
 
    “Stars, you go there once, and that damn place just follows you everywhere. What’s that underneath the logo?” 
 
    “Not sure, not any language I know,” Kitty said with a shrug. 
 
    Vampy decided that since they were already made, there was no reason to keep her Link offline. She reactivated it and reached out to the ship. <Laylani, do you read me?> 
 
    <Hi, Vampy, boy am I glad to hear you! So…I think we’re working for the bad guys. There’s a lot of he said, she said as to who stole the CMD modules first.>  
 
    <OK, well, we made it to the chamber, and there’s two here. One doesn’t seem to be working, but both have a Disknee World logo on them. I wanted to see if Porty could make heads or tails of it.> 
 
    <That might be difficult,> Laylani sounded worried, and a bit apologetic. 
 
    <Oh?>  
 
    <Yeah, they put an a-grav beam on the Van, and locked me down before I could run. They boarded and took Porty.> 
 
    “Shit,” Vampy muttered. <Are you OK?>  
 
    <For now—though they’re making a heck of a mess. We might need a new couch, too. What about you?> 
 
    <Well, we’re in the room with the modules, but there’s only one door, and it’s not exactly accessible.> 
 
    <Wait, Cindy’s calling, hold on.> 
 
    Vampy wondered why an AI needed her to hold on, but a moment later, Laylani was back. <We might just have an ace in the hole! Cindy’s done something quite surprising,> Laylani said, her mental tone filled with excitement. 
 
    <What?> Vampy asked.  
 
    <Somehow…. OK, this really doesn’t make sense…she’s married to the planet’s president. They’re on their way to see you now.> 
 
    <Cindy got married and didn’t invite us to the wedding?> Kitty’s tail swished angrily. <I can’t believe she’d do that to us.> 
 
    Vampy shook her head. <Did you really—no…nevermind. There’s really no sense to be made of this.> 
 
    Just then, there was a commotion at the far side of the room, where the soldiers , along with some people who looked like lab technicians, were setting up portable shield generators.  
 
    A tall man stepped into the chamber with a red-haired woman at his side. Not only was her hair red, but so was most of her outfit.  
 
    It looked like blood, and Vampy began to salivate at the sight.  
 
    <OK, I think the president is here with some woman—but no Cindy.> 
 
    <That is Cindy,> Laylani replied, a burbling sound coming across the link with her words. <Linking you up.> 
 
    <Vampy, Kitty, are you two cuties OK?> Cindy’s chipper mental voice was tinged with concern.  
 
    <Yeah,> Vampy replied. <But…what the heck is going on? How are you that redhead?> 
 
    <That’s a topsy turvy story for another time. The magic did it, though. It switcherooed me with the president’s wife. I’m Cindy-now-Gemma, and she’s Gemma-now-Cindy.> 
 
    “That makes no sense at all,” Vampy whispered to Kitty. “Has she finally cracked? She’s been a bit weird since the whole CinderellaNot-TM thing.” 
 
    Vampy gave Kitty an appraising look. “A bit?” 
 
    <So what does that mean for us? Can you tell the president to let us go?> Vampy asked. 
 
    <Umm…no, he’s pretty mad.> 
 
    Just then, the president finished talking to the major, who had appeared onsite a few minutes prior, and turned to Vampy and Kitty. 
 
    “OK, you’ve made your attempt to sabotage us again, Crossbar scum.” His voice was strident, with no small amount of anger evident. “This time you’re caught red-handed—not sure how you thought you could pull this off with just two people.” 
 
     “Me either,” Kitty muttered. “I blame you, Vampy.” 
 
    “Me? You were the one all about ‘the thiefing’.” 
 
    “I could have done it alone. You got us caught,” Kitty shot back.  
 
    Vampy considered their options, and her eyes fell to the Disknee World logo and the strange markings below it.  
 
    <Cindy, I need you to do something,> Vampy called out. 
 
    <Cindy-now-Gemma, or Gemma-now-Cindy?> Cindy asked innocently.  
 
    <Uhh…I have no fucking clue which is which. You, the one standing next to the president. I need you to tell him to bring Porty here. Convince him somehow.> 
 
    <Vampy! How will I do something tricksy like that? I shouldn’t even know who Porty is. I’m Cindy-now-Gemma, remember?> 
 
    Vampy wasn’t sure how Cindy could pull it off, either, but they had to try. 
 
    <Cindy, you’re a cunning, conniving daughter of a bitch who can get her way out of any bind. You may be all sugar and spice now, but I know you’ve still got the same brain in your head.> 
 
    “At least I sure hope you do,” she muttered. 
 
    Kitty sighed and leant against the CMD cylinder. “We’re screwed, she’s just a poofy bimbo now. There’s no way she can convince—”  
 
    <I have an idea,> Cindy said a second later. <But you need to ask for Porty first.> 
 
    Vampy shrugged and turned to peek over the CMD cylinders. “Back off! If I see a finger near a trigger, I’ll blow us all to stardust!” 
 
    The soldiers exchanged worried glances, and then the major gave the president a significant look, likely conversing over the Link.  
 
    “OK,” the president called out. “We’re taking it easy here. You take it easy, too.” 
 
    “I’m all about being easy,” Vampy said, then caught herself. “Dammit, you know what I mean. We’ll come quietly, but first we want to see our people—see that they’re OK.” 
 
    “Who? Colonel Ramsey and Cindy?” the president asked. 
 
    “Yeah, them, and Porty the dwarf. He’s the boss, and we need to talk to him before we do anything!” Vampy called back, hoping her statement didn’t sound too ridiculous. 
 
    “The dwarf? Seriously?” The President shook his head in disbelief.  
 
    “Yeah! Pronto, or we end everything!” 
 
    <OK, I’m working on him now,> Cindy said. 
 
    Vampy saw Cindy-now-Gemma stand on her tiptoes and whisper in the president’s ear. With one hand, she unbuttoned her coat and pressed her body against the president, slowly sliding up and down his side. 
 
    “Shit…I didn’t think Cindy had that in her,” Vampy whispered. 
 
    “I don’t think that Baaa…B…who she used to be would have, either,” Kitty said.  
 
    Vampy gave Kitty a sharp look. “Shit, you can’t say her old name either? And I couldn’t say mine before.” 
 
    “I guess not. I wonder if I can say my old name…” Kitty suddenly frowned. “Umm…what was my old name, Vampy?” 
 
    “Really? Kitty, stop messing around. Your name is The CatWoman™. What ‘old name’ are you talking about?” 
 
    Kitty peered back around the CMD cylinders where Cindy-now-Gemma was still working her particular brand of magic on the president. “I have no idea, Vampy. I mean, I used to be named ‘Selene’, but now I’m just The CatWoman™. But I don’t mind too much if you call me ‘Kitty’—just so long as it’s in private.” 
 
    “Works for me,” Vampy replied. “I never liked my old name, though. ‘Vampy’ works for me.” 
 
    “Old name?” 
 
    “You know, ‘Jujubilee™’.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” 
 
    <OK, Vampy, Kitty. It was icky, but I got him to agree to bring everyone down here. It’ll take a few minutes, though. That lift is terribly pokey.> 
 
    <It’s OK,> Kitty replied as she licked the back of her hand and ran it over her head. <We’ve got nothin’ but time.> 
 
    As it turned out, ‘a bit’ was just over an hour. Vampy was lucky that neither she nor Kitty had to use the san anymore, or they’d probably have had an accident while waiting. 
 
    Porty was the first one to arrive, and he was pushed to the front of the group by one of the soldiers. He looked a bit worse for wear—not that it was easy to tell. Dwarves never looked particularly kempt.  
 
    “Porty!” Vampy called out. “You OK? They didn’t probe you or anything, did they?” 
 
    “What?” Porty asked, jerking his head back. “No! Is that a thing I need to worry about?” 
 
    “No, probably not. Just trying to lighten the mood a bit.” 
 
    “Vampy, you’ve got terrible comedic timing,” Porty shot back. “Now, what—wait a second. What are those doing here?” 
 
    Vampy gave a little fist pump before replying. “Yeah! We’d hoped you would recognize them. They have Disknee World logos on them. Do you know anything about these? One seems to be broken.” 
 
    “Sure. They’re standard Disknee Power Modules—an older model, mind you. I doubt that one’s broken, though; they have a ten-thousand-year service expectancy.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” the president asked. 
 
    Just then, two more figures were brought into the chamber. The first was Colonel Ramsey, who was somehow still in possession of his golden carrot, which he gnawed on implacably, even though his hands were cuffed behind his back. 
 
    “Hey, everyone,” he said with a wide grin and a nod to Vampy and Kitty. “You two ladies OK over there?” 
 
    “Peachy,” Vampy replied. 
 
    The other person was Cindy. Except this Cindy was behaving very not-Cindy-like. Like the colonel, her hands were cuffed behind her back, though she was struggling like there was an entire colony of ants underneath her poofy white dress.  
 
    She was mmmphing a lot, but there appeared to be a rag stuffed in her mouth, and another strip of cloth tied around her head to hold it in. 
 
    The president looked back at the commotion and scowled. “Is that gag really necessary?” 
 
    At that moment, Cindy, or rather Gemma-now-Cindy, stomped on a guard’s foot and launched at another, trying to bite his arm. 
 
    “Yeah, it is,” the stompee said through clenched teeth.  
 
    The president turned to Gemma-now-Cindy and grabbed her chin, locking her eyes onto his. “Listen here, you stupid whore. If you don’t calm down, I’m going to have my guards shoot you in the feet and dump you off the side of a mountain. See who you can stomp on and bite then.” 
 
    Gemma-now-Cindy’s eyes grew wide—almost a bit lustful, if Vampy was any judge—and she nodded silently. 
 
    The president only gave the colonel a cursory glance and a shake of his head before turning to Porty. “Now, what’s this all about? How are our CMD modules connected to that weird theme world?” 
 
    “Beats me,” Porty said. “I’ve heard talk that they used to license these things out. There should be something on the side about your warranty information.” 
 
    “There’s some writing here, but I can’t make it out,” Vampy called out. “It’s all weird looking.” 
 
    “Like stick-figure words?” Porty asked. 
 
    “Yeah!” 
 
    The dwarf grunted and shook his head. “Yeah, that’s old-school dwarf notation. Let me take a look.” 
 
    Porty took a step forward, but one of the soldiers put a hand on his shoulder to stop him.  
 
    “Where do you think you’re going?” the woman asked. 
 
    “Oh, just let him take a looky,” Cindy-now-Gemma said. “He’s just a little dwarf. What’s the worst he can do?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know, just break the one functional module,” the president ground out the words.  
 
    “OK, look,” Porty said, spreading his hands wide. “I’ll stay on this side of the modules and I won’t touch the functional one. I make a move, your tin soldiers here can shoot me.” 
 
    “He might be able to fixity it right up,” Cindy-now-Gemma added, dragging a hand along the president’s arm. “Dwarves are very clever.” 
 
    The president grunted. “And devious.” He glanced at the major. “You can hit him?”  
 
    “Yes, sir,” the major replied. “We can hit the two vampires as well, but there’s worry about a dead-vamps’ switch.” 
 
    “OK,” the president said, and gave Porty a little push. “Go work your magic.” 
 
    Porty shot the president a dark look before straightening his shoulders and walking across the room to the power modules. “No magic required. Someone was probably just messing with it.” 
 
    “ ‘Messing’?” the president asked.  
 
    “Yeah, the red light means someone tried to crack the case. If they actually did, it voids the warranty and service agreement. If not, then it just takes a simple reset code.” 
 
    Vampy saw the president’s face take on a deathly pallor before he replied—unconvincingly—“Well, if those Crossbar vamps screwed up their module, that’s on them.” 
 
    Porty reached the two cylinders and knelt beside the one with the red light on the top. “Hi, girls. Nice pickle you got in here.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’re soaking in vinegar. Do you think you can fix it?” Vampy asked. 
 
    Porty nodded. “I think so. Even if they did void the warranty, I might be able to do a workaround. I’ve had to deal with these things a few times, just never ones this old.” 
 
    Vampy eased around the cylinder, watching Porty as he read the dwarven notation. Over by the door, Cindy-now-Gemma was looking worried, while the colonel just grinned around his carrot.  
 
    The president was tapping his right index finger on his thigh, lips tight, but otherwise motionless. As were the soldiers, though their weapons were all trained on Porty. 
 
    “Ah, yeah, shit, guys,” Porty called out. “You’ve got a service agreement that goes another five-thousand years! Seriously, why didn’t you just send a message to the Disknee World? The details are all spelled out right here. Probably in your manual, as well.” 
 
    “Our what?” the president asked. 
 
    Porty looked over his shoulder, scowling at the Allarans. “Seriously? Where do you think you got these things? Maybe Santa Claus dropped them down the chimney? That’s not how he operates.” 
 
    “Uhhh…no one really knows.” 
 
    “Well, now you know,” Porty shot back.  
 
    He touched two points near the top of the cylinder, and a panel slid open.  
 
    “Damn,” one of the techs standing near the door said. “We had no idea that was there.” 
 
    “Not surprised,” Porty mumbled. “Probably can’t tell your ass from your elbow, either.” 
 
    “Easy now, Porty, let’s not get the folks with the rifles pointed at your back any more riled up than they have to be,” Vampy cautioned. 
 
    Porty only grunted as he reviewed the readouts on the display before shaking his head. “Well, this module was licensed to Allaran, so I’m doubtful that it was mucked up by those Crossbar folks. Looks like about ten years ago, someone tried to increase its energy output. I’ll just reset this…and put a lock on that….”  
 
    Porty stood and dusted his hands off as the panel closed once more. The light atop the cylinder remained red, and he smiled back at the president and his soldiers. “Just needs a moment to reinitialize.” 
 
    Nothing happened for half a minute, and Porty began to look concerned. 
 
    <Porty…> Kitty warned. <The soldiers with the big guns look unhappy.> 
 
    <Yeah, I can see that. Vamps,> Porty waved a hand to get her attention. <Just give it a little whack, right near the top.> 
 
    <Porty. You want me to hit this weird-ass cylinder that can warm an entire planet? Are you nuts?>  
 
    <It’ll be fine. It just needs a bit of a jostle. This model always was a bit finicky.> 
 
    Vampy sighed. “Okay, here goes nothing.” She closed her hand into a fist—something she had to do carefully these days, given how sharp her claws were—closed her eyes, and gave the cylinder a solid whack.  
 
    “And would you look at that,” Porty crowed with delight, the volume of his proclamation nearly scaring Vampy out of her skin. 
 
    Vampy cracked an eyelid to see the light atop the cylinder glowing a bright green.  
 
    “Oh, thank stars,” she whispered. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be damned,” the president said. “Look at that, we have two CMDs. Now we can really get our global warming underway!” 
 
    “Not so fast,” Vampy said, peering over the cylinders and trying to ignore all the guns aimed at them. “One of these belongs to Crossbar. I have a sneaky suspicion you started this whole power module stealing thing. Time to give theirs back.” 
 
    The president snorted. “Right, yeah, like that’s happening.” 
 
    “Figured you might pull something like that,” Porty said with a wide grin. “Lights out.” 
 
    A moment later, both cylinders’ lights went from green to red, then shut off entirely. 
 
    “What the—!?” the president shouted. “What did you do?”  
 
    Porty chortled as only a dwarf could. “I just bought a bit of insurance. I’ve linked these two modules. Until the Crossbar one is back on its stand in their energy chamber, yours won’t power up. Oh…and don’t get any smart ideas after that, either. If their module leaves their chamber at any time, yours shuts down.” 
 
    “What the…” the Allaran president stammered.  
 
    Vampy stood, and Kitty rose beside her. “So…I guess you guys should bring a cart or something so we can load this one up.” 
 
    “Cindy…” Kitty called out. “Are you going to stay like that? Ever since Vampy saw you all decked out in red, her stomach has been rumbling.” 
 
    “I don’t know how to change back!” Cindy-now-Gemma replied, her voice troubled.  
 
    The president turned to her, brow lowered. “Gemma?” 
 
    “No,” his not-wife replied, shaking her head. “I’m Cindy-now-Gemma. She’s Gemma-now-Cindy. I want to be Cindy-not-Gemma, but I’m not sure how to not be Gemma.” 
 
    “Gemma…Cindy…whoever you are, you’re making my head hurt.” 
 
    “You just have to want it,” Vampy called out. “Really want to be Cindy again.” 
 
    Cindy-now-Gemma’s face pinched with concentration, and then suddenly, her red outfit turned white and poofed out into her many layered dress. Her hair turned blonde, and her delicate features returned. 
 
    Likewise, Gemma-now-Cindy’s dress disappeared, replaced by Gemma’s skiing outfit and long, red hair. Still gagged, she began to thrash anew. 
 
    “Aw, shit,” the president sighed. “I guess that thing you mentioned isn’t going to happen tonight. I was looking forward to finding out what scrubbing my tub was all about.” 
 
    Cindy stretched out a dainty finger and tapped it in the middle of the president’s forehead. “Nope, and that’s what you get for being such a very bad boy!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 SCRUBBING A TUB 
 
      
 
    The CatWoman™ reclined on the new sofa that the people of Allaran had supplied as a part of their compensation for overturning the ship looking for…whatever it was they’d been looking for.  
 
    Vampy and Ramsey were out delivering the CMD, or DPM, or whatever it was called, to the people of Crossbar. Who, despite being a rather dour bunch of vampires, were quite overjoyed to have their power source back.  
 
    She could hear Porty trying to clean the galley, the sounds echoing down the passageway to her right—something about ‘never getting the damn stew out of the pot’. 
 
    “Pity, too,” she said quietly. “Smelled like it was going to be an amazing stew.” 
 
    “What was that?” Cindy asked as she walked into the Rec Room.  
 
    “Oh, nothing,” The CatWoman™ replied. “Just lamenting the stew.” 
 
    Cindy nodded silently and sat down in the recliner beside the sofa, her skirts puffing out so much that The CatWoman™ couldn’t even see her face anymore.  
 
    “Stars and stalagmites!” Cindy cried out, her voice squeaking in outrage. “I sure wishy wish the pretty white catsuit is what I normally wore! Starships aren’t made for poofy dresses.” 
 
    Suddenly, Cindy’s dress shrank away, leaving her in the white, glistening catsuit, and a look of surprise took over the woman’s dainty features. 
 
    “Well I’ll be a toad’s lily pad, is that all it takes?” 
 
    “I sure wish I could do that,” The CatWoman™ replied, shaking her head. “All I can do is get my corset to tighte—” Her words ended in a gasp as the corset clamped around her waist, drawing it in ten centimeters once more. 
 
    “Hokey smokey,” Cindy said, a hand against her lips. “Are you OK?  
 
    “Yeah,” The CatWoman™ gasped. “I think my costume hates me a bit.” 
 
    Cindy giggled. “Well, you are a villain, after all.” 
 
    “I am not,” The CatWoman™ countered while tugging at her corset, trying to get it to loosen. “Ease up, loosen, relax!” 
 
    Unlike the last time, her corset refused to release its grip—in fact, it seemed to be getting tighter. 
 
    “Sure you are,” Cindy countered, ignoring The CatWoman™’s struggles. “I know you married the ManBat™ in the stories, but you were still a villain; you’d just put it on hold for him. Maybe you need to own your baddyness.” 
 
    “How do I do that?” The CatWoman™ gasped. 
 
    Cindy shrugged. “I don’t know…I just know that I had to get my ducks in a row and figure out how to still be me while letting the magic do what it wants. We’ve found a not-too-tippity balance.” 
 
    “I don’t think half the words you say were ever real,” The CatWoman™ replied, sucking in a deep breath as her corset finally loosened again—though not all the way.  
 
    She was certain it had pulled her waist in at least five centimeters from normal. 
 
    “You know,” Cindy leaned over and winked at her. “Your boobies looked super duper huge with your corset that tight…” 
 
    “Yeah, they looked great…if I never wanted to see my feet again. Besides, how am I supposed to slink about if I can’t bend at all—or breathe?” 
 
    Cindy opened her mouth to reply, when the colonel and Vampy walked into the Rec Room, both smiling broadly. 
 
    “What’s up?” Cindy asked. “You two look as happy as monkeys playing with rubber duckies.” 
 
    Vampy rolled her eyes while Ramsey took an extra-large bite of his golden carrot. “They paid us double! Seems not having to worry about the Allarans coming after them, trying to steal their power module—plus letting them know about the service contract with the Disknee World—meant a lot to them.” 
 
    “Plus…” Vampy giggled.  
 
    “ ‘Plus’?” Cindy asked. 
 
    “They gave me so much blood! It’s arriving on trucks right now—and I got to soak in pools of it! These people are amazing. This is my new vacation spot.” 
 
    “That sounds horrible,” Cindy said with a shiver. 
 
    “It really was,” Ramsey nodded. “But it made the resident vampire happy, so that has to count for something.” 
 
    Vampy smiled widely, her fangs protracting several centimeters. “Thrust thme, it doths.” 
 
    <I’m glad the three of you have finally made peace with your new personas,> Laylani said. <Was getting a bit tiresome having to counsel you all the time.> 
 
    “New persona?” The CatWoman™ asked. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Beats me,” Cindy said as she snapped her fingers, making a white corset appear around her waist. “I’ve always been like this—well, after I got the slippers. Before that, I scrubbed a lot of floors.” 
 
    “You OK, Laylani?” Vampy asked, looking up at the nearest optic. “Didn’t get knocked around too much when the Allarans were searching the ship, did you?” 
 
    <Colonel?> Laylani asked, her mental tone wavering with concern. 
 
    Ramsey wrapped an arm around Vampy’s shoulders and gesticulated with his carrot. “I love it when the magic finishes its work.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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 Space Girl and the Sensual Spy 
 
    by Andrew Dobell 
 
    Space Girl Seren and her trusty, sarcastic robot sidekick Humphrey McTechbot, are sent on a decidedly deadly mission to free a captured spy. 
 
    Special ops agent Seren Zenith is one of the most promising new recruits in the Department of Clandestine Operations. Her sarcastic robot sidekick, Humphrey McTechbot would likely argue otherwise though. Agents of the Theren Union should have more bloody self respect and focus on the job, not on who to bed next! 
 
    Right? Am I right?  
 
    When Seren is teamed up with hunky, military poster boy Hunter, and his bewildered alien companion Zerk, they’re sent on a mission to save a captured spy from certain doom.  
 
    In the neutral territory of pleasure planet Sensulton, where even the buildings look jolly phallic, danger lurks around every other corner (with dick shaped vegetable produce around the other corners), and nothing is as it seems. 
 
    Can Seren keep keep her mind on the mission and off Hunters gentlemans sausage? Can Humphrey bear to spend another five minutes with these colossal morons? Will Hunter live up to his heroic image and will Zerk find these dangerous human-bovine hybrids? 
 
    Who knows! Not I dear reader, and I wrote the blooming thing. 
 
    So, strap in for a spiffing melodrama of the worst kind, sexual euphemisms, far too many exclamation marks, and a robot obsessed with android soap operas. Good show old bean! Pip pip! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Somewhere, in a far-flung sector of the galaxy, on a Tuesday… 
 
      
 
    ‘So, have you finished playing with yourself yet?’ 
 
    Seren looked up at the two-foot-tall chrome robot as she stepped onto the bridge with her spacesuit half on, and raised an eyebrow.  
 
    ‘Having a diddle? Flicking the bean?’ 
 
    ‘Erm…’ 
 
    ‘Stroking the beaver?’ 
 
    ‘Heh.’ 
 
    ‘Rubbin’ the nubbin?’ 
 
    ‘Okay, okay, I get it. Jeez, can’t a girl get a break?’ 
 
    Humphrey didn’t really have eyebrows to raise, being a robot and all, but, had he had eyebrows, he would have raised them. ‘I thought we were on a secret mission, approaching the potentially hostile destination, and you’re rubbing one out.’ 
 
    ‘We are-.’ 
 
    ‘Finger painting.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I’ve not heard that o—’ 
 
    ‘Flooding the basement.’ 
 
    ‘Alright, that’s enough,’ she said, pulling her space suit over her shoulder and sealing it up. It was a skin-tight red number with a strategically placed boob window. It was brand new, and she loved it. ‘So, I take it we’re on final approach to Tilpan Prime?’ 
 
    ‘Cocked, locked, and ready to rock,’ Humphrey said in his robotic sounding voice. ‘Providing you’ve had enough-.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I get it, give it a break will you?’ she said as she settled into the pilot’s seat and looked out the wide front viewport. Stars streaked past on all sides as they flew through space, their Interstellar Transit Dynamo propelling them through the cosmos at faster than light speeds.  
 
    The readout before her showed a countdown until the ship would drop out of transit, and it was moments away from doing just that. Seren strapped herself in and settled down in her seat.  
 
    ‘We’re landing soon?’ Humphrey asked.  
 
    ‘We’re exiting transit in three, two, one, now.’  
 
    Around them, the stars shrunk back to pinpricks in the velvet night as the Dynamo spun down, its quiet hum lowering in pitch and fading away.  
 
    The sensors scanned the system, and a readout appeared on the screen before her. One of the names of the planets was blinking, indicating that it was Tilpan Prime. Seren entered the course into the computater and set the ship on its way.  
 
    ‘There we are. Now then, Humphrey, shall we go and save the day?’ 
 
    ‘If we must,’ the chrome robot sighed. ‘Who are we saving this time?’ 
 
    ‘Gurskian forces have taken control of a weapons research outpost on Tilpan Prime. It’s down to us to liberate them, my chrome friend.’ 
 
    ‘Whoop-di-do, another thrilling adventure for Space Girl,’ Humphrey intoned, flatly.  
 
    ‘I wonder if any of them are good looking?’ she mused. Having some alone time was fun, but bedroom olympics were always more fun with others.  
 
    ‘Here we go,’ Humphrey groaned.  
 
    ‘They’re probably all nerdy scientists, but it’s been a while since I last-‘ 
 
    Bang. Humphrey’s head slammed into the console, narrowly missing several buttons and switches that could have sent them spiralling off into certain doom, or flush the toilet, Seren wasn’t entirely sure.  
 
    ‘Mr McTechbot? Humphrey? Are you okay?’ 
 
    ‘Do you ever think of anything else other than sex?’ he said, lifting his head up and looking at her.  
 
    ‘Of course, all the time. The details of this mission, for example.’ 
 
    ‘And which of them might be willing to plough your field, no doubt.’ 
 
    ‘Humphrey! Don’t be so crude.’ 
 
    ‘So, you won’t sleep with any of them?’ 
 
    ‘Well, I wouldn’t say that. We’ll see how it goes. I’m sure there might be one of them, at least. Oh, here we are, coming up on Tilpan Prime,’ she said as the planet moved into view, growing fast in the forward window as they approached.  
 
    Seren dropped the ship out of Stellar Transit and fell back to standard thrusters.  
 
    ‘Engage the Covert Oscillating Field,’ Seren said to Humphrey. ‘Let’s hope no one’s doing any active scans, shall we?’ 
 
    ‘But knowing my luck,’ Humphrey grumbled as he flicked a switch. Beyond the viewport, a web of glowing radiation briefly enveloped the ship, and then faded from view. ‘Field operational, ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, let’s head on down, shall we?’ 
 
    ‘Bloody hell, woman, hold on for a cotton-picking minute,’ Humphrey said, desperately pulling on his seatbelts as the ship descended at speed into the atmosphere. A bright orange glow grew around the vessel as it burned through the atmosphere until eventually it faded and the first wisps of clouds came into view. The planet was little more than a dark, rocky landscape spreading out below them, blasted and dead.  
 
    ‘Well, this is a terribly bright and happy place,’ Seren commented.  
 
    ‘It used to be,’ Humphrey said. ‘It seems that the weapons testing has taken its toll on the landscape, and not for the better, I might add.’ 
 
    The ship blasted its way through the atmosphere, lowering all the time, skidding through the clouds until it descended through into open sky to reveal the ruined rocky land once more. Up ahead, the ship’s scanners locked onto the only significant structure in the immediate area.  
 
    ‘We’re on final approach,’ Seren said. She felt sure she could hear Humphrey offering up a whispered prayer, but she couldn’t be sure. Coming in low, skidding over the tops of the rock formations, a huge, tall tower rose into view before them, perched on a rocky rise. Seren hugged the mountains as she approached, skilfully moving the ship around the back, beneath the cliff the structure was on top of. Her scans picked up a potential way in, so Seren manoeuvred the rocket in and set it down in the valley below the outpost with a jarring bump.  
 
    ‘Blooming hell,’ Humphrey muttered. ‘Another smooth landing, boss.’ 
 
    ‘Well, we’ve not been shot at yet,’ Seren said, feeling quite pleased with herself so far.  
 
    ‘Then it’s an unutterable success,’ the robot said.  
 
    Seren eyed him. Humphrey had been her travelling companion for a while now, having been assigned to her by the Department for Clandestine Operations once she moved to active duty after completing her training.  
 
    She’d graduated with flying colours, excelling in nearly every area that the Department trained and tested her in, which had led to her gaining a measure of freedom not usually granted to such a young agent. It also meant she was routinely sent on some of the more dangerous missions.  
 
    Climbing from her chair, Seren moved through the cockpit towards the loading bay and the ventral loading ramp, stopping briefly in the anteroom just outside the cockpit to pick up the rest of her space gear, including her bubble helmet. Humphrey followed her, his small but deceptively heavy body clumping along behind her.  
 
    ‘Dear god, woman, your new Vac-Suit is terribly tight; you can see everything,’ Humphrey said from behind her. ‘Heh, what am I saying? That’s probably what you want, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing wrong with showing off the goods, chrome dome, I’ve worked hard to get in shape. I’m damn proud of how I look,’ she said, smiling back at him. The fashion was for fitted clothing for both men and women these days anyway, especially in Vacuum Suit design. She’d made sure that her new suit had been fitted to her exact proportions and sizes, though, as she wanted to look good when she was out saving lives and atomising berks.  
 
    She ran her fingers over the soft velour fabric that covered parts of the outer suit. Nothing said luxury quite like velour.  
 
    Seren spent the next five minutes pulling on the rest of her suit until she was ready with her bubble helmet and backpack in place and her raygun, the mighty Vaporizer 3000 strapped to her hip.  
 
    Her smaller sidearm, the Tenacious Sparrow, was hidden away as her back up weapon, should she ever need it.  
 
    ‘Okay, ready, Humphrey?’ 
 
    ‘I suppose so, ma’am.’ 
 
    Seren swung the lever into the open position and watched as the ramp disengaged from its housing. The seal broken, the loading bay vented its gasses and the atmosphere of the moon poured into the loading bay.  
 
    Her suit took a reading of the gasses in the air here. They wouldn’t be immediately fatal, but they would make her very ill if she had to breathe them for any length of time.  
 
    The end of the ramp hit the floor as Seren made her way down it, her heels clicking on the textured metal until she finally stepped off onto the dark, dusty rock they had landed on.  
 
    Humphrey followed her down. Turning right, she stepped out from under the ship and looked up the cliff to the outpost above. It’s dark metallic form standing in stark contrast to the cream coloured sky, shot through the lilac streamers beyond.  
 
    Despite the vivid colours, the whole place looked dead, suffering from the constant punishment of the experimental weapons they would be testing here.  
 
    ‘Well, this is a fine place to be spending a few hours. You really do get sent on the best missions, Seren,’ Humphrey said, his tone flat and sarcastic. ‘I mean, wow, just look at this wonderful blasted radioactive rock? Now, who wouldn’t want to spend a day here, I ask you? No one, that’s who. I, personally, am thrilled you brought me here. My circuits are positively buzzing.’ 
 
    Seren wasn’t listening, though; not really. She heard his comments, but she didn’t address them. He was merely complaining, as he usually did.  
 
    Humphrey had always been a little cagey about his past, but, as far as Seren knew, he’d once been human. A decorated soldier in the Theren Union Space Corps, fatally injured and placed into this robot body before he died.  
 
    He probably didn’t like how cute he now looked, Seren guessed.  
 
    The robot was about two feet tall with a huge spherical head and soft curved lines that made up his silver and gold chrome body. He positively gleamed in the sunlight out here.  
 
    ‘What?’ Humphrey said. She didn’t know where he got the surname McTechbot from, but guessed that it wasn’t his actual surname and that it came from the ATA boffins who’d transferred his brain into this new body. Maybe one of them had accidentally dropped his brain or bumped it on some poorly placed lab equipment and wiped out the cells that held that particular piece of information?  
 
    Whatever the case, the name was officially cute, so she was quite happy.  
 
    ‘Oh, nothing, I just think-‘ 
 
    ‘Don’t.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t you say it.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t say what?’ 
 
    ‘You know what I mean.’ 
 
    ‘That I think you’re cute?’ 
 
    ‘Arrrgh. You swine, I told you never to call me that.’  
 
    ‘But it’s true.  
 
    ‘Git.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I’m shocked. You hear me? Shocked!’ 
 
    ‘Right, well, let’s get on with this mission, shall we? These prats won’t rescue themselves will they?’ 
 
    ‘I’d say that’s unlikely,’ Seren said, and started to make her way over towards the cliff with Humphrey close behind her. The going wasn’t too difficult, and before long, Seren found the narrow track that she’d seen from the cockpit of her ship. She looked back down at her aetheric craft, the Crimson Javelin, sitting there in the valley, resting on its skinny skids that had extended from the body of the rocket. The ship had the classic lines of a slender pointed teardrop with the back end chopped off to make room for the booster rocket that was surrounded by several curved fins. It had landed on its side, on the skids that sat on the end of long narrow struts.  
 
    Naturally, the ship was painted bright red with silver detailing. As befitted its name.  
 
    The ship had come with her position in the ranks of the Department for Clandestine Operations. She needed her own ship — something fast, deadly, and sneaky — fitted with the latest doo-hickeys from the boffins in the ATA. The rocket could fry a field of cattle from orbit with minute precision with only a small amount of property damage to any adjacent buildings.  
 
    ‘She is a thing of beauty, I will say that,’ Humphrey said.  
 
    ‘She sure is,’ Seren said wistfully. If she were a woman, or a man, or an alien, she’d certainly be taking the Javelin to bed, that was for sure.  
 
    ‘I’ve told you before, there is no way you could have sex with it,’ Humphrey said.  
 
    ‘I wasn’t-.’ 
 
    ‘Of course you weren’t, my dear, because your mind is never on who or what might be your next bedroom conquest.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, pish and fooey to you,’ Seren said in mock outrage and continued up the slope.  
 
    She was quite aware that she had a preoccupation with sex. It was always on her mind. If she wasn’t thinking about fucking something, then she was thinking about a mission or her next adventure.  
 
    The two really did go hand in hand.  
 
    There was something about the thrill of the mission, about getting out there and risking her life and engaging in some daring-do that just really got her juices going, so to speak.  
 
    She was nearly always horny after a mission, and no doubt this one would be no different with her looking for her next conquest in the bedroom, or anywhere else she could get it on.  
 
    She knew the reasons for her obsession with sex and adventure. She’d been born to a military hero of the Theren Union and his exotic dancer wife from the pleasure planet Sensulton, where the Dynasty of Indulgence ruled their little corner of the cosmos on the edge of Theren space.  
 
    Designer babies were all the rage, and it was normal for kids to have certain traits baked into their DNA. Some of these didn’t surface properly until late puberty, such as her interest in the pleasures of the world, but she’d always been adventurous, ever since she was tiny.  
 
    When she finally lost her virginity in her late teens, everything suddenly fell into place and there really was no stopping her then.  
 
    As they stalked up the incline, some rocks fell from above and bounced on the ledge up ahead before disappearing over the side. Seren placed her hand on her ray gun and paused, looking up. There was a flash of movement up there when suddenly, something big, blue, and hairy leapt down onto the walkway. The thing was huge, made of pure muscle, and looked catlike in general appearance, although it did have six legs.  
 
    The creature moved towards them, setting its head low and growling at them.  
 
    ‘What the buggering hell is that?’ Seren asked.  
 
    ‘That, my soft fleshy friend, is a Tilpan Lion, and it seems to think you’re brunch.’ 
 
    ‘Fucknuggets.’ 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 2 
 
    The lion stalked closer, watching Seren closely. Not wanting to make any sudden movements, she slowly pulled her Vaporizer 3000 from its holster and brought it forward, towards the lion.  
 
    ‘Awww, it wants to eat you; how cute,’ Humphrey said.  
 
    ‘Now is not the time to be making smart comments, my robotic friend,’ Seren said, keeping her eyes on the threat before her.  
 
    ‘Nice to see you finally admitting it,’ Humphrey said.  
 
    ‘Huh? What?’ Seren asked, and her eyes flicked away from the lion for just a moment. She knew she’d made a mistake the moment she did it and looked back quickly to find the lion mid-leap. She brought her gun up, trying to catch it before it landed on her. The thundering blast from the weapon clipped the lion, but it was only a flesh wound. The lion landed on her and knocked her to the ground, but fell off with a whimper.  
 
    ‘I always knew deep down that you knew the truth. That you respected me and saw me for the intelligent, witty, and equal, if not superior, part of this partnership that I clearly am.’ 
 
    Seren scrambled away and tried to get to her feet as the lion lunged at her again. She kicked it away as she looked over at Humphrey. He’d taken a seat on a rock and looked to be relaxing as he continued to talk to her.  
 
    Her gaze didn’t linger on him, though, as she rolled left towards the cliff, narrowly dodging the claws of the lion as it went for her again.  
 
    ‘I think it’s so important for us to be honest with each other. It’s how strong relationships are formed. Otherwise, we’ll never be an effective team. We’ll be on a mission, and one of us will be fighting for their lives and the other one, maybe because of some minor comment, a personal slight against us, would fail to help and save the other because of some silly argument. It would be so petty for us to be like that, don’t you think?’ 
 
    The lion had gone for her again, but Seren had dodged it once more, coming to the wall and sitting up as the beast closed in, looking for the kill. Seren kicked out once more, catching the creature in the face. It howled in pain and roared at her before lunging in again.  
 
    Seren lifted her gun in time and blasted it.  
 
    The whole front half of the lion atomised. The rear legs and the remaining part of its torso dropped lifelessly to the winding track as Seren sucked in more air, trying to catch her breath. After a moment, she sat up, her breathing calming down. Looking right, Humphrey stood up from the rock, brushed off a few bits of dirt and looked up at her.  
 
    ‘I’m glad we had this talk,’ he said and marched off up the incline.  
 
    Seren blinked.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The rear door to the facility opened up, the doors sliding across with a hiss to reveal the airlock beyond. Seren had her ray gun ready, but no one was inside.  
 
    ‘Clear,’ she said and stepped in. Humphrey disengaged from the access panel and followed her in, closing the outer door behind them before moving to the access panel for the inner door and plugging himself into that one, too. Seconds passed. Seren stood with her gun ready, her feet planted wide apart, and her knees bent, ready to move.  
 
    ‘Opening in three, two, one,’ Humphrey said before the doors slide wide with a fsshh. 
 
    Seren scanned the room beyond, sweeping her gun left and right, but saw nothing to make her worry. The room, with all its thingamajigs buzzing and beeping, was devoid of life.  
 
    ‘Okay, we’re clear,’ Seren said and moved inside with Humphrey beside her. ‘You know I wasn’t actually calling you smart, right?’  
 
    ‘Back peddling now is so unbecoming of you, Space Girl, you really should know better than that.’ 
 
    ‘But that’s not what I meant by…’ 
 
    ‘Many a truth said in jest, dear girl,’ Humphrey answered her.  
 
    ‘You’re not going to let this go, are you?’ 
 
    ‘You mean the truth?’ 
 
    Seren looked down and smiled. Seeing the little robot strutting along like he owned the place was just too cute. He was no doubt having a little fun at her expense, and playing it for all it was worth, trying to get her to bite. She played along, but they were supposedly here for a job, so, she needed to get her head in the game as the pair made their way through the room, keeping to the shadows, keeping their voices low, and looking out for any hint of movement.  
 
    A few more rooms further on and Seren heard sounds of movement and voices from the next chamber. Keeping quiet, they sneaked forward and reached the door, which was already open.  
 
    The room beyond was well lit, and it looked like everyone was in here.  
 
    The ATA men were sitting or kneeling in the middle of the room, their hands bound behind their backs while armed men moved around the room.  
 
    Dressed in black and red armour, these were unmistakably Gurskian men. Four of them had their weapons slung over their shoulders or on their back and were moving crates of equipment across the room and through a door on the far wall that was the inner door of an airlock. The remaining pair stood guard over the ATA boffins, their weapons in their hands.  
 
    ‘Do you think that’s all of them?’ Seren whispered to Humphrey. 
 
    ‘The facility might be big in size, but there’s only a staff of fourteen people here. Six troopers would be more than enough to mount a raid.’ 
 
    ‘They seem to be stealing the experimental apparatus,’ Seren said.  
 
    ‘Well, then I think we need to convince them of the error of their ways, dear girl,’ Humphrey answered.  
 
    Seren nodded and looked back into the room, waiting for a moment when no one was looking their way. When the moment came, they ducked around the corner and into the room, making for cover and getting closer to the enemy soldiers.  
 
    Humphrey moved off to her left, taking up a position further around to create some kind of crossfire. Humphrey had a ray gun built into his arm that he could deploy at any time.  
 
    She waited for him to get into position, and she saw his icon suddenly flash in the display in her helmet as his voice sounded in her ear so only she could hear it.  
 
    ‘In position,’ he said.  
 
    ‘So, you’re going to help me with this fight, then?’ Seren asked. She still had her helmet on and had now turned off the speakers that relayed her voice to the outside so others could hear her. Instead, they now only transmitted her voice to Humphrey.  
 
    ‘Why wouldn’t I?’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t help me with the lion outside.’ 
 
    ‘Cobblers! That wasn’t a fight. It was one lion. Hardly worth worrying about, really.’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t trying to eat you.’ 
 
    ‘You should be pleased that the lion had such good taste in humans.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks for the comforting words.’ 
 
    ‘Anytime,’ Humphrey said, his voice happy.  
 
    ‘Right, let’s disintegrate these fools,’ she said and readied herself before rising up above the crate, taking aim, and unleashing the power of her ray gun.  
 
    Humphrey fired, too, his beam weapon slamming into another of the troopers.  
 
    The Gurskian forces panicked and ducked for cover as Seren and Humphrey fired, gouging huge chunks from the enemy troopers. Within moments, only two remained. Having made it to cover, they were shooting back.  
 
    Seren loved this part of her job as she ducked back and forth, taking cover as the enemy fired on her but missed, sending sparks flying above and around her as the Gurskian forces tried to pick her off with their ray guns.  
 
    They couldn’t hit her, though, and within moments, she scored a lucky hit on one of the two remaining troopers. She stumbled from cover, holding her arm and giving Seren a clean shot on her. With a single well placed shot, the upper half of the soldier was vaporised and the rest of the body fell to the floor.  
 
    Moments later, Seren saw Humphrey manage to score a direct hit on the last Gurskian soldier, and silence fell over the room. Seren stood slowly, hoping that there were no others in here hiding from them. Moving around cover, they approached the research scientists while remaining on guard.  
 
    ‘Oh, thank you. Thank you for coming. Did you get the message we sent out?’ 
 
    Seren nodded. ‘Yes, we received your distress call. You did well by-jove. Were there any others apart from these six?’ 
 
    ‘No, no that’s all of them. You got them all,’ the scientist said.  
 
    ‘Good,’ she said and holstered her gun before setting to work and freeing this first scientist. She helped him up and smiled at him. He was good looking, this one; in a kind of wholesome way. The few moments of action had already got her feeling a little giddy, and now, as she looked at the boffin before her with her blood up, she felt an aching need fill her up.  
 
    ‘Do you have private quarters here?’ she asked.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    ‘You just can’t help yourself can you?’ Humphrey said to her as they walked through the corridors of the Department for Clandestine Operations in the space station above Terrania, seat of the Theren Union. With their mission successful, they had returned to home base on the orders of their superiors. A new mission had come in, and they were needed back at base.  
 
    Seren had to cut short her fun time with the research boffin, and now that she thought of it, she wasn’t even sure she ever actually got a name from him.  
 
    ‘Actually, no, I really can’t. I’m a slave to my genes. Oh, woe is me,’ Seren said, her voice taking on a melodramatic tone, ‘destined to forever crave the pleasures of the flesh. It’s such a chore. How can I ever survive, Humphrey? How? How, I ask you? Oh, do stop me before I have another fun-filled session of carnal desire; it’s too much.’ 
 
    ‘Calm down, dear, I think you’ve made your bloody point,’ Humphrey huffed.  
 
    ‘But have I? Has it sunk in yet, do you think? Hmm?’ She had been having a great time with that boffin at the research centre. He was a little green, and she had to coax him into some of the more fun positions, but judging by his reactions and arousal, he wasn’t complaining.  
 
    But, as is often the case, duty called, and she had to leave the poor man behind and return to Terrania on urgent business. The trip had been uneventful, and now they were on their way to a meeting with her superior, Assistant Director Gladstone.  
 
    Walking through the space station, they soon found themselves at the door to the assistant director’s office and walked through the open door into the outer room where the secretary sat. 
 
    ‘Good morning, dear. Have you got an appointment?’ 
 
    ‘I believe so, Assistant Director Gladstone wishes to see me,’ Seren said to the woman.  
 
    ‘Very good, one moment please,’ she said and pressed a button on the earpiece she wore. ‘Sorry to interrupt, sir, but I have Agent Zenith here. Is now a good time? Very well, sir,’ she said and looked up at Seren again. ‘You may go in,’ she said, showing Seren the door through to Gladstones office.  
 
    She thanked the secretary and walked through into the office with Humphrey close behind to find that the director was not alone.  
 
    Terrence Gladstone sat behind his desk as usual, while another man, an officer of the Teren Space Fleet by the looks of things, sat opposite him. A third man sat to one side of the room on one of the sofas there, his legs crossed, enjoying a drink of golden liquid. Whiskey, maybe? Next to him was the small, green alien. One of the Xal. It was perched on the edge of the sofa, its legs dangling off the side, its hands clutched in its lap, looking up at Seren with a happy smile. 
 
    Seren paused in the doorway. ‘I beg your pardon, sir, I didn’t mean to interrupt. I can come by later if you…’ 
 
    ‘Nonsense, Agent Zenith, come in, this is perfect timing. We were just discussing your next assignment,’ Director Gladstone said. ‘This is Admiral Aetherington and his son, the recently promoted Lieutenant Hunter Aetherington III. The little one is Xerk.’ 
 
    The admiral stood and offered his hand. ‘Good day to you, Agent Zenith. Capitol work on that research facility, my dear. We can’t let those dastardly Gurskians get a hold of our weapons research.’ 
 
    ‘Of course not, sir,’ Seren said, smiling as she took his hand and gave it a shake. She had no idea that her work had reached the ears of the top brass, and felt a sense of pride in her work. She knew exactly who the admiral, and by extension, who Lieutenant Hunter was. The admiral was a decorated veteran of countless battles, and his tactics were often taught in the academy. Hunter himself had been rising through the ranks at a steady pace, but his recent stunning victory at the battle of the Magentic Nebula had instantly catapulted him into the public sphere, as it seemed that the apple hadn’t fallen too far from the tree. ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you and your son.’ 
 
    Seren looked over to Hunter, who was watching her and quite visibly looking her up and down. She felt quite aware that she was still wearing her skin-tight flight suit, but also flattered that Hunter might actually be interested in her.  
 
    He was a decorated military hero, the son of a legend. She’d happily bed him in a hot second, she thought before her gaze wandered to the Xal again. The little green alien hadn’t moved much and still sat there smiling up at her.  
 
    ‘The pleasure is all ours, my dear. But come, take a seat. We have a mission to discuss,’ the admiral said.  
 
    Seren sat while Humphrey stood beside her. As she settled herself into her chair, a robot that had been hovering in the corner floated over.  
 
    ‘May I get you something to drink, madam,’ it asked.  
 
    ‘Um, just water, thank you,’ she said. Seconds later, the drink appeared before her and the robot retreated into the corner where Humphrey eyed it for a moment.  
 
    ‘Firstly, as the admiral said, well done on your victory at the research facility. Another job well done. But time waits for no one, and we have another issue which we want you to deal with. This is top secret, of course, and must not be spoken of outside this room.’ 
 
    ‘Understood, sir,’ Seren said. ‘You can trust us.’ 
 
    ‘I know I can, Seren, and that’s why you have been given this mission. It’s quite sensitive as it could be quite an embarrassing situation for the Theren Union. But I know you will be able to help us out once more.’ 
 
    ‘I will do my best for you, sir,’ Seren said.  
 
    ‘I know you will, Seren. Alright, so here are the details as we know them. I’m sure you’re aware that we have many spies throughout Theren, Gurskian, and Valtonic space, and beyond. They usually work independently, sometimes with limited contact with command if they’re in a particularly dangerous situation. Well, it appears that one of our spies has been compromised. Herbert Horncastle was infiltrating some criminal gangs when his cover was revealed, and the dear boy’s been captured.’ 
 
    ‘Terrible luck, old bean,’ the admiral said. 
 
    ‘Absolutely, but the worst of it is that the gang has decided to sell off the information they have gained from him to the highest bidder. As far as we can ascertain, it appears that the Valtonic Duchy won that bidding war and a meeting has been set for the exchange. We need you to find this gang and give them a jolly good kicking. Then, once the spy is liberated, pose as them and meet with the Duchy contingent, passing them faulty intelligence. It’s a chance to manipulate the Valtonic leadership and to give us some breathing room. Do you think you will be up to the job?’ 
 
    ‘Of course, sir, Humphrey and I will get right on it for you,’ Seren said. This mission was more involved than all her previous adventures, which to Seren, meant only one thing. That the DCO was starting to trust her more. She felt her sense of pride grow once more.  
 
    ‘Oh, and there’s one other thing. You will be taking Lieutenant Hunter Aetherington and Xerk along with you.’ 
 
    Seren blinked. ‘Oh, really?’ she asked, unsure how she should be feeling about that.  
 
    ‘I put the request in with Assistant Director Gladstone here as I feel that Hunter needs a little more experience in the field. His successes have been nothing short of inspiring, but I need him to have a more rounded experience, so I requested that he be allowed to follow one of the department’s most promising agents on a mission or two. The assistant director suggested you,’ the admiral said.  
 
    Seren looked over at Hunter where he sat. Hunter nodded to her and took another drink. ‘Did he?’ Seren said.  
 
    One part of her was bursting with pride. The fact that the director trusted her enough, and thought enough of her to entrust this extra burden upon her spoke volumes about how much he thought of her and her abilities, plus, this was Hunter, the latest pin-up boy of the Theren Union Space Fleet. Women throughout the forces, and probably many men, too, would give their right arms to have Hunter assigned to their team. Not least because they fancied him, but also because it might give their own careers a boost, bringing them to the attention of the highest officers in the fleet.  
 
    Seren, to some extent, felt the same. Hunter was a fine specimen of a man. Tall, muscled, square-jawed, well presented. He probably smelt nice, too. Yeah, Seren fancied him and frankly, the idea of riding him all night long was a very tempting prospect, but Seren liked working alone.  
 
    Well, with Humphrey, of course, but he was part of her team, and they worked well together. Bringing in Hunter, sexual hunk though he was, and this Xal, might upset the balance and throw everything off.  
 
    Getting her rocks off with the fleet’s hunk was all well and good, but she had her career to think about, and part of her couldn’t help but think this might potentially threaten that.  
 
    That said, she didn’t feel like she really had much choice in the matter, she had the assistant director and an admiral basically ordering her to do this, so whether she liked it or not, it was going to happen.  
 
    ‘But of course, Seren, you’re performance has been exemplary, you were first on the list of agents I thought of,’ the assistant director said.  
 
    Seren smiled. ‘Thank you, Assistant Director.’ 
 
    ‘My pleasure.’ 
 
    ‘So, where will this meeting with the Valtonic Duchy representatives be taking place?’ she said, changing the subject. She’d deal with the Hunter situation later.  
 
    ‘The meeting is happening on Sensulton.’ 
 
    Seren’s eyebrows rose in slight surprise, and then she smiled. Of course it was, she thought. Where else would it happen? The planet was infamous. Not only because it was located on the edge of Theren space and acted as an impartial, neutral meeting ground in the wars, run by the Theren queen's errant former husband and his new lover, but also because this was a pleasure planet, one of several, but by far the most infamous.  
 
    People went there either for fun, or because it was a perfect meeting ground. Crime was rife, and yet, controlled, hidden just below the surface of naked flesh and sexual gratification.  
 
    The idea of taking Hunter Aetherington there was just bloody typical.  
 
    ‘Very good. sir,’ Seren said. There really was nothing she could do, this was going to happen whether she liked it or not, so she figured she’d best make the most of it and give it her best shot. ‘When do we leave?’ 
 
    ‘As soon as you’re ready, the meeting is scheduled for the day after tomorrow, so you need to get to Sensulton as quickly as you can.  
 
    ‘Good, good,’ the Admiral said, standing up from his chair. ‘It’s been a pleasure to meet you, Agent Zenith. Hunter will be waiting at your ship within the hour. Pip pip,’ he said, and made for the door. Hunter had also risen from his seat and smiled at her as he walked past.  
 
    ‘Good to meet you, Agent Seren Zenith,’ he said, offering his hand. His voice was as deep and strong as the broadcasts had shown it to be, and his grip of her hand was warm and firm. She could see why women fell for him. She felt the beginnings of arousal stir within her loins.  
 
    He winked at her before he let go of her hand, and she felt her clitoris twitch. Yep, she wanted him bad, and enjoyed watching him walk out the room, his officer's trousers clinging to his firm little butt.  
 
    ‘I’m sorry, Seren,’ the director said behind her, yanking her from the dirty thoughts she was indulging herself in.  
 
    ‘Excuse me?’ she asked, not sure she caught what he’d said.  
 
    ‘I said, I’m sorry. I know how you prefer to work with only Humphrey here, but my hands are tied with this one. The director himself ordered me to comply with the admiral’s request.’ 
 
    Terrance Gladstone was one of two assistant directors within the DCO, both of whom reported to the director. Seren had never met the director, however, and only ever reported to Gladstone.  
 
    But if the director ordered this, then there was no appealing it. She was stuck with Hunter, not that she really minded spending time with him. How he was on a mission, though, well, that might be different.  
 
    ‘I understand, sir; there was little you could do,’ she said, smiling at him.  
 
    ‘I suggest you gather your things and get over to your ship; you’ll need to leave soon,’ he said.  
 
    ‘Yes, sir,’ she said, standing up.  
 
    ‘Good hunting, agent,’ he said.  
 
    Seren left the room with Humphrey in tow and started along the corridor, making her way towards her quarters. She wanted to freshen up a bit and find a clean suit to wear. She smiled to herself. Was she going for a shower to make herself feel better or to present herself in a better light to Hunter?  
 
    She shook her head; she didn’t want to go down that rabbit hole of thought and counter thought.  
 
    ‘I saw you admiring his bum,’ Humphrey said.  
 
    ‘It’s a very nice bum,’ Seren said. ‘Nothing wrong with that.’ 
 
    ‘The idiot’s only going to cramp our style, you know that, right?’ 
 
    ‘He’s a decorated military hero, Humphrey. Yes, it’s true that I prefer working as just us two, but, given his record, I doubt he’s going to be much of a burden to us.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll withhold my final judgement until I see him in action,’ Humphrey said, ‘but I’m going to beg to differ. I know an incompetent when I see one, even one as charming as he is.’ 
 
    ‘You’re free to have a difference of opinion, Humphrey, but I think you’re overreacting.’ 
 
    ‘Care to wager, dear girl?’ 
 
    Seren stopped in the corridor, turned to face her robot companion, and dropped to one knee to put herself on more of a level with him. She narrowed her eyes and stayed silent for a moment. ‘Why not? What did you have in mind?’ 
 
    ‘If I’m right, I get an entire night of watching Robota, with you, and you can’t complain, not even once. Oh, and you wait on me, too.’ 
 
    ‘You want a personal slave for the night while you watch that insipid soap opera?’ Seren asked.  
 
    ‘Something like that.’  
 
    ‘Okay, and if I win, you have to clean the Javelin, top to bottom, inside and out,’ she said.  
 
    Humphrey didn’t answer for a few seconds. Clearly, he was thinking it through. Seren waited, smiling until he finally answered.  
 
    ‘Deal,’ he said, offering her his small metal hand. Seren shook it.  
 
    ‘You better get your mop and bucket ready, loser,’ Seren said, standing back up and continuing on her way, feeling slightly smug.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter 3 
 
    Seren walked into the docking bay, feeling much happier now she was washed and in a fresh space suit. The docking bay, one of several on the station, was huge, with spacecraft of all kinds sitting on their landing pads being unloaded, reloaded, and refuelled with deck hands running around going about their work.  
 
    Seren made for the Javelin, and right away could see that Hunter and his Xal partner were waiting for her. Hunter leant against her ship, looking bored while the Xal stood still, looking around, its hands behind its back.  
 
    ‘Hips!’ Humphrey muttered at her as they approached.  
 
    Seren nearly jumped at Humphrey’s outburst, but knew right away that she’d been walking in a slightly exaggerated way, swinging her hips as Hunter looked on. She’d been doing it subconsciously, but, after a moments indecision, she thought, why not? He was hot, and she’d already run through any number of sexual encounters with him in her head.  
 
    She continued on, consciously swinging her hips.  
 
    ‘Urgh,’ Humphrey groaned beside her.  
 
    ‘Well, hello there, Miss Zenith,’ Hunter said as she reached him. He offered his hand, Seren took it, and he raised it to his lips, kissing it.  
 
    Seren heard Humphrey make a brief vomiting noise from just behind her.  
 
    ‘Hello to you, too,’ Seren answered, suggestion in her voice. She looked up into his baby blue eyes and noticed them flick down to the transparent boob window in the chest of her spacesuit that was displaying her cleavage.  
 
    She smiled. He was interested.  
 
    ‘We’ve heard much about you, my father and I. I’ve been looking forward to this opportunity to see you in action,’ he said.  
 
    ‘I could say the same thing,’ Seren answered. ‘Your victory at the Magentic Nebula is well documented. It was a stunning victory, sir.’ 
 
    ‘If only it were all down to me, but honestly, the crew, may they rest in peace, should take some of the credit. They gave everything in their service to the Union, even their lives.’ 
 
    Seren felt her heart melt; he truly was the great man they said he was.  
 
    ‘Human Seren, it is a great honour to stand closer to you. I am Xerk of the Xal Hegemony, assigned to Hunter Percy Aetherington III,’ it said in a slightly shrill voice.  
 
    Seren looked down at the small alien, but not before noticing Hunter grimace at the sound of his full name. It was slightly over three feet tall with green skin, a large, slightly distended head and oversized eyes that looked up at her with curiosity.  
 
    ‘Hello,’ Seren said.  
 
    ‘I believe we are to take hold of each other's upper appendages and move them about,’ it said.  
 
    Seren smiled and offered her hand. Xerk reached out with its slender hand and took hold of hers, before proceeding to wiggle it about in all directions while it smiled.  
 
    ‘Thank you for engaging in your customary greeting with me,’ it said.  
 
    ‘My pleasure,’ Seren said. She’d seen Xal around before. They were an alien race that had been discovered a while ago and had been friendly from the start. The Xal seemed to have trouble with human customs, though, and often got them wrong or found them to be confusing. In an effort to work better with humanity, the Xal were now sending envoys to live and work with humans in all walks of life to learn their customs and report back.  
 
    It hadn’t seemed to increase the race’s understanding of humanity much at all, but they kept trying.  
 
    ‘You’ll be joining us on this mission, then, Xerk?’ 
 
    ‘That is my purpose with you, yes. I am to travel with you; help and observe. Let me know if I can be of service. I would like to know more about this task you have been set. Is it a test of some sort? Some kind of... coming of age thing?’ 
 
    ‘Um, no, it’s partly a rescue mission, and we’re also hoping to give the enemy some misinformation.’ 
 
    ‘So, a human is in distress? Then we must provide assistance. We should leave for Sensulton right away,’ it said. ‘May I enter your vessel?’ 
 
    Seren smiled. ‘Of course, please, go ahead.’ She watched the little alien go, followed by Humphrey, who was shaking his head behind the little green man.  
 
    Seren looked up at Hunter. ‘So, Percy, is it?’ 
 
    Hunter twitched a bit at the name and appeared to grind his teeth. ‘I prefer Hunter,’ he muttered.  
 
    ‘Sure, sorry,’ she said. ‘Care to join me aboard?’ 
 
    ‘Please, lead the way,’ Hunter said.  
 
    Seren smiled and led him in, feeling quite aware that he was right behind her, probably enjoying the view of her bum swinging side to side as she climbed the ramp.  
 
    She didn’t mind, she wanted him to enjoy the view. They had an hour or so to kill before they reached Sensulton anyway, and there was a fully fitted bedroom on the Javelin. She wondered if she might be able to make use of it. 
 
    Making her way to the bridge, Seren found her pilot’s seat and slid into it, powering up the Javelin.  
 
    Dock Control cleared her for departure, and she eased the ship out the station and into the darkness of space, before boosting away on conventional thrusters.  
 
    ‘Nicely done,’ Hunter said from beside her, watching her manoeuvre the ship.  
 
    ‘Thanks, I know other moves, too,’ she said, looking up at him with a suggestive smile.  
 
    ‘Do you indeed, young woman?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe I could show you?’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps…’ 
 
    ‘Urgh,’ groaned Humphrey. ‘Good grief.’ 
 
    ‘I know I would be honoured to see these other “moves” you know, human Seren,’ Xerk said. ‘Would you provide a demonstration?’ 
 
    Seren looked over at the smiling alien. ‘Erm, well, maybe another time?’ she said to it, smiling at the thought of the alien standing beside the bed, watching her riding Hunter.  
 
    ‘Another time it is then. Should I open my calendar so we can schedule it in?’ 
 
    ‘Um, err, no, let’s leave it open for now,’ she said.  
 
    ‘As you wish, human Seren.’ 
 
     Seren returned her focus to the ship's controls and guided it onto the vector it needed to be on to travel to Sensulton on the far side of Theren space. With the vector set, Seren powered up the ITD before taking hold of the lever and throttling forward. The stars lengthened and became streaks of light, shooting past the ship as the Javelin blasted away from Terrania.  
 
    You barely felt a thing inside the ship, thanks to the inertial dampeners the Javelin employed. A countdown began on her console, giving her the time until they would drop out of Interstellar Transit.  
 
    ‘There, we’re off,’ she said and sat back in her seat before looking up at Hunter. He looked back down at her, and she felt reasonably sure that he was thinking the same thing that she was.  
 
    Swivelling her chair around, she stood up, keeping her eyes locked on his the whole time, before stepping closer to him and whispering, gently into this ear, ‘So, would you like to see those moves I promised you?’ 
 
    Out the corner of her eye, she saw Humphrey looking at her, before slamming his head down on the console before him.  
 
    ‘Lead the way,’ Hunter said, his mouth curling up one side.  
 
    Seren winked and slipped her hand into his before she started to lead him off the bridge. She looked over at Humphrey as she went. ‘The ship’s all yours,’ she said.  
 
    ‘Spiffing,’ Humphrey replied.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    ‘Wow, that was amazing,’ Hunter said from the bed behind her. Seren was slipping her underwear back on at the end of the bed, and smiled back at him and looked along his admittedly well-toned body, but her eyes couldn’t help but linger on his less than impressive gentleman's sausage that he’d left on display.  
 
    She’d expected a huge schlong, but instead, it was probably less than average in size, and didn’t seem to fit with the rest of the man’s physique. Still, she’d not let that put her off and they’d soon gotten down to business.  
 
    But again, the legend hadn’t quite lived up to the reality. She’d wanted him to dominate her, to ride her, to take control and maybe be a bit rough with her, but he hadn’t. In fact, he’d been anything but. It was like fucking someone in a coma, she mused. He’d just laid there and let her do all the work, thanking her every so often.  
 
    He hadn’t lasted very long, either, but she wondered if he’d just been tired, or maybe it had been a while. Ultimately, she supposed, she just wanted to reach some kind of climax herself.  
 
    So, she gave him the benefit of the doubt and took her time, bringing him to full arousal once more and going in for seconds.  
 
    It hadn’t been much better, and she was still left frustrated and without the full satisfaction that she’d wanted.  
 
    The glow of desire had faded now, and she’d had enough. Besides, they were closing in on their destination and she needed to get to the bridge. She pulled on her space suit before picking up Hunter’s clothes and throwing them onto the bed beside him.  
 
    ‘Get dressed, lover boy,’ she said, and left him to it, walking back to the bridge to find Humphrey slumped in his chair watching something on the console before him and Xerk standing at the main viewport.  
 
    ‘Anything to report?’ Seren asked.  
 
    Humphrey jumped up and tapped something on his console, shutting off the feed of whatever he was watching. Most likely, that show he liked so much.  
 
    ‘Everything is tickety-boo, captain,’ Humphrey said, looking up. ‘I take it you’re fulfilled? Satisfied with everything?’ 
 
    Seren gave Humphrey a look. ‘I guess so,’ she answered him as she slid into her chair and noted the countdown.  
 
    ‘Everything checked-out did it?’ 
 
    ‘In a manner of speaking…’ 
 
    ‘Did he take a good look at the engine? Check the oil, did he?’ 
 
    ‘Well…’ 
 
    ‘So, the docking went well?’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ 
 
    ‘The dip-stick’s fully moistened?’ 
 
    ‘Alright, I get it, just stop, will you? Cripes,’ she sighed. 
 
    ‘Human Seren,’ Xerk said, turning towards her. ‘I extend my greetings to you. I understand that you were exchanging fluids with the human Hunter in one of your human mating rituals. I trust it was a satisfactory experience for you.’  
 
    Seren blinked.  
 
    Humphrey looked smug; if a mostly expressionless robot could look smug. 
 
    ‘Um, I guess so,’ Seren said, before scowling at Humphrey. He’d apparently been talking to the Xal.  
 
    ‘How long until the baby is born?’ Xerk asked.  
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Will you be hoping for a male human or female human?’ 
 
    ‘Urr, neither.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I was unaware that humans could have genderless offspring. Please, enlighten me. The Xal hierarchy would be most interested.’ 
 
    ‘Aaah, no, no, no. We’re not having a child; I’m not pregnant.’ 
 
    ‘Not yet, anyway,’ Humphrey said.  
 
    ‘Humphrey!’ 
 
    ‘But you just engaged in human pair bonding, did you not?’ 
 
    ‘Well, yes, but we do it for fun as well.’ 
 
    ‘You impregnate yourselves for fun?’ 
 
    ‘Well, no.’ 
 
    ‘Some do,’ Humphrey cut in again.  
 
    ‘You’re not helping,’ Seren said.  
 
    ‘I admit, I am somewhat confused,’ Xerk said, frowning.  
 
    ‘Look, don’t worry about it, Hunter and I were just enjoying each other’s company,’ Seren tried to explain.  
 
    ‘Yeah, we were,’ Hunter said as he walked onto the bridge behind her. ‘She rode me like a cowgirl.’ 
 
    ‘There are bovine/human female hybrids?’ Xerk asked, his expression incredulous.  
 
    Seren dropped her head into her hands.  
 
    An alert sounded on the pilot’s console, making Seren look up as the ship dropped out of Interstellar Transit and the planet Sensulton appeared before them, bathed in the crimson glow of its red giant star.  
 
    ‘We’re here. Everyone sit down; I’m taking her in,’ Seren said, relieved to be able to change the conversation.  
 
    As they approached the atmosphere, Seren spoke with ground control and was assigned a landing pad in the main colony city, Debauch.  
 
    As they dropped through the clouds, the vast, sprawling cityscape was revealed below them. The majority of the buildings followed a not unexpected phallic shape design, with other structures dotted around, whose profile reminded Seren of more feminine parts of the anatomy. Some of these structures were really quite inventive, with towers leaning at an angle, looking like they were inserting themselves into other structures.  
 
    ‘I’d heard the stories of this place, but I didn’t think they were actually true,’ Hunter said, staring through the main viewport, his eyes wide in wonder and shock.  
 
    ‘No one ever does, but this whole place has only one thing on its mind, and it shows through in everything here. You can’t escape it.’ 
 
    Seren guided the ship down to their landing platform, the markings of which looked like the entrance to a vulva. It was quite inventive, really, once you got past the vulgarity of it. This whole place had never bothered Seren. She’d been here before, and something about it just made her feel at home. It was as if everyone here understood her inbuilt drive to experience the pleasures of the universe.  
 
    To outsiders or those without the obsessions that she had, it could be a little much.  
 
    The ship bumped down onto the landing pad and came to a rest. Outside, several deckhands and a couple of robots set to work making sure the rocket was down and secure.  
 
    ‘So, now we’re here. What’s the plan of action?’ Humphrey said. 
 
    ‘First, we need to contact the informant that gave us the intel on the meeting. We have an incentive to make him give up the location of the gang we need to find and take out,’ she said, flicking switches and powering down the craft. Dropping down from her seat, she started to make her way towards the exit of the bridge. ‘Get your things and make sure you’re armed. Let’s get this done, shall we?’ 
 
    ‘Urr, armed?’ Hunter said.  
 
    ‘That’s right,’ Seren said. ‘Oh, did you not bring a weapon? That’s fine, we have plenty here, come and take your pick,’ she said, smiling, catching a glimpse of Humphrey behind him, knowingly pointing at her.  
 
    Seren shook her head and dropped her Vaporizer 3000 into her leg holster.  
 
    ‘Human Seren, should I carry one of your killing machines as well?’ 
 
    ‘Do you want to?’ 
 
    ‘I confess to being curious, and should I encounter any of these bovine-humans, I suspect I might need it.’ 
 
    Seren smiled to herself and picked up one of the smaller pistols and its holster and offered it to him. ‘Sure, go ahead.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, human Seren.’ 
 
    Moments later and they were walking down the ramp and out of the ship, which Seren closed up behind her before pulling out her computator and turning it on. The screen lit up and she activated the map function and directed it to take her where they wanted to go.  
 
    The device gave her a route to follow, which Seren took a moment to commit to memory, before slipping the computator back into its pouch on her belt.  
 
    ‘That way,’ she said and strode forward with Hunter, Humphrey, and Xerk close behind her.  
 
    ‘So, who is this informant?’ Hunter asked.  
 
    ‘I’ve never met him before, so I don’t know, but the department has countless informants in its pocket throughout Theren space and beyond. All I have is a name and the place I should be able to find him.’ 
 
    ‘So, what’s his name?’ 
 
    ‘Nigel Hancock, if you must know,’ she said. She didn’t want to find Hunter annoying, but she was just starting to feel that way about him. Her respect and admiration for him was slowly diminishing and was gradually being replaced with a feeling of general annoyance as he spoke to her.  
 
    They say that you should never meet your heroes as they rarely live up to your expectations, and she was starting to see how this could be true.  
 
    Well, it was early days yet, so, maybe things would change. Debauch was its usual lively self, with its streets and elevated walkways filled with people of all kinds, and everywhere there were either subtle or overt sexual undertones. Many of the people on the streets were showing off their bodies, with plenty of them being all but naked, apart from maybe some shoes. perhaps, or a transparent overgarment.  
 
    Some people wore extravagant costumes with feathers and corsets and thigh high boots, others wore skin-tight latex numbers, sometimes with holes cut into them to reveal breasts or other parts of their bodies.  
 
    The shops and businesses here were a mix of bars and cafés, or shops selling suitable clothing. Even the more mundane grocery stores had sexual overtones to them, with vegetables modified into phallic shapes.  
 
    Seren had seen it all before, as had Humphrey, but Hunter was walking along with his mouth agape and his eyes wide, looking somewhat uncomfortable about what he was seeing all around him. Xerk, however, seemed utterly unfazed by it all, walking along with its hands clasped behind its back and a serene smile on its lips.  
 
    Seren guessed that a lot of the imagery around them didn’t really register with the alien as something that would ordinarily be taboo.  
 
    The route Seren had memorised led them off the main streets and into some less than savoury back alleys, which was where the other side of Sensulton tended to reside. This might be neutral ground where you could come to indulge yourself, but it was also a nest for the various criminal empires that were spread through Theren, Gurskian, and Valtonic space.  
 
    Some of the darkened side streets were still filled with people, although, much of the overtly sexual themes were missing. The alleyways that they ended up walking into as they approached the informant's location seemed somewhat deserted, however. Moving along, they soon found a door with a chalk X on it.  
 
    ‘This is it,’ Seren said and stepped up.  
 
    ‘Are you sure?’ Hunter asked. 
 
    ‘It’s exactly as described,’ she said, pulling out her computator and checking the knocking pattern she had been instructed to use. Returning the device to her belt, she stepped up to the door and noticed that Hunter stayed where he was, pulling his gun, while Humphrey moved up beside her.  
 
    ‘I don’t think you’ll need that,’ Seren said.  
 
    ‘Hopefully not, but I’m here to observe and will take any precaution I deem necessary.’ 
 
    Seren shrugged and lifted her hand. She knocked, using the pattern she had been directed to use when a voice sounded from within.  
 
    ‘Hello?’ 
 
    ‘I’m Seren,’ she said, using the words she had been told to use.  
 
    For a moment, there was only silence from within, and then, after what felt like forever, the door unlocked.  
 
    Seren looked down at Humphrey, who looked back at her and shrugged.  
 
    Seren turned back to the door and opened it, letting it swing wide so she could get a good look at what was inside. The room was dark and grubby with metal shelving on every wall, filled with gadgets and other rubbish. In the middle of the room, stood next to a table or workbench — Seren wasn’t sure which — that was covered with more crap, was a man in baggy clothes that looked like they hadn’t been washed in years.  
 
    He was fiddling with something, some bit of machinery in a somewhat nervous manner.  
 
    ‘I know what you want…’ he said.  
 
    ‘Good,’ Seren answered.  
 
    ‘I know what you want, and I ain’t... I can’t give it to you. I… I made a mistake, I should never have said anything… So, if you could just, you know…’ he said, waving at the door.  
 
    ‘That’s not happening, Nigel. We’re here for the info that I know you have, so give it up.’ 
 
    ‘Nope. No, not doing it.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ Seren said, pulling out a small card from her belt. She tapped the side of it and the front lit up, showing a credit amount in glowing digits.  
 
    Nigel stopped his nervous fiddling and looked down at the card. He started to reach for it with one hand, slowly, hesitantly, but then pulled it back.  
 
    ‘No. No, no, no, you can’t tempt me. It’s too… no. Just no.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ Seren said.  
 
    ‘Well, looks like this is a dead end,’ Hunter said from behind her.  
 
    ‘You know the way out…’ he said, but Seren stepped into him, grabbed him by the throat and pushed him back two steps, slamming him into the shelves at the back of the room.  
 
    ‘I’m not going anywhere, lovie; not until I get what I came for,’ she said.  
 
    ‘Whoa,’ Hunter said from behind her.  
 
    ‘Look, I can’t... if they find out…’ 
 
    ‘Who’s going to tell them, because I’m not,’ she said. ‘Are you?’ 
 
    ‘Ack, no,’ he coughed as she squeezed.  
 
    She squeezed harder and moved closer, putting her face close to his. ‘Then tell me what I came all this way to find out, fucknugget.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, okay, ack, I’ll tell you. Ugh, just let me go,’ he choked out.  
 
    Seren held him there for a moment longer and then let go. He dropped to his knees and clasped his own throat as he caught his breath.  
 
    ‘Alright, you can find the gang in the back of the Truss building on Fifty-Eighth and Whipper,’ he said.  
 
    ‘Thanks,’ Seren said, pulling out the card and throwing it on the floor before him.  
 
    ‘Thank you, human Nigel, for your cooperation. I am happy that you are still living,’ Xerk said happily. ‘As you seem to be a human with information, might you know anything and bovine/human female hybrids? I hear they are quite the ride.’ 
 
    Nigel looked up, his face one of utter confusion.  
 
    ‘I think he’s had enough for one day; let’s leave him be, shall we?’ Seren said.  
 
    Xerk looked up at her and smiled happily. ‘As you wish, human Seren. I shall seek my answers elsewhere.’ 
 
    ‘You do that,’ Seren said, and ushered her ragtag team out of the room, closing the door behind her.  
 
    ‘I can’t believe you did that; he could have killed you,’ Hunter said.  
 
    ‘I doubt it. His type are all the same.’ 
 
    ‘But you’re a…’ 
 
    Seren stopped and looked up at him. ‘A what?’ 
 
    Hunter waved his hand at her body. ‘You know.’ 
 
    ‘A human female.’ Xerk said.  
 
    ‘Exactly,’ Hunter said.  
 
    ‘Firstly, fuck off you colossal wazzock, that attitude died out a long time ago in most of the human race I guess, although, apparently not all. Second, I could kick your arse from here back to Theren you cockwomble, and third, I’m not exactly your bog standard human, never was. I’d wager I could give you a run for your money, even with all those muscles.’ 
 
    Hunter laughed at the last comment. ‘Okay, dear, if you…’ 
 
    He never finished that last statement as Seren stepped into him, grabbed him by the wrist and twisted his arm back. Hunter squealed in a high-pitched tone and dropped to his knees.  
 
    ‘I’m sorry, you were saying,’ Seren said.  
 
    ‘Aaah, aah, okay, I’m sorry. I get it. I’m sorry, please, stop it please. let me go.’ 
 
    ‘Awww, is a wittle girwee hurting woo,’ she mocked him, before letting go of his arm. He moved it gingerly around to his front and cradled it with his other hand.  
 
    ‘I’m… I’m sorry,’ he said, not looking at her.  
 
    ‘Forget it, now get up; we have a job to do,’ she said, before walking off, not waiting for him. She couldn’t quite believe what she had just heard. The attitude that women were inferior had been left behind a long time ago. She’d heard others talk about experiencing it here and there, but this was the first time she’d come across it in an overt manner as far as she could remember. The talk was that this attitude was still present in parts of high society where men still held a majority of the power. She guessed that Hunter had been brought up in that kind of household. The Aetherington’s were a very well to do family. Rich, powerful, and obviously somewhat backwards in their attitudes towards women.  
 
    Well, that little episode had killed her awe of Hunter completely. Now when she thought of him, it wasn’t as some kind of heroic war hero, but of a small-minded man with some very outdated views on life.  
 
    Humphrey caught up with her and walked by her side.  
 
    ‘Ahem,’ he coughed.  
 
    She looked down to see him holding a hand out. She knew what it meant, but he hadn’t won the bet yet.  
 
    ‘Nope. You said he was a coward. That’s not been proven one way or the other yet. He’s a contemptable tosspot, that’s indisputable, but a coward?’ 
 
    ‘Okay,’ Humphrey said and lowered his hand. ‘We’ll see.’ 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 4 
 
    ‘So, they’re in there?’ Hunter asked.  
 
    Seren heard him, but kept her eyes forward, looking up the alleyway to the back of the building that Nigel had identified. There was a single door back there with a light above it, and a man in a suit and coat stood at the door.  
 
    A guard, or look out, no doubt.  
 
    ‘Yes, Hunter,’ Seren answered in hushed tones.  
 
    ‘And we’re going to go in there?’ 
 
    ‘And how else might we free this spy?’ 
 
    ‘So, you’re expecting me to, you know, go in there?’ 
 
    Seren looked back at him with a frown. She glanced at Humphrey, who was crouched next to her between them both. He was giving her a very loaded look. 
 
    Seren looked back at Hunter. ‘You’re not scared, are you?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ he answered. 
 
    ‘Human Hunter, fear is a perfectly reasonable reaction to a situation with a heightened risk of death,’ Xerk said.  
 
    ‘I’m not scared.’ 
 
    ‘No one would blame you…’ 
 
    ‘But, I’m not scared.’ 
 
    ‘So,’ Humphrey cut in, ‘getting your head vaporised doesn’t worry you at all?’ 
 
    ‘Well, obviously I don’t want to die today, but…’ 
 
    ‘We wouldn’t judge you if you soiled yourself with fear,’ the robot said.  
 
    ‘That’s disgusting…’ 
 
    ‘Cowards often…’ 
 
    ‘I’m not a coward! Okay? I’m just not used to this kind of thing. I’m more used to being on the bridge of a ship, directing a fleet; that kind of thing. You know? Being out here, on the streets, going toe to toe with heavily armed criminals is a little out of my comfort zone.’ 
 
    ‘So, you’re shitting it, basically?’ Humphrey asked.  
 
    ‘Leave it,’ Seren said. ‘We need to get in that door.’ 
 
    ‘Then use your womanly charms,’ Humphrey said.  
 
    ‘Well, I wasn’t sure…’ 
 
    ‘Poppycock. You’ve never thought twice before.’ 
 
    ‘What if he’s gay?’ 
 
    ‘Get out there and wiggle your shapely ass at him; I’m sure he’d appreciate it even if he was batting for the other team.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, okay,’ Seren said, and stepped out into the alleyway, walking confidently up towards the back of the building. Humphrey was right, she wouldn’t usually have hesitated in doing this. It was something about Hunter's presence though that was throwing her off her usual stride. She guessed she didn’t want him getting certain ideas about her now she knew what he was really like.  
 
    Well, she couldn’t worry too much about that now; she had a job to do and lives were in the balance. The guard was watching her as she walked up the alley, so she swung her hips a little more, and as she got closer, she started to act lost, looking one way, and then the other, frowning and looking confused.  
 
    After a moment, she looked up at the man and wandered over.  
 
    ‘I’m sorry, sweety, but I’m a little lost and…’ She jammed the heel of her hand into the man's face, crushing his nose and sending blood squirting everywhere.  
 
    The guard grabbed his nose and moaned.  
 
    Seren swung her fist, aiming way past his face as he staggered before her. She caught him on the cheek and sent him sprawling onto the concrete where he lay groaning.   
 
    Swinging her leg, Seren kicked him in the face. The man went limp and silent, leaking blood over the concrete. Pausing for a moment, Seren listened, trying to hear any movement beyond the door the man had been guarding. Looking up, she couldn’t see any cameras, but that didn’t mean there weren’t any. Looking back, Seren waved to her friends to come and join her as she quickly checked the guard's pockets. There was a ray gun in a shoulder holster under his arm and some knives, but not much else.  
 
    Humphrey and the others stepped up next to her.  
 
    ‘Tie him up,’ Seren said to her robot companion.  
 
    ‘Now’s not the time to get kinky,’ Humphrey said.  
 
    Seren gave him a look. Humphrey raised his hands in surrender and proceeded to pull a hand tie out of one of the storage hatches on his body, binding the guard's hands.  
 
    ‘That was most impressive, human Seren, you are a formidable fighter. But would it not be easier to vaporise this human male?’ 
 
    ‘Not right now, Xerk,’ she said. ‘We might have need of him.’ 
 
    ‘Human Hunter has often extolled the virtues of not leaving any…’ 
 
    ‘Xerk! We’re a little busy here,’ Hunter said.  
 
    ‘Human Hunter, I was merely passing along the advice that you gave to me back…’ 
 
    ‘I know, I know, but now’s not the time for a discussion on these things,’ he said.  
 
    ‘Oh, really? Sounds like it would be a fascinating lesson,’ Seren said.  
 
    ‘Human Seren seems curious to know the virtues you have kindly given to me,’ Xerk said.  
 
    ‘Another time,’ Hunter answered, looking very uncomfortable, she thought. ‘I think we need to go inside before the guard's absence is noticed.’ 
 
    Unfortunately, Seren thought, Hunter was correct. She hadn’t found any keys on the guard, and the door looked like it might be locked, so Seren pulled out her Vaporizer 3000 and looked at the others.  
 
    ‘We go in hard and fast, give them no time to react. Got it?’ Everyone nodded to her, pulling their own weapons out. ‘Humphrey, you’re with me; you two, you’re on rear guard,’ she said to Hunter and Xerk.  
 
    Hunter smiled at the comment. Humphrey looked up at her and raised his hand.  
 
    ‘Don’t you start, I’ve had enough comments about my bum for the day,’ she said.  
 
    Humphrey nodded and returned his focus to the door. Seren sighed. The thing was, she enjoyed a good euphemism as much as the next person, and actually kind of enjoyed hearing Humphrey’s innuendos, but there was also a time and place for them, and now really wasn’t it. Stepping up to the door, Seren could see a peephole set into it at about head height. She knocked once and raised her gun, looking past it to watch the peephole.  
 
    The second it moved, Seren pulled the trigger. With a zap and a bang, a hole the size of her fist appeared in the door, smoking from the ray gun beam’s heat.  
 
    Seren adjusted her aim and fired at the side of the door where she estimated the lock would be. The crack of the ray gun echoed up the alleyway as the door swung loose on its hinges. Seren pushed it, but the door hit the body of the second guard on the other side, so she used her shoulder and put her weight behind it and forced it open.  
 
    Holding her gun ready, she slipped through the gap in the door and found herself in a small room with a door leading deeper into the building.  
 
    There was a table in here with a deck of cards on it, while the man who had been sitting at it lay dead on the floor, a hole burnt through his head.  
 
    Seren didn’t wait, she stepped up to the door and pulled it open, pointing her gun up the corridor she found on the other side. They were in the back service passages of whatever this building was, and the hallways were bare brick with pipes running along them while dirt collected along the edges. Nothing moved down there as Seren waited for the others to follow her in and catch up with her. Seconds later, Humphrey tapped her leg to indicate they were ready. Seren started to sneak up the corridor, stepping lightly, ready for the slightest movement.  
 
    Halfway up, a figure dove from a side door up ahead into the hallway. Seren fired, beating him by a fraction of a second as a beam from his gun lanced up the hall, gouging a line in the walls but luckily missing Seren and her friends.  
 
    Seren’s shot did not go wide, however, and with a boom, most of the man's head and left shoulder were vaporised. He fell to the floor like a rag doll and lay still.  
 
    Someone shrieked from the room the man had dived from, and suddenly another figure ran out, sprinting up the corridor and away from Seren.  
 
    She couldn’t let him go, though, and fired her ray gun at him. A considerable chunk of his back was atomised in the single shot, and the man dropped to the floor like his friend.  
 
    Not wanting to give anyone who was left too much time to think things through, Seren moved quickly up to the door. She paused for a moment beside it, before stepping out and moving quickly past it, pointing her gun into the room. She spotted movement. Someone was standing in the room. She snapped off a quick shot without stopping before reaching the other side of the door and moving into cover again.  
 
    Someone screamed from inside the room.  
 
    ‘Aaah cobblers,’ cursed another voice from inside.  
 
    ‘We have you surrounded,’ Seren called out, lying.  
 
    ‘You’ll pay for this,’ the man inside shouted.  
 
    ‘I doubt it,’ Seren answered. ‘You can do this the hard way, or the easy way. I suggest the easy way. Lay down your weapon and you might survive this.’ 
 
    ‘Arse badgers,’ the man cursed. ‘Okay, I’m laying down my weapon.’ 
 
    ‘Kick it to the door,’ Seren called out.  
 
    She heard him curse again and then she heard something skitter across the floor towards her. Stepping back from the door, she aimed her gun into the room and edged around the door. She saw the gun first, laying on the floor just inside the door. Feeling a little more confident, she edged further out until she saw a man standing beside another figure sitting, bound and gagged, in a chair.  
 
    Seren moved slowly, she had no idea how many there might be in here. Walking towards the door, she saw more and more of the room until she stepped through the door. It looked like there were no more people in here, just these two.  
 
    She kept her gun trained on the man left standing as she moved into the room, but she kept glancing around her, looking for any hint that there might be someone else lurking, hidden away in here, ready to leap out and shoot her.  
 
    Humphrey and the others followed her in, and she watched the man as he eyed her team. She could see him sigh quietly to himself. He clearly thought he’d been beaten by an inferior force.  
 
    ‘Move away from the hostage,’ she said. The man sighed, and then his arm whipped up holding something. Seren didn’t wait and just fired her ray gun. The blast slammed into him and burnt a huge hole through his chest, reducing the man’s lungs and heart to atoms floating in the air.  
 
    He dropped to the floor.  
 
    Seren stood motionless for a moment, before scanning the room once more, but everything was quiet.  
 
    ‘Humphrey, scout the rest of this room and the connected rooms, make sure we’re alone. Hunter, go grab the guard we left outside and bring him in here,’ she said as she watched the prisoner in the chair.  
 
    She heard Humphrey move off, but not Hunter. ‘Hunter,’ she said, looking around in time to see him holding his computator out and taking a selfy with Seren in the background. ‘HUNTER!’ Seren barked at him. ‘This is a covert mission, it’s not exactly selfy time,’ she bellowed at him.  
 
    ‘Okay, okay,’ he muttered as he stalked off, mumbling something about a harpy. Seren shook her head.  
 
    ‘Human Seren, might this be the man you call the spy?’ Xerk asked.  
 
    ‘I think so,’ she said, walking up to the man tied to the chair.  
 
    ‘They seem to have him in bondage of some kind.’ 
 
    ‘Seren would know all about that,’ Humphrey said. 
 
    ‘Shut up, you,’ Seren answered as she pulled the gag from the man's mouth. ‘Herbert Horncastle, I presume? The Theren Union doesn’t leave its people in the hands of ruffians like these guys.’ 
 
    ‘Ugh, thank you, dear girl; that gag was positively horrific. I appreciate you coming to my aid. Would you mind releasing me from these bonds; I’d quite enjoy having some blood back in my extremities.’ 
 
    Seren nodded and moved around the man and started to cut through his bonds with her knife. 
 
    ‘You got here in just the nick of time,’ he said.  
 
    ‘How do you mean?’  
 
    They were just about to leave for their meeting with the Valtonic contingent,’ he said. ‘If you’d been any later, you would have missed them.’ 
 
    ‘The meeting’s now? Where?’ 
 
    ‘They were using that computator over there to communicate with the Valtonics, the information is probably still on there,’ he said. The spy was a lean, fit man with dark hair and a few days’ worth of stubble growth. He was good-looking, she thought, and her overactive libido started to summon images to her mind of straddling the man as he sat in that chair.  
 
    Or maybe she’d face away from him and start to rub her bum over his lap… 
 
    Seren shook her head and pulled herself back into the moment. Now was not the time to start daydreaming, or acting on these impulses.  
 
    ‘You can’t help yourself, can you?’ Humphrey said from nearby. She looked over to see him watching her. He must have noticed her shaking her head. He’d seen her do it often enough when she was fighting these urges. ‘You’re insatiable, woman.’ 
 
    ‘Are you alright, Human Seren?’ Xerk asked. ‘Are you in need of something?’ 
 
    ‘No, no, Xerk, I’m fine,’ she smiled.  
 
    ‘But, Automaton Humphrey has suggested that you are in need of some satisfaction. Are you unhappy in your work?’ 
 
    ‘Automaton?’ Humphrey said, disgusted.  
 
    ‘Heh, no, I’m quite happy. Humphrey likes to tease me, keep me on my toes.’ 
 
    Xerk looked down at her feet. ‘You don’t seem to be standing on your toes now, Human Seren. Has Automaton Humphrey been unsuccessful in his efforts to affect your stance?’ 
 
    ‘Give me strength,’ Humphrey sighed and walked out the room.  
 
    Seren laughed as Xerk looked in the direction that Humphrey was walking before the alien looked back at her. ‘Automaton Humphrey is weak. Perhaps he needs maintenance?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll say.’ 
 
    ‘Please, go ahead,’ Xerk said.  
 
    ‘No, it’s erm, oh, don’t worry about it,’ she said as she stepped up to the computator and looked at the information on the screen. She could see the conversation that had been happening between the criminals and the Valtonic contingent. She could see it contained the location of the meet, and they seemed to be requesting that they bring the spy with them.  
 
    ‘Were they selling you, too?’ Seren asked.  
 
    ‘They were going to take me with them, if that’s what you mean. I don’t know what their plans were for me, though,’ Herbert said.  
 
    Hunter walked back into the room as she turned back to the spy.  
 
    ‘Well, we need to go and meet these Valtonics to complete our mission, so, looks like you’re coming with us. We’ll need to bind you again, of course. Don’t want to arouse any suspicions.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll arouse more than their suspicions,’ Humphrey said, also walking back into the room. ‘Oh, and there’s one more room at the end of the corridor. It’s a garage with a sky car in it.’  
 
    ‘Thanks,’ Seren answered her robot companion. ‘Looks like I know how we’re getting to the rendezvous, at least. Alright, guys, the meeting with the Valtonics is scheduled to happen in the next half an hour, so we had better get ourselves ready and fly over there now,’ she said. ‘Hunter, tie him up again, and make it look good.’ 
 
    He caught the bonds that she threw at him and moved over to the spy while Seren watched and checked her weapon. She could see the spy wasn’t happy about being tied up again, but he went along with it as he scanned the room, looking at Seren and the others.  
 
    ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘It’s just business, you know how it is.’  
 
    The spy nodded. ‘I do,’ he mumbled.  
 
    ‘Okay, let’s go,’ she said, and walked out into the corridor, passing the bodies that lay on the floor until they reached the room at the end. Sure enough, as Humphrey had described, it was a garage, and a good sized sky car sat on its skids, waiting for them.  
 
    ‘So, we’ve saved the spy, right? Why are we going to this meeting with the enemies of the Theren Union?’ Hunter asked.  
 
    ‘Part of my mission is to meet with these guys and pass them false information, it’s a chance to get a step ahead of them and to screw with their intelligence services.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a little, you know…’ he said.  
 
    ‘Oh, please, come on, Hunter. Grow a pair will you. This is what I do, this is how things are. The mission has gone pretty much as planned so far, and this was part of the plan.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, okay, let’s get this done, then,’ he said.  
 
    ‘You know, if I didn’t know better, I’d say you were afraid?’  
 
    ‘I’m no coward,’ Hunter said, looking quite put out by Seren’s accusation.  
 
    ‘I certainly don’t know any better,’ Humphrey said as he climbed into the sky car next to the spy, who was sitting in the back.  
 
    ‘And you can be quiet, too,’ Hunter said.  
 
    ‘Hit a nerve, did I, Percy?’ 
 
    ‘My name’s Hunter.’ 
 
    ‘Hunter Percy.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t call me that, you walking tin can.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, please, don’t insult me so. I can’t put up a fight against your superior wit, sir,’ Humphrey said, his voice melodramatic.  
 
    ‘Look…’ 
 
    ‘Get in the car, Hunter,’ Seren said, ‘and try not to ruin this for us, okay? 
 
    Hunter grumbled and moved around to the other side of the car and got in the front passenger seat, crossing his arms in annoyance.  
 
    Seren rolled her eyes and climbed in herself after flicking the switch to open the garage doors. This would certainly go down as one of the more annoying missions she’d ever been on.  
 
    Powering up the sky car, Seren lifted off and shot out of the side of the building. They’d been on one of the elevated streets in the alleyways, but this side of the building opened up to a vertical drop down to the ground far below.  
 
    Seren guided the car up and out over the indecent buildings and pointed the car northeast, towards the old sector, where the meet had been agreed on. The trip was maybe fifteen minutes fly time, and before long, they were approaching the rendezvous point, which was an old disused sky car park, located on a platform towards the top of one of the buildings. To one side of the platform, the burnt out remains of a diner or restaurant sat dark and empty, as far as Seren could see, anyway.  
 
    She circled it a few times before bringing the car down and landing in the middle of the parking lot.  
 
    ‘Well, this isn’t ominous at all,’ Humphrey said. ‘Nothing bad must ever happened here.’ 
 
    ‘I disagree, Automaton Humphrey. Disused areas in human settlements are often used for illegal behaviour. Also, the murder rates in areas like this are often significantly higher,’ Xerk said.  
 
    ‘What the… Do you have a human guidebook or something?’ 
 
    ‘Why, yes. It’s most informative.’ 
 
    Humphrey banged his head into the back of the seat in front of him. 
 
    ‘I’ve noticed you keep doing that, Automaton Humphrey, does your neck have trouble supporting your head?’  
 
    ‘Apparently…’ the robot said.  
 
    ‘Looks like we’re on, guys,’ Seren said. She’d been listening to the conversation in the back, enjoying Humphrey’s frustration, but watching the area around them when several people had started to walk out of the burnt-out diner and walk about halfway to the car. There were five of them. Four of them looked like guards — three guys, one girl — all dressed in tactical gear and carrying ray gun rifles. In the middle of them stood a woman in a tight black catsuit with spikey bits sprouting from her shoulders and neck, she stood there looking at the car, her arms crossed, her dark hair catching the wind, waiting for them.  
 
    ‘What friendly looking people,’ Humphrey said.  
 
    ‘Again, I would disagree, Automaton Humphrey…’ 
 
    ‘Xerk,’ Seren said. ‘Not now. Humphrey, Hunter, you’re with me. Xerk, you stay here with Herbert. Keep him out of sight. Okay? Let’s go,’ she said and climbed out of the car, checking that the data chip with the false intel was in her belt pouch where she’d been keeping it. She could hear Hunter mumbling quietly to himself. It sounded like he was complaining and seemed quite jumpy.  
 
    Seren swanned up towards the Valtonic group and came to a step before them, keeping a good four or five meters between them. ‘Thanks for meeting with us,’ Seren said.  
 
    The woman looked her up and down and raised an eyebrow. ‘You’re not what I expected,’ she said.  
 
    ‘Annonymous communication over the Galactic Net will always lead to that. You never know who you’re talking to,’ she said, keeping her cool.  
 
    ‘That does seem to be the case. So, have you brought it with you?’ 
 
    ‘Of course, I have it right here,’ Seren said, tapping her belt.  
 
    ‘Do you indeed? That would be impressive. May I see it?’ 
 
    ‘I’d like to see the payment first,’ Seren said, playing them at their own game.  
 
    The woman shrugged and waved a finger at one of her men, who stepped forward and handed her a credit chip. She tapped the side and held it up before her. A long and impressive number glowed on the chip.  
 
    Nodding, Seren pulled out the data chip from her belt pouch and held it up in front of her.  
 
    ‘We’ll need to check it, of course,’ the woman said.  
 
    ‘I’d expect nothing else. Let’s exchange, and you can check my chip while I check yours.’ 
 
    The woman nodded, and the guard stepped forward, taking the credit chip from the woman. Seren moved forward, too, and met the man in the middle, swapping the two chips.  
 
    She smiled at him, but he didn’t respond. Instead, he pulled out his computator and slid Seren’s chip into it. Seren did the same with her computator and checked their credit chip. Her screen flashed up that the money was indeed there and could be transferred.  
 
    Seren looked up at the man, who looked up at her and nodded before looking back at the woman.  
 
    ‘It’s good,’ he called back to the woman.  
 
    ‘Make the exchange, then,’ she replied. Seren pressed the confirm icon on her computator and the money was instantly transferred into her account. She looked up at the man, nodded to him, and then backed away, walking back to Hunter and Humphrey. 
 
    ‘Is that everything?’ the woman asked.  
 
    ‘I believe so,’ Seren said, with a smile.  
 
    The woman looked at her for a long moment, as if waiting for something and then shrugged. ‘So be it,’ she said, and turned away, walking back towards the diner. ‘Kill them,’ Seren heard her say.  
 
    ‘Duck,’ Seren yelled and bolted sideways towards one of the burnt out sky cars that littered the lot. Ray guns zapped and blasted at them, biting huge holes in the platform and ruined debris they were using for cover. Seren pulled her weapon with a curse.  
 
    ‘Fucknuggets.’ 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 5 
 
    Looking left, Seren saw Hunter still standing out it the open between herself and Humphrey, who had taken cover behind a bin and some other rubbish. He was running back and forth as ray gun blasts zipped past him.  
 
    ‘Aaaagh, where do I go, what do I do? Help, aaaagh.’ 
 
    ‘Get into some cover, you cretin,’ Humphrey shouted.  
 
    ‘Where?’ 
 
    ‘Come over here, you idiot!’ Seren screamed at him. ‘How are you not getting shot?’ 
 
    Hunter ran at her and dived behind the cover just next to her as ray beams bit chunks out of the ground around him.  
 
    Aaagh, they got me! They shot me, aaagh. Oh gosh, it hurts, it hurts. I’m dying, I’m done for. Save yourselves, don’t worry about me,’ he yelled.  
 
    Seren turned, expecting a limb to be missing or something, but he was holding his leg, and there wasn’t any blood that she could see.  
 
    ‘Come here,’ she shouted at him and fought through his struggling to prise his hands off his leg.  
 
    ‘Oh gosh, I can feel it. It’s burning me away; I won’t survive. Tell my father I died a hero, promise me, please.’ 
 
    ‘Aaah, stop fighting me; let me have a look, will you? Stop it, ow, that’s my tit. Let go. Aaagh, there, now calm down,’ she said, finally prising his left hand off his leg while his right was holding onto her for dear life. The fact he was holding her left breast in a tight pinch was something she would deal with in a moment.  
 
    Meantime, she needed to know how severe his wound was. Maybe it was a flechette round or some kind of poison? She held his leg up to see a slight graze on his calf muscle and a small amount of blood leaking from the scrape.  
 
    Seren raised an eyebrow.  
 
    ‘Is it bad? Will I lose my leg? Don’t sugar coat it, be honest with me. Am I done for?’ 
 
    Seren let go of his leg and batted his hand off her chest. ‘You’ll live,’ she grunted, turning away from him and pulling her gun.  
 
    ‘I’m okay? I’m okay! Hey, robot, I’m okay.’ 
 
    Humphrey didn’t respond to Hunter’s yell, though, he, like Seren, was too busy shooting back at the Valtonic guards who were covering the retreat of their boss.  
 
    Seren fired off a few shots of her own, managing to hit one of them and taking the man’s leg off at the knee. But he made it to cover and was now firing back at them.  
 
    Suddenly, two more points of fire opened up on them, blasting the cover Seren and Humphrey were hiding behind, atomising it shot by shot. Soon enough, there wouldn’t be any cover.  
 
    ‘There’s more of them. We have to run for it,’ Seren shouted.  
 
    ‘But I was just getting comfortable here,’ Humphrey answered.  
 
    ‘We’ve got to run over there?’ Hunter said, looking back towards the car. ‘Oh fanny flaps, the car’s gone.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Seren said, whipping her head around to see for herself. Sure enough, the car was nowhere to be seen. ‘It was there a moment ago,’ she shouted. ‘Humphrey, did you see where the car went?’ 
 
    ‘Sure, looks like our little green friend is pulling his weight around here,’ he shouted and pointed behind her. Seren turned and saw the sky car, with its side hatch open, swoop down from above. 
 
    ‘You bloody legend,’ Seren said. ‘Now, jump in there,’ Seren shouted at Hunter.  
 
    The sky car arced down and slowed at it passed behind the cover Seren and Hunter were using. Hunter ran and leapt into the car with a scream that sounded like it should have come from her own lips. Seren followed and caught hold of the door with one hand while she fired at the retreating guards with her other.  
 
    ‘Get Humphrey,’ Seren yelled at Xerk who was sat in the driver's seat. The spy was still bound and gagged in the car she noticed, which amused her.  
 
    The car zipped over to Humphrey as ray gun blasts skimmed past it. The car bottomed out as it skidded past Humphrey, scraping along the pavement, making sparks fly.  
 
    Humphrey jumped and flew in past Seren, bouncing on the floor of the car as the engine whined. Xerk gave it some power and the vehicle lifted off once more, appearing from behind the cover Humphrey was using and the hail of ray beams that awaited it.  
 
    Xerk floored it, and the car shot off, over the edge of the platform and over the city. Seren fired back, but her shots were going wildly off course with the movement of the car through the air.  
 
    Within seconds, they were out of the range of the ray guns and the shooting stopped. Seren climbed inside and pulled the hatch shut behind her as the flying machine bobbed and weaved through the city in a somewhat dangerous way.  
 
    ‘Whoa there, flyboy,’ Seren said, lunging for the driver's seat. Seren lifted the small alien out of the chair and dropped into it herself, taking the controls.  
 
    ‘Human Seren, was my driving not satisfactory?’ 
 
    ‘Far from it, your driving was exemplary. You saved our asses back there.’ 
 
    Xerk looked down at where her bum rested on the seat and then back up at her face. ‘I am glad your bottom is safe, Human Seren,’ he said with a smile.  
 
    ‘You and the rest of the male gender,’ Humphrey said.  
 
    ‘Hey, you know I’m not choosey, don’t forget the girls, too,’ Seren smiled.  
 
    Humphrey slowly shook his head. ‘You’re encouragable.’ Humphrey smiled at her.  
 
    ‘So, where are we going? I mean, we’re done here, right? The mission is complete and we can go home?’ Hunter asked.  
 
    ‘I think so, we’ll head to the landing pad and make our way back to Terrania. Mission successful.’ 
 
    ‘Mmm-hmmf-mmpf-merm,’ said a muffled voice in the back of the car.  
 
    ‘Oh, cobblers. Sorry, Herbert. Humphrey, can you untie him, please?’ 
 
    ‘Your wish is my command,’ Humphrey said and climbed over to the spy and removed his bindings.  
 
    ‘Are you okay back there?’ Seren asked.  
 
    ‘Urgh, yeah. I’m fine now. Wow, you tied that tight, Hunter,’ Herbert said.  
 
    ‘It needed to look real in case those Valtonics came looking for you,’ he said.  
 
    ‘Yeah, sure…’ he said. Seren noticed him roll his eyes in the rearview mirror as he answered.  
 
    She sympathised. She was feeling the same way about Hunter as he was, she guessed. He was an oaf and a self-centred coward who was out for himself and didn’t seem to care too much about others. Oh, and let’s not forget his views towards women, she thought.  
 
    Yeah, not really what the media made him out to be.  
 
    Before too long, the landing pad with the Javelin slid into view beneath them and Seren guided them down to an area a short distance from the ship, bringing the car in for landing with a bit of a bump.  
 
    ‘Well, that was a better landing them your usual in the Javelin,’ Humphrey said.  
 
    ‘My landings are fine. You survive them, don’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Barely. You know, you shouldn’t need to get the landing skids replaced twice a year, right?’ 
 
    ‘Well, then they should make them better.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll let them know, shall I? Write a letter to their customer service desk? “Dear landing strut people, please make your landing struts capable of sustaining a one hundred meter fall on a full gravity planet without any significant damage,’ Humphrey said.  
 
    ‘That should cover it.’ Seren smiled back to him and started to climb out of the car.  
 
    ‘Err, hey, what are you doing? Ow, that hurts, will you… oh.’ 
 
    Seren looked over to find Hunter standing before Herbert, who had his arm wrapped around Hunter's neck and a gun pointed at his head.  
 
    ‘Blimey, steady on, old chap,’ Seren said. ‘Let’s not get too hasty, whats going on?’ 
 
    ‘You wazzocks, you ruined everything,’ Herbert said.  
 
    ‘Sorry, what?’ Seren asked. ‘What are you doing, what’s going on?’ 
 
    ‘Whats going on is that I’m taking that rocket of yours and blasting out of here, that’s what I’m doing.’ 
 
    ‘But we saved you?’ 
 
    ‘Poppycock, you didn’t save anything,’ Herbert said.  
 
    A roar to Seren’s left drew her attention, and she looked up the street that led away from her ship to see a powerful looking sky car roar down and execute and rough landing in the middle of the road before three people jumped out. Seren recognised them right away, they were the two of the guards and the woman from the platform they had left behind not thirty minutes ago.  
 
    ‘How did you?’ Seren said, and then suddenly she looked over at Hunter and his leg with the small wound on it. They’d tagged him with a tracker.  
 
    ‘What took you so long?’ Herbert said.  
 
    ‘We weren’t sure where you were,’ the woman said. ‘We figured you were most likely in the car, but we didn’t know for sure,’ she shouted over to him before she looked over at Seren.  
 
    ‘They hit him with a tracker, didn’t they?’ Humphrey muttered to her from where he stood beside her.  
 
    ‘Looks that way, or they had a tracker on Herbert. Either way, they’re here now.’  
 
    ‘What do we do?’ 
 
    ‘No idea. I can’t do much with Hunter being held hostage, though. They’d just kill him.’ 
 
    ‘Would that be so bad?’ Humphrey said.  
 
    ‘Well...’ she said, looking over at Hunter. He was crying. Great big tears were running down his face as he sobbed. It was not a pretty sight.  
 
    ‘By the way, you owe me,’ Humphrey said.  
 
    ‘Yeah, I know,’ she said. ‘So, um, where’s Xerk?’ 
 
    ‘No idea, he was here a moment ago. Has he legged it?’ 
 
    ‘Git,’ she said. ‘Just as I was beginning to like him, too.’ 
 
    ‘So, when you two have quite finished talking,’ the Valtonic woman said. ‘We’d appreciate it if you could let us aboard your rocket and we’ll be on our way. We’ll even let you live, in a gesture of good faith and in respect of this planet’s neutral status.’ 
 
    ‘Blooming arse badgers, don’t get carried away with kindness,’ Humphrey said.  
 
    ‘Oh, don’t worry, I won’t. Now, are you going to let us on board?’ 
 
    Seren looked down at Humphrey and then up at Hunter as she looked at her through tear filled eyes, silently pleading with her to do as the woman said.  
 
    Seren sighed. ‘Sure, why not,’ she said and pulled out the key from her pocket. She took a few steps forward and held it out for her. A guard stepped up and put a gun in her face as the woman reached out and plucked the electronic key from her hand. Seren stared at the man holding the gun, wishing she could wipe the smug little grin from his face.  
 
    ‘Thank you,’ the woman said, and stepped back, the guard following her.  
 
    ‘Fucknuggets,’ Seren said.  
 
    ‘Come on, and bring tall dark and stupid here with you,’ the woman said to Herbert.  
 
    A high pitched squeal sounded from nearby, and a green flash rushed up and landed on Herbert’s back. There was a fizzing zap-bang, and Herbert’s head disintegrated in a flash.  
 
    He fell, dragging Hunter down with him. Seren didn’t wait and snapped her ray gun out of her leg holster and fired off several quick shots, catching both armed guards unaware. They both dropped to the floor with huge chunks of their bodies vaporised.  
 
    The woman stood there in shock, looking at her two guards in horror, still holding the key to the Javelin.  
 
    ‘It’s over,’ Seren said, as she glanced down at Hunter, who was now sat next to the body of Herbert, his arms around his knees, rocking back and forth.  
 
    ‘You think so?’ the woman asked.  
 
    ‘Try anything, and I vaporise your head, so yeah, it’s over.’ 
 
    Another engine roared close by as a large sleek rocket swooped in low and came in to hover above the street nearby.  
 
    Seren kept her eyes on the woman, who couldn’t resist turning her head to look at the ship coming in to land. Seren lunged in and grabbed the key from the woman’s hand as she saw her expression drop. Seren stepped closer and swung her fist, punching the woman in the face.  
 
    She dropped to the floor, landing on all fours. Seren moved around her to keep both the woman and the newly arrived ship in view at the same time and noticed the special forces unit disembarking from it had the Theren insignia on their arms.  
 
    ‘Reinforcements,’ Seren smiled. ‘Looks like we’re saved, boys.’ 
 
    Hunter suddenly jumped up and stood in shock for a moment, and then started to wipe his eyes and tuck his shirt back in. Seren looked back to see what he’d spotted and saw two men that she instantly recognised.  
 
    Admiral Aetherington and Assistant Director Gladstone stepped off the rocket, guarded by several special forces personnel, who kept pace with them and watched the scene all around.  
 
    As she watched, both men marched straight over to Hunter with huge smiles on their faces and started to shake his hands. Seren frowned. Why were they thanking him? 
 
    Two Theren special forces men came over and took the Valtonic woman into custody, allowing Seren to walk over to the conversation between the three men.  
 
    ‘Well done, Son, well done. Excellent work. You really outdid yourself again. We’ll be sure to make sure the media knows of your exemplary actions,’ the admiral said.  
 
    ‘What?’ Seren said.  
 
    ‘Aaah, Agent Zenith, great work as always. I’m sure you’ll agree that Lieutenant Aetherington’s forethought and planning made all the difference on this one. Without that, we’d never have known. Amazing.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, I’m at a complete loss, what did he do?’ 
 
    ‘The intel that Hunter sent us, taken covertly, of course, allowed us to identify the man you thought was the Theren spy, Herbert Horncastle, as actually a Valtonic agent who had taken Herbert’s place. Turns out the criminals were selling him back to the Valtonic Duchy. Inspired work really, Hunter,’ the admiral said.  
 
    ‘Intel?’ Seren asked.  
 
    ‘Here,’ Gladstone said, and pulled out his computator and fiddled with it for a moment before turning it around and showing her.  
 
    Hunter’s selfy was one the screen. The one he’d taken after they’d killed the criminals. Hunters idiot face gurned at the screen, with her and the spy in the background, looking over at him. She couldn’t help but notice the dumb expression of surprise she had on her face in the photo with one eye partly closed.  
 
    ‘Oh, well, cuntybollocks,’ Seren said with a sigh. ‘I can’t believe he sent that to his father.’ 
 
    ‘We don’t need you back for a few days,’ the assistant director said. ‘Take some time, enjoy the sights, and have some fun,’ he said as the admiral led Hunter away, his arm around the idiot’s shoulders.  
 
    ‘Sure, thanks, I’ll do that,’ she said, feeling deflated.  
 
    ‘Good work, Agent Zenith,’ Gladstone said with a smile, before turning away and following the admiral.  
 
    ‘Well, that’s a load of poppycock,’ Humphrey said from close by.  
 
    ‘Messed. Up.’ Seren agreed.  
 
    ‘Human Seren,’ Xerk said, walking up to her with a smile. ‘Might I request that I join your crew? I feel I can learn a lot from you and Automaton Humphrey,’ it said.  
 
    Seren looked down and couldn’t help a genuine smile spreading across her face. ‘Well, sure, if you want. But aren’t you assigned to Hunter?’  
 
    ‘I was, but I can adjust my assignment as I see fit to best serve the Xal Hegemony, and right now, I believe staying with you would be my best cause of action. Plus, I think I’d enjoy a bit more…’ Xerk said, pretending to hold a gun and fire it.  
 
    ‘Oh, the pew pew?’ 
 
    ‘Is that what it’s called, Human Seren?’ 
 
    ‘It’s the technical term, yes,’ she smiled.  
 
    ‘Excellent. So, when do we go on the hunt for the bovine/human female hybrids?’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
    —  —  — 
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 Making Trouble 
 
    by Amy DuBoff 
 
    Doing the right thing is okay—so long as there’s still a good payday. 
 
    Jack Tressler and the crew of the Little Princess II are bored. Despite repeated attempts to go legit, they’re drawn to the allure of black market dealings. Their latest venture: covertly transporting passengers.  
 
    With their spaceship not quite up to snuff for a high-paying client, they decide to get the vessel detailed. However, through a series of miscommunications, the crew inadvertently finds themselves taking on more passengers than they’d planned—and being the latest addition to a human trafficking ring.  
 
    With a dangerous pirate gang known as the Blue Rabbits expecting delivery of their human cargo, Jack and his friends hatch a daring plan to free the innocent workers. That is, so long as they get to take home some loot in the process.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER ONE: Poor Planning 
 
    After years of thievery, getting shot at, and running for his life, Jack Tressler now faced the greatest danger of his life: boredom. 
 
    In all fairness, most of the thieving attempts had gone terribly, he’d never actually been shot, and most of the running for his life involved hiding, but the boredom was real, and it would consume him if he didn’t find an outlet. 
 
    He gazed at the faces of his crewmates on the Little Princess II as they lounged in the common room. “So, are we going to do this or what?” 
 
    Alyssa, the fearless captain of their luxury yacht, rolled her tawny eyes. “You’re insane.” 
 
    Jack brushed a lock of his sandy hair away from his cybernetic left eye. “You told me I couldn’t have the cabin near the common room because we were going to have guests, so now we can have guests.” 
 
    Alyssa raised an eyebrow beneath her dark, side-swept bangs. “But human trafficking?” 
 
    “No, not trafficking. Covert transport, we’ve been over this.” Jack sighed as he repositioned on his favorite couch. “We’re going to be helping people.” 
 
    “This is going to backfire so badly.” Alyssa face-palmed. 
 
    “Jack is right; there’s an important distinction here,” Triss said, tucking a length of her long, red hair behind her ear as she leaned forward. “People are going to hire us to bring them elsewhere. That’s totally not the same thing as trafficking.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Jack said. While it was unusual for Triss to side with him over Alyssa, considering the captain was her longtime partner, he welcomed the vote of support. 
 
    “Slight problem.” Finn half-raised one of his perfectly manicured hands. “How are we going to get people to pay us to do that?” 
 
    “Which brings me to the next point,” Triss continued. “We need a business plan.” 
 
    The notion of offering a covert transportation business for people looking to disappear had come about through a recent unfortunate incident involving a dissatisfied wife of a wealthy businessman. All of the shooting, running, and hiding had reminded Jack and his team that they actually enjoyed those things. As much as they aspired to become legitimate business people, that’s not how they were wired. 
 
    “I think ‘business plan’ might be a little too formal a label,” Finn pointed out while he swept his hand over his dark wave of hair styled on top of his head.  
 
    “Yeah, we’re more of a run-with-a-vague-idea kind of group,” Jack agreed. 
 
    Alyssa sighed. “Here we go again…” 
 
    “All right, we need a strategy,” Triss restated. 
 
    “How do you propose we get a customer?” Finn asked Jack. 
 
    “I dunno.” 
 
    “This was your idea!” Alyssa shook her head. “Let’s just forget it and think of something else.” 
 
    Jack rubbed his palms on the thighs of his gray pants. “Fine, you want a strategy? I say we head to Caleron and put up a ‘cabin for rent’ sign.” 
 
    “That’s it? That’s all you have?” the captain asked with obvious exasperation. 
 
    He shrugged. “What else would we need?” 
 
    “Jack, the entire purpose of being covert is undermined when you hold up a sign telling people what you’re doing!” Alyssa exclaimed. 
 
    “Okay, so not a literal sign, but we can ask around,” Jack said. “Either way, that’s the system where we can get our feet wet with this sort of thing.” 
 
    “I have heard gossip about it being a hub for shady dealings,” Finn agreed. 
 
    “I’m not sure that ‘shady’ is really the clientele we want to capture,” Alyssa cautioned. 
 
    “In all fairness, those are the kind of places where people—even respectable ones—go when they’re trying to disappear,” Triss pointed out. “We need to find someone at the midpoint of their journey looking to transfer to more comfortable accommodations for the second half of their escape.” 
 
    “You might be onto something there,” Alyssa agreed. “It was the part about getting Merica away from her home when we ran into trouble last time. Someone who’s already mounted the main escape and double-crossed their hired help would probably be much more agreeable.” 
 
    Jack nodded. “Yeah, they wouldn’t do more than one double-cross.” 
 
    “Definitely not,” Finn concurred. 
 
    “Okay, so we’re agreed we go to Caleron?” Triss asked. 
 
    Finn grinned. “Sure!” 
 
    Alyssa released a long breath. “Yeah, I guess.” 
 
    “I’m, like, ninety-five percent sure this is going to be easy,” Jack assured them. “You can find anything and everything in Caleron.” 
 
    “If you say so.” Alyssa rose from the couch and wandered to the bridge. 
 
    A moment later, Triss set down her tablet. “I guess I probably need to fly the ship, too.” 
 
    “That would help us get there, yes,” Finn said. 
 
    “It should only be, what, an hour from here?” Jack asked. 
 
    “Yeah, something like that,” Triss replied. 
 
    He nodded. “See you then.” 
 
    Triss departed. 
 
    As soon as she was out of the common room, Jack leaned forward on the couch toward Finn. “That gives us time to watch another episode of Space Rangers.” 
 
    “They’re going to yell at us,” Finn cautioned. 
 
    “We’ll keep the volume down. Besides, they can’t stop us while they’re piloting.” 
 
    “There’s auto-pilot, Jack. And even without that, one person can easily fly the ship.” 
 
    Jack thought for a moment. “I’m gonna level with you: I just really want to watch Space Rangers.” 
 
    Finn rapidly clapped his hands with a squeal. “Who am I kidding? I do, too!” 
 
    They grabbed pillows from the couches and dumped them in the middle of the floor. Jack turned on the broad viewscreen on the side wall of the common room, keeping the volume low. He pulled up the video queue for their latest reality show sensation. 
 
    He flopped down on his stomach next to Finn, resting his elbows on the pillows. 
 
    “Space Rangers! Bringing justice to all,” Jack and Finn sung along to the theme song in whispers. 
 
    “You’re watching Space Rangers, aren’t you?” Alyssa shouted from the bridge. 
 
    “Psh, no!” Jack shouted back. 
 
    “You’re too quiet in there—you must be up to something bad.” 
 
    “What do you have against the show, anyway?” Finn replied while the episode began.  
 
    “You start acting ridiculous,” Alyssa replied. 
 
    Triss snorted. “What do you mean ‘start’?” 
 
    “Well, they get worse.” 
 
    Onscreen, two soldiers wearing black armor were running through a spaceport after a shirtless man wearing clown pants. They tackled the guy and pinned his hands behind his back, slapping on a pair of cuffs. 
 
    “Busted!” Jack and Finn whisper-shouted in unison. 
 
    “Ugh, they are watching it!” Triss exclaimed from the bridge.  
 
    “That’s why,” Alyssa explained. “When you watch too much of that show, you always threaten to pounce on random people and shout ‘busted’!” 
 
    “In all fairness, that guy’s pants were really ugly,” Finn said. 
 
    “It’s not the fashion police.” Alyssa groaned. 
 
    “Well, it should be,” Finn maintained. 
 
    “I just want to tackle and cuff someone,” Jack said. 
 
    “More likely, we’ll be the ones getting cuffed.” Finn smirked. “Not that that’s always a bad thing.” 
 
    Jack shook his head. “Shh, we’re missing the show.” He focused his attention on the screen. 
 
    A new set of Space Rangers—not that they could be distinguished through their faceplates—were zooming across a dusty field on hoverscooters in pursuit of a woman on her own hoverscooter. She kept glancing over her shoulder at the two rangers in pursuit. 
 
    “Oh, man, they might not catch her.” Jack gripped his pillow. 
 
    “They always catch the perp,” Finn replied. “But this is a good one!” 
 
    The three hoverscooters reached a boulder field of rock monoliths standing seven meters high. 
 
    “They should have brought in a chopper when they had the chance!” Finn’s eyes were glued to the screen. 
 
    “She might actually loose them in there.” 
 
    The camera following the two rangers swinging side to side as they wove around the treacherous boulders. Jack and Finn gasped and breathed sighs of relief with each near-miss collision. 
 
    After two minutes of intense pursuit, the boulders thinned out and the woman ahead of them gunned it on the straightaway. 
 
    A spark lit in Jack’s organic eye. “You know what time it is?” 
 
    “Time to boost,” Finn said in unison with one of the space rangers on the screen. 
 
    The two hoverscooters accelerated as blue electricity crackled around the rear engine port. They raced forward to either side of the woman’s hoverscooter. When they were abreast with her, they moved their vehicles into a slight ‘V’ to pin her control bar with the noses of their craft. 
 
    “Got you now,” one of the rangers said in a husky voice. 
 
    “I didn’t do anything wrong, officer!” the woman exclaimed. 
 
    “That’s for the jury to decide.” The second ranger grabbed the throttle of her hoverscooter and decelerated. 
 
    The three craft slowed in unison. When they came to a rest, the first ranger grabbed the woman from her hoverscooter and forced her to kneel on the ground with her hands behind her back.  
 
    He cuffed her. “Busted!” 
 
    Jack and Finn cheered. 
 
    “That was a great chase!” Jack grinned. “Man, I wish there were more like that.” 
 
    Onscreen, the scene transitioned to a rapid series of shots with space rangers chasing suspects on various vehicles and across different terrains. “Up next, we bring you highlights from the greatest chases yet!” 
 
    Finn melted. “This is turning out to be such a good day!” 
 
    The next hour flew by with a series of the most epic chases Jack had ever seen. While some of the spectacles were familiar, many were completely new, which underscored the need for them to marathon the forty-seven previous scenes of Space Rangers at some point, assuming Alyssa and Triss didn’t throw them out the airlock at the very suggestion. In the interest of self-preservation, Jack and Finn agreed to keep the plan to themselves for the time being. 
 
    As the episode wrapped up, the view out the window in the common room changed from the streaked stars of hyperspace to a standard starscape with a green haze shrouding the view. 
 
    The green gas clouds were a well-known feature of the Caleron System, notable mostly because the materials interfered with long-range scanners. This allowed the system’s activities to go largely unregulated compared to other areas in the galaxy. When it came down to it, despite the glorified Space Rangers shown in videos, the actual Galactic Space Force was understaffed and had no means of properly policing every system. Places like Caleron that were already headed two steps in the wrong direction were easier to let go than trying to rein in and continue managing. 
 
    Jack turned off the viewscreen and returned the pillows to the couch. As he was about to set the pillows back in their proper place, the green-hued light streaming through the window highlighted a sea of crumbs around the couch frame. “Did I do that?” 
 
    Finn seemed to have noticed a similar graveyard on his own couch. “Some of these look fossilized. I don’t think we’ve had the Little Princess II for long enough to have that happen.” 
 
    “Ew.” Jack scrunched his nose. “Did we not clean this ship when we bought it from the dealer?” 
 
    “I thought he cleaned it for us.” 
 
    “The state of the couch suggests otherwise.” 
 
    Finn stood motionless for a moment. “We’ve been sitting in filth for the past month, haven’t we?” 
 
    Jack crouched down and wiped his finger over the black baseboard. Shiny chrome was left in its path. He jumped back to his feet, hastily wiping his finger on his dark pants. “Yes. Yes, we have.” 
 
    Finn scowled, holding his hands in fists against his chest. “Now I’m afraid to touch anything.” 
 
    “We were just on the floor!” 
 
    “I don’t want to think about it.” His friend shook his head. 
 
    “What’s going on in there?” Alyssa shouted from the bridge. 
 
    “We just realized the baseboards are supposed to be chrome,” Jack replied. 
 
    “That’s not possible,” Triss replied after an extended pause.  
 
    A moment later, she appeared in the corridor that led to the bridge. She knelt down and ran her finger along a different section of baseboard.  
 
    “Oh, stars!” She recoiled with horror. 
 
    “Yeah, like we were saying,” Jack said, still unable to move from his standing position. He shifted his cybernetic eye to the ultraviolet setting—something he’d learned to avoid under normal circumstances—and was greeted by the sight of several pools and splatters on the furniture and walls. His mouth dropped open. “I think someone died in here.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” Triss asked. 
 
    Jack swallowed the bile rising in his throat. “You don’t want to see what I see.” He hastily cycled the image back to normal, but the gruesome image was burned into his memory. 
 
    Triss held her arms to her chest in much the same manner as the two men. “We can’t have a passenger in here until this ship gets cleaned up.” 
 
    “A passenger?” Finn wailed. “What about us?!” 
 
    Jacked stared at him with wide, haunted eyes. “I can’t un-see what I saw. You don’t want to know what’s invisible to organic eyes.” 
 
    Finn shuddered. “I need to get out of here!” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Alyssa asked from the bridge. 
 
    Triss wrapped her arms around herself. “Alyssa, find us a detailing service!”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWO: Wheeling and Dealing 
 
    The moment the Little Princess II was docked at the Caleron Station, Jack dashed to the main access hatch. “Blood… So much invisible blood…” he murmured. 
 
    “I can’t believe we’ve been rolling around on the floor.” Finn took a shaky breath. “I thought they were black. I really did.” 
 
    “I don’t understand how it could be so filthy,” Triss said. “I mean, we’re in space. It’s not like we’ve been tracking mud in from outside.” 
 
    “Dead skin, grease, smoke…” Jack paled. “Do you think they burned the bodies?” 
 
    Triss cast him a sidelong look. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “There’s the blood, but where are the bodies?” he replied. 
 
    “I think Jack is going to be checked out for a few,” Finn commented. “Whatever he saw, I’m happy not to have a cybernetic eye. I like seeing things through my own filter.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know what you mean,” Alyssa agreed. 
 
    The access hatch control console beeped that the seal was solid with the station.  
 
    Jack unlocked the door and shoved it open. He took a deep breath of the fresh station air, only to realize it smelled like burned fish tacos. The scent hit the back of his throat, and he collapsed in a coughing fit. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Finn asked, helping him to his feet. 
 
    “I won’t go back in there until those stains are gone,” Jack replied. He backed down the gangway away from the ship. 
 
    Triss stepped out, followed by Alyssa. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Alyssa requested again. “You just started shouting about grime and blood, I think? I’m confused.” 
 
    Triss swallowed. “So, um, remember when the shipyard manager said the yacht had been detailed?” 
 
    Alyssa nodded.  
 
    “Well, it wasn’t. In fact, I don’t think it has been properly cleaned in years.” 
 
    “That’s impossible,” Alyssa replied, but her tone was lacking conviction. 
 
    “You can inspect it for yourself or take my word for it,” Triss said. “I’m with Jack, though: now that I’ve seen it for what it is, that entire place needs to be sterilized before I go back in there.” 
 
    Alyssa frowned. “When you told me to look for a detailer, I didn’t think it was that serious of a request.” 
 
    “There has to be someone around here who can do the work,” Finn insisted. “I mean, even criminals need housekeeping services on occasion.” 
 
    “The docking aid suggested one, but from their name, I think it may have been misclassified,” Alyssa went on. 
 
    Triss cocked her head. “What are they called?” 
 
    “Perfect Touch.” 
 
    Finn snorted. “That totally sounds like the front for a brothel.” 
 
    “Or maybe an escort service.” Triss sighed. “Maybe there’s an information kiosk that can give us some more leads.” 
 
    The four intrepid travelers set off down the gangway to the main concourse through that branch of the station. As soon as they reached the corridor, it was apparent the station’s culture fully embodied its seedy reputation. Shops lining the interior of the concourse boasted sales on all manner of weapons from unregistered handguns to high-powered explosives, thinly veiled drug euphemisms were listed in conjunction with ‘ask us about…’ bonus offerings, and most ads involved a nearly topless woman or shirtless man.  
 
    In the case of the store across from the ship’s gangway, they had a trifecta of sales messaging. A hologram by the front door depicted a woman wearing a tiny bikini top and a shirtless man perched atop a hoverscooter inexplicably traveling through space with no shielding. They each carried a ridiculously over-sized weapon and had rainbows shooting out of their eyes while they grinned in bliss. Jack wasn’t sure whether to be intrigued or horrified. 
 
    “No,” Alyssa stated when she saw him eyeing the ad. “Just no.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Lead the way.” 
 
    She set off to the left branch of the concourse, doing her best to navigate the group around the occasional pedestrian who blocked their path. The other people in the station all seemed to be in their own little world, and whenever Jack approached someone, they made no attempt to get out of his way. 
 
    “What’s with these people?” he whispered to Triss. 
 
    “I think they’re seeing rainbows,” she replied in a low voice. 
 
    “What does that even mean?” 
 
    “I dunno, some new drug that hit the street a while back. Apparently, it burns on the way down, but then you get this fantastic high that’s like you’re living inside a rainbow.” 
 
    “That sounds… intense.” 
 
    Triss nodded. “I think we have enough going on without getting involved in something like that.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    A hundred meters from the Little Princess II’s berth, Alyssa deviated from the main walkway to access an information kiosk marked with a holographic ‘i’ floating above it. She scrolled through the directory entries with a swipe of her hand. “Ugh, I hate this kind of directory. They don’t offer suggestions for businesses in similar categories. It’s a guessing game for what it might be filed under—detailing, cleaning, hazmat…” 
 
    “I’d think ‘cleaning’,” Triss suggested. 
 
    “Yeah, I did, too,” Alyssa replied, “except the category list goes straight from ‘caretaker’ to ‘coroner’.” 
 
    “No ‘clergy’?” Finn asked. 
 
    “Might be under ‘priest’ or ‘minister’,” Jack suggested. 
 
    “Or they don’t have it. There’s no way of knowing.” Alyssa sighed. 
 
    “How did you find out about Perfect Touch before?” Triss questioned. 
 
    “Verbal referral from the docking aid when I asked about any cleaning services.” 
 
    Finn nodded. “That would seem to indicate ‘cleaning’ is the appropriate term.” 
 
    Alyssa threw her hands in the air. “That’s my problem!” 
 
    “And you tried detailing already?” Triss asked. 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “Washing?” Finn offered. 
 
    Alyssa rolled her eyes. “That doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “Uh, guys,” Jack tried to get their attention. 
 
    Triss waved him off. “We’re thinking.” 
 
    “I don’t think we need the directory,” Jack tried again. 
 
    Alyssa made an entry on the screen. “Nope, not ‘washing’, either.” 
 
    “No, guys, it’s right there.” Jack pointed at the establishment seventy meters down the corridor. 
 
    “Oh.” Alyssa dropped her hands to her sides. “I guess that’s why the docking attendant sent us to this section.” 
 
    “Come on. We need to get the ship scrubbed.” Jack set off toward the storefront. 
 
    The shop was one of the few establishments on the side of the concourse that had gangways leading to docked ships. Based on what Jack could tell as they approached, its placement was so the craft they were working on could be berthed directly at the shop. A small cargo vessel presently occupied the slip, and three workers in EVA suits were maneuvering around its hull. 
 
    Inside the station, the storefront was distinguished by a four-meter-wide holographic sign reading ‘Perfect Touch’ with a looping image of a woman blowing a kiss. At the front of the suite, a bored-looking man in a dark blue jumper was playing solitaire with a deck of physical cards. Behind the front counter where he was seated, racks of various electronic and mechanical components were arranged around a central walkway, which appeared to lead to a private gangway for the docking berth. 
 
    “Hi, do you offer cleaning services for ships?” Jack asked as he approached the counter. 
 
    The man looked up from his card game. A badge on his jumpsuit read ‘Greg’. “We do,” he replied. 
 
    “Great! We need that. Badly.” 
 
    “You know, we had a hell of a time finding you,” Finn said. “What is your business filed under in the directory?” 
 
    The receptionist nodded. “Ah, yeah, we get that a lot. You need to look under ‘undirtying’.” 
 
    “Uh…” Alyssa looked around at the faces of the other crewmembers. 
 
    “Is that even a word?” Jack asked. 
 
    Greg shrugged. “Well, we kept getting mistaken for an escort service, because of the name, so we wanted something that couldn’t be read as an innuendo.” 
 
    “Ah,” Jack replied, though it didn’t make sense why they wouldn’t just change the name rather than bury the business in the station directory. “So, about cleaning our ship…” 
 
    “Right.” Greg nodded. “Well, we’re finishing up a service request at the moment. We might be able to squeeze you in afterward if it won’t take too long. What do you need done, exactly?” 
 
    “Complete interior detailing,” Jack replied. “We need to make it ready for passengers.” 
 
    Greg came to attention. “Oh, passengers! Yes, we can help you with that. Let me check with the boss, hold on.” He hopped off of his swiveling stool and jogged into the back area of the shop, disappearing from view. 
 
    “Good, we should be out of here by this evening,” Alyssa said. “I don’t like the idea of spending the night in a place like this.” 
 
    Triss crossed her arms. “Agreed.” 
 
    A minute later, Greg returned to the counter. “The boss will see you now.” 
 
    “Oh, uh, okay,” Alyssa said, taking the lead. 
 
    “This way.” Greg opened a flip-up portion of the counter and motioned them to the back of the shop. 
 
    The rear storage area was messier than Jack had realized when viewing it from the outside, with numerous components littering the floor between the shelves. Strangely, there were a number of crates stored on the racks, which were marked with a series of blue rabbit silhouettes in groupings ranging from one to five. Jack had never seen markings like that before, especially on wingnuts, but he did need to give the shop credit for maintaining an impressive inventory of such an archaic component. 
 
    At the back of the shop, Greg passed through a doorway into a back office space with a view of the ship berth. 
 
    Seated behind a metal desk cluttered with spacesuit-wearing bubbleheads was a broad, bearded man wearing a black t-shirt that displayed a white lollipop and the words ‘Suck it’. He evaluated the group as they entered, his brown eyes slightly narrowed and his fingers steepled as he leaned back in his seat. 
 
    “I hear you would like to have your ship detailed in preparation for taking on passengers,” he stated in a thick accent that Jack couldn’t place. 
 
    “Yes,” Alyssa replied. “You’re the owner of this establishment?” 
 
    “Yes, I am Bettino, but you may call me Betty.” 
 
    Jack bit his tongue. 
 
    Finn, however, snickered, but attempted to hide it with a cough. 
 
    “Thank you for seeing us on short notice,” Alyssa said at an elevated volume. She kicked her foot behind her toward Finn. “We decided today that the ship really needed to get clean, you know? Gotta up our business game.” 
 
    “Yes, we can detail it to get you ready for passengers. You will pay a security deposit now and then there will be full payment upon delivery,” Betty continued. 
 
    “Right, of course,” Alyssa agreed. 
 
    Betty grabbed a tablet from a shelf behind his desk and made entries on the screen. “You go to Rufan.” 
 
    Alyssa glanced back at the others and they shrugged. “Sorry, was that a statement or a question?” 
 
    “You go to Rufan?” Betty repeated with almost identical inflection. 
 
    “I think he’s asking if we’ve ever been there,” Jack suggested in a whisper. “Yes, I’m familiar with it,” he replied to the proprietor. “Lovely system. Lots of business.” 
 
    “Good.” Betty nodded. 
 
    “So, about getting our ship cleaned…” Alyssa said. 
 
    “Bring it here and we will prepare it for you,” Betty told her. He thrust the tablet toward her. “Pay deposit.” 
 
    Alyssa looked at the amount. “A thousand credits is a little steep for cleaning, isn’t it?” 
 
    Triss took the tablet. “And that’s per unit. How many units are there?” 
 
    “One ship. We will make it very nice for passengers,” Betty said. 
 
    Alyssa shook her head. “But what about the total payment? If the thousand is just the deposit.” 
 
    “That’s all of your portion, don’t worry,” Betty said. “You will make ten times more with passengers.” 
 
    Triss leaned in to whisper in Alyssa’s ear just loud enough for Jack to overhear. “A thousand credits isn’t terrible given the size of the ship. I’m surprised he didn’t want to do a walkthrough before bidding. I say we take it.” 
 
    The captain thought for a moment. “Okay,” she agreed. “I’ll need to authorize the payment with the bank, just a moment.” She stepped out of the room. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” Betty asked. 
 
    “No, we just haven’t done business at this station before—need to clear it with the bank,” Triss replied. 
 
    Betty frowned. “If you wish to work with places like this, you will need to stay away from institutions.” 
 
    “Well, this cleaning need was unexpected. We didn’t have time to withdraw physical currency.” 
 
    “You understand there will be credit chips for future transactions, yes?” he asked. 
 
    Triss nodded. “Not a problem. I hope we won’t need another cleaning anytime soon, but you never know.” She smiled. 
 
    Betty crossed his arms. “I hope you intend to deliver.” 
 
    “Yes, Alyssa will be right back with our deposit,” Triss assured him. 
 
    On cue, Alyssa reentered the office. “All set,” she said. 
 
    “Good, here is the contract.” Betty handed her the tablet with the terms. 
 
    “Anything unusual I should be aware of?” Alyssa asked. 
 
    “Very standard. Payment for services rendered,” the proprietor replied. 
 
    Alyssa scanned over the text on the tablet, not seeming to read very carefully. She placed her hand on it as a biometric signature. 
 
    The screen flashed green, and she handed it back to Betty. 
 
    “Bring the ship here in ten minutes,” he said. “We are almost finished with this job.” 
 
    “We have to move the ship over ourselves?” Alyssa asked with obvious disappointment. 
 
    “Is that a problem?” Betty tilted his head. 
 
    “I guess we were hoping it would be all clean next time we stepped foot on board,” she murmured. 
 
    “Where is it now?” the proprietor asked. 
 
    “Just a quarter kilometer down this concourse,” Triss said. 
 
    “Oh, yes, we will bring it over for you. Leave the command keys.” Betty nodded. 
 
    “Uh, should we really hand over the command access codes like that?” Jack asked in a low voice to Alyssa. “They could make any changes to the ship and it wouldn’t set off warnings.” 
 
    “Do you want to go back on the ship and fly it over?” she replied. 
 
    Jack frowned. “Not really, no.” 
 
    Alyssa removed a chip hanging from a chain tucked inside her shirt. “Here it is, for the Little Princess II.” 
 
    Betty gave a quizzical look to Finn and Jack. “You travel on a ship with such a girly name?” 
 
    “Yeah, go figure…” Jack muttered. 
 
    “Come back in four hours. The ship will be ready,” Betty told them. 
 
    “Thank you. See you then,” Alyssa said. 
 
    The group exited the shop the same way they came in. When they were back in the main concourse, they looked at each other. 
 
    “What are we supposed to do for four hours?” Jack asked. 
 
    Finn rubbed his hands together. “Shopping!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THREE: The World through Another’s Eyes  
 
    “This is so exciting!” Jack exclaimed. “You haven’t let me wander around a station for weeks.” 
 
    “Usually because you always get yourself into trouble,” Alyssa replied. 
 
    He cast her a sidelong glance. “Hey, don’t forget that my antics saved us not too long ago.” 
 
    “It’s true, Alyssa,” Triss interjected. “We did promise to occasionally acknowledge that he was a hero.” 
 
    “I thought we had agreed on ‘performed a heroic act’?” she replied. “Full-on ‘hero’ sounded too, you know, competent.” 
 
    “It wasn’t by dumb luck that I saved you,” Jack countered. “I did plan ahead, and that saved us.” 
 
    Alyssa raised an eyebrow. “You bought a confetti insert for your jacket collar. Pretty sure you were planning on a rave, not a daring escape.” 
 
    “But I used the tool effectively in the moment,” Jack pointed out. “Everyone appreciates tasteful applications of glitter.” 
 
    “I do like shiny things,” Finn admitted. 
 
    Jack spread his arms with vindication. “See?” 
 
    Alyssa sighed. “All right, you heroically came to our rescue. Happy?” 
 
    Jack beamed. “Yes.” 
 
    They continued down the broad corridor. Up ahead, to the right, Jack spotted the opening to a SpaceMall store. While the online catalog was the main business operation, there were a handful of physical locations where one could sample the wares. 
 
    Jack had previously ordered his confetti-collar, gold rainbow light-up shoes, jacket speakers, and button-sized micro-cutters from the online platform, but there were a handful of products he’d been meaning to check out in person. Caleron was likely the only system they’d visit in the coming months that would have a physical store, so there was no question in his mind that this was a prime opportunity to assess the products. 
 
    “We’re going in there.” He pointed at the storefront. 
 
    Finn’s eyes lit up. “I think the Toastmaster 10,000 was just released.” 
 
    “No, Finn,” Alyssa said with a hint of panic in her tone. “We already have enough toasters.” 
 
    “Like I’ve said before, toasting technology is always evolving. You can’t expect me to stick with last month’s model!” 
 
    Triss frowned. “I can’t imagine it’s evolving that much on a month-to-month basis.” 
 
    “The 10,000 toasts while it bakes. Can your toaster do that?” he asked. 
 
    “Uh… I slice the bread and then stick it in the thing, then it pops up when it’s done,” Triss replied. 
 
    Disgust twisted Finn’s face. “I knew you hated modern technology, but such archaic toast-making methods—” 
 
    “What makes you think I hate modern technology?” Triss interrupted. 
 
    “The fact that you still have one of those toasters, for starters.” 
 
    “How have you not seen it in the galley?” 
 
    Finn shrugged. “I have a selective visual filter. If something is too discordant with my preferred perception, I see it as something else. I must have been perceiving it as a different item.” 
 
    “That explains why I kept finding credit chips in the toaster,” Alyssa mused. 
 
    “Huh.” Finn pursed his lips. “And that explains why the piggy bank shocked me every time I tried to retrieve my change.” 
 
    Jack eyed him. “You’ve been electrocuting yourself on a toaster for a month and you thought it was a piggy bank doing it?” 
 
    “It may have been a sibling tamper-proof model,” the other man replied. “I also thought it was possible that it was one of the electric eel hybrid models.” 
 
    “You can’t put electric eel DNA in a piggy bank, Finn.” Jack sighed. 
 
    “Why not? They’re both organic. If we can have a kangaraffe, why not an electric pigeel?” 
 
    Jack held up his index finger. “Wait, are you saying you thought the piggy bank was an actual living pig?” 
 
    “Well yeah,” Finn stated. 
 
    “When you said you were putting your credit chips in it, I thought you were dropping them in a slot on the back of a ceramic or metal thing.” 
 
    “What?” Finn laughed. “No, that would be ridiculous.” 
 
    “How did you think you were depositing the chips?” Jack asked. 
 
    “Obviously, I was putting them in the—” 
 
    “Not important!” Alyssa cut in. “I think we’ve spent enough time looking through Finn’s eyes. I can’t say I ever want to see the world that way again.” 
 
    “I found it fascinating, personally,” Jack countered. “I could have had a pet pig this whole time.” 
 
    “Electric pigeel,” Finn corrected. “They’re rather sensitive about their classifications. Hybrids can be elitist bastards.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have expected that.” 
 
    “Well, think about it, they are the combination of the best traits from multiple genetic sources. They argue that hybrids are better than any one species on its own.” 
 
    “I guess they do have a point,” Jack realized. 
 
    “Except that your pigeel was actually an old-fashioned toaster,” Triss pointed out. “And kangaraffes aren’t real, either.” 
 
    Finn snorted. “Yeah, try telling that to the panthericorn over there.” 
 
    Jack looked in the direction Finn had gestured, seeing only an instant lottery ticket kiosk. “I don’t see a panthericorn.” 
 
    The other man groaned. “It’s right there!” He pointed at the kiosk.  
 
    Jack, Triss, and Alyssa exchanged worried glances. 
 
    “You know, Finn, I don’t think you ever told me how you ended up imprisoned at Hellena,” Jack said. 
 
    “It was ridiculous. I was just trying to milk a panthericorn,” he replied with a dismissive flip of his wrist. “They’re shy at first, but if you can catch one and touch it just right, it shoots out stars and your savings account gets an extra decimal place.” 
 
    The others stared at him with abject horror. 
 
    Unfazed, Finn clasped his hands together when he noticed the window display for the SpaceMall store; the centerpiece was a Toastmaster 10,000. “It’s here!” 
 
    “So, um, what do you think the Toastmaster 10,000 is, Finn?” Alyssa asked cautiously. 
 
    “A super-fancy toaster, obviously.” He scoffed. “Why, what else would it be?” 
 
    “And you thought I was the weird one,” Jack muttered. 
 
    Alyssa patted him on the shoulder. “Jack, I suddenly have new appreciation for you.” 
 
    Finn ran into the store toward the toaster display, giggling. 
 
    “Did you know about this?” Alyssa asked Triss. 
 
    The other woman shook her head. “I was aware he had some strange perceptions about things, but he was so good at safe-cracking that I never asked questions.” 
 
    Jack crossed his arms. “Makes me wonder what he thinks he’s doing when he cracks a safe.” 
 
    Alyssa shook her head slowly. “I don’t want to know.” 
 
    “Is he, like, dangerous?” Jack asked. 
 
    Triss shrugged. “We went this long without noticing anything. I’m inclined to say we just forget about this whole exchange and pretend everything is normal.” 
 
    Alyssa nodded. “Works for me.” 
 
    “Well, in that case, I have some shopping to do,” Jack said.  
 
    The two women followed him into the store. 
 
    The interior was more magnificent than anything Jack could have imaged. Countertops on islands in the center of the store were covered with a spread of completely random items, most of which filled needs that were entirely imagined. One notable example was a butterfly-shaped waffle maker that Jack realized he needed the moment it caught his eye. 
 
    “Alyssa, why haven’t we been eating butterfly waffles for breakfast?!” he exclaimed. 
 
    “I don’t know, but I think this is a must-have.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Triss grabbed Alyssa’s upper arm while she lunged for the product display. “Shouldn’t we look around at everything before deciding what we want to buy?” 
 
    Alyssa scoffed. “What does it matter? We have more money to spend than we reasonably will ever get to.” 
 
    Triss frowned. “Just because we have a lot of Spacecups stock, that doesn’t mean it will convert to disposable income.” 
 
    “But Triss… butterfly waffles.” Alyssa looked longingly between the waffle iron and her partner. 
 
    “Okay, but let’s pick it up on the way out,” Triss conceded. 
 
    “Stars! This is more amazing than I imaged,” Finn crooned from the front display case. He stroked his hand along the upper bevel of the Toastmaster 10,000’s red ceramic finish. 
 
    Jack, however, had his own mission in mind. Ever since the latest edition of the SpaceMall catalog, he’d been curious about the astronaut onesie. As a loungewear connoisseur, a proclivity his comrades had no doubt realized by that point, he had been on the hunt for the most comfortable, useful clothing items to satisfy his lounging needs. While loose pants and a shirt were sufficient, onesies offered the distinct benefit of having no possibility for a breech at the waistline when bending over. Considering the cool temperature of life in space, maintaining lower back temperature control was a key consideration. 
 
    He located the astronaut onesie model in a section of the store labeled ‘Kid at Heart’, located at the convenient intersection of kids clothing and adult toys. The jumper was predominantly off-white with black accents along the seams and the contrasting panel for the butt-flap. 
 
    Jack examined the floor sample, rubbing one of the sleeves between his thumb and forefinger. “Stars! The microfiber is even softer than the advertising claimed.” 
 
    He decided he needed three pairs. 
 
    With three packages of the onesie in his arms and a growing list of must-have items running through his head, he realized that he’d need a strategy to make it through the shopping expedition. “I’m going to need a cart.” 
 
    The hours passed quickly as he perused the store, occasionally running into his friends. Alyssa had to talk him down from getting the complete rainbow of light-up sneakers, so he limited his acquisition to just the electric blue and red to alternate with his current gold. All told, he ended up with three onesies, two pairs of light-up sneakers, a butterfly waffle maker, four alarm clocks, and an automated vacuum that purred like a cat when its catchment bag needed changing. 
 
    After the requisite four hours for their ship to be cleaned, the crew checked out from the store. Purchases in hand in the store’s signature blue shopping bags, they returned to the Perfect Touch storefront.  
 
    However, the berth was empty. 
 
    “Uh, where’s our ship?” Alyssa asked Greg. 
 
    “Oh, we have another customer coming in. We returned it to an open berth at the end of the concourse,” he replied. 
 
    Alyssa sighed. “Where, exactly?” 
 
    Just down the concourse—two kilometers,” Greg stated. 
 
    Jack shifted the bundle of items in his arms. “Maybe we shouldn’t have bought so much.” 
 
    “No!” Finn snarled, hunching protectively over his Toastmaster 10,000 box. We needed these things.” 
 
    “I’m excited about the butterfly waffles,” Triss said with a nod. 
 
    “Oh, that.” Greg nodded behind the counter. “They come out looking more like moths.” 
 
    “It’s never quite like a demo, is it?” Alyssa sighed. “Well, I guess we should get back to our ship. Where’s my access chip?” 
 
    Greg rooted around on the desktop, then handed the item over to her. “You’re all set.” 
 
    “What about the final payment?” she asked. 
 
    “After inspection,” Greg stated. 
 
    “Right, of course.” Triss turned to go. “Thank you for helping us out.” She hoisted her giant purple bear pillow. 
 
    “Welcome to the Blue Rabbit family,” Greg replied. 
 
    They hurried down the concourse as best they could with their arms full of shopping bags and lose items, garnering only the occasional sidelong glance from passersby. A fair number of other pedestrians seemed to be facing their own challenges carrying life-sized dolls. At first Jack wasn’t sure why adults would be carrying life-sized dolls back to their ships; when he saw the adult ‘toy’ store, however, it became much clearer. 
 
    By the end of the two kilometer hike, the crew of the Little Princess II was panting and about ready to drop their new purchases on the deck. 
 
    “I can’t feel my arms,” Finn moaned. 
 
    “That is one hell of a toaster,” Alyssa commented. 
 
    Triss shook her head. “I don’t know where we’re going to fit it in the galley.” 
 
    “Plenty of time to figure that out,” Jack said as he began scaling the gangway back into the ship. 
 
    When they reached the main hatch, Alyssa unlocked it using her command credentials. “Oh, wow.” 
 
    Jack followed her through the hatch. The common room, which jack had always assumed had a dark floor and baseboards, was now gleaming stainless steel. Above, the walls and ceiling were still the grass green Jack had painted them in an attempt to make it feel like they were lounging in a meadow, but the room felt significantly lighter and airier with the flooring improvement. 
 
    Likewise, the galley and dining area had new life with gleaming metal finished on the surfaces that had previously been covered in unnoticed grime. 
 
    Alyssa popped her head into one of the washrooms. “I’m going to try to forget what color I thought the shower tiles were.” 
 
    “How did they do all of this so quickly?” Jack piled his purchases on the dining table. 
 
    “Must have a huge team,” Triss speculated. 
 
    “Think they took care of the lower levels, too?” Finn asked. 
 
    “I guess we didn’t really specify a scope of work beyond detailing the ship,” Alyssa replied. “I’d think it would cover everything.” 
 
    “Four hours and a thousand credits? I dunno.” Triss crossed her arms. 
 
    “One way to find out.” Jack headed for the ladder down to the belly of the yacht. 
 
    The aroma of sweet spices greeted Jack as he descended the ladder. A unique cleaning product fragrance to be sure, but he liked it. 
 
    As his head cleared the deck, something else jumped out at him: there was someone moving down below. 
 
    “Morey, is that you?” he asked, wondering if the ship’s robotic mechanic was in the middle of some maintenance activities. 
 
    “I am so relieved you have returned!” The robot rushed to the bottom of the stairs with a metallic clink of his feet on the deck. “Did you order the renovations?” 
 
    “Yeah, the ship was in bad need of some cleaning,” Jack replied while he scaled the remaining portion of the ladder. 
 
    “That’s an understatement.” Alyssa followed Jack down the ladder. “I hardly recognize the place.” 
 
    “You could have asked me to buff the floor for you,” Morey said. 
 
    Jack scrunched up his nose. “That feather suit of yours is weird.” 
 
    “But highly effective,” the robot replied with one of his clawed fingers raised. “However, the cleaning is not the renovation activity to which I was referring.” 
 
    Alyssa frowned. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I was referring to that.” Morey pointed toward the far side of the cargo area.  
 
    What had previously been a section of open deck to hold extra supplies or crates now appeared to be a dormitory, complete with a dozen bunks, two couches, and a dining table. More surprising, however, were the dozen men and women occupying the living area. 
 
    Jack placed his hands on his hips. “Well, that’s unexpected.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOUR: Turning up the Heat 
 
    “Um, Alyssa…” Jack began tentatively. “Why are there a dozen beautiful people in our cargo hold?” 
 
    She crossed her arms. “I don’t know, Jack. What the hell did you say to Betty while I was out of the room?” 
 
    “Nothing! It was just going over the same terms we’d already discussed.” 
 
    “Something clearly changed. A dozen people was not part of the deal.” 
 
    He gaped at her. “Ya think? I didn’t do this. You were the one who signed the contract!” 
 
    “I guess I should have read that more carefully.” 
 
    “There was clearly a misunderstanding about what services we wanted. We’ll just have to get rid of them.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “What, like, return them?” 
 
    Jack shrugged. “I dunno. What do you do when your cargo hold gets turned into a dormitory and a dozen random passengers come on board?” 
 
    Alyssa surveyed the new arrivals. “I don’t think these are just random passengers. Pretty sure these are, uh, ‘workers’.”  
 
    He evaluated the checkered pants and white jackets. “Like, restaurant workers?” 
 
    “No, like ‘people of the night’.” 
 
    Jack finally took the hint. “You told me Perfect Touch wasn’t an escort service!” 
 
    Alyssa shrugged. “They claim not to be. You know how a business will try to defend its image.” 
 
    “Then why are they dressed like a bunch of cooks?” 
 
    “Either for cover or for some sort of fetish thing. You know how it goes. Being into certain… types,” she replied. 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “Well, I mean, your girlfriend is a droid.” 
 
    Jack frowned. “First of all, Latrina isn’t my girlfriend.” 
 
    “But you’d like for her to be your girlfriend.” 
 
    “We haven’t even gone on a date yet.” 
 
    The captain smirked. “Don’t deny your interest, Jack. I saw you go all googley-eyed when you saw her.” 
 
    “Oh, like you didn’t.” 
 
    “She is pretty hot, especially considering what she is,” Alyssa agreed. 
 
    “I think you’re jealous I made the first move.” 
 
    “No, Jack, I’m really not. Even if Triss and I weren’t together, I don’t see her being my… type.” 
 
    “Just because she’s a droid?” 
 
    “It’s not just that. Her specialization doesn’t exactly make me want to get intimate.” 
 
    “Well, she saved my life,” Jack insisted. “You said you would be nice to her and not be weird about this.” 
 
    Alyssa scrunched up her nose. “I can’t imagine I would have said something like that. I may have encouraged you to go for it, but I would never have said I wouldn’t poke fun. Seriously, if there ever was a textbook definition of a situation to constantly bring up and tease someone about, it would be dating the ship’s waste processing droid.” 
 
    “Uh, hi,” a male voice said from Jack’s right. 
 
    He turned to see that the speaker was half a head shorter than himself and slightly fuller-figured than he would have expected for an escort. However, the man had a pleasant face and gave off the energy of someone who’d be easy to talk to, so Jack set aside his preconceptions.  
 
    “Hello,” Jack replied. “What can we do for you?” 
 
    The man looked to Alyssa and then back to Jack. “You bring us.” 
 
    Alyssa let out an awkward chuckled. “Yeah, see, there was some sort of misunderstanding. We were just looking to have the ship detailed, not take on a bunch of people to transport.” 
 
    “But that was the deal,” the main said. 
 
    “I’m sorry, what’s your name?” Alyssa asked. 
 
    “Ramone.” 
 
    “Well, Ramone, I know it’s unfair for you to be caught in the middle of this, but we’ll need for you and the others to leave the ship. We’ll get this sorted out with Betty.” 
 
    “Oh, no.” Ramone shook his head, his eyes widening with apparent fear. “You can’t change the deal.” 
 
    “We’re not changing the deal—it was a misunderstanding about what we wanted,” Alyssa replied. 
 
    “You must take us to Rufan,” Ramone stated. “You agreed.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s what Betty meant!” Jack realized. “See, I wasn’t sure if there was a question mark there or not. I guess it was a statement—an instruction— after all, not a question about whether or not we’d ever been.” 
 
    “Huh.” Alyssa nodded. “I can see how that misunderstanding happened.” 
 
    Jack sighed. “You never valued a good debate about the use of spoken punctuation. This is why.” 
 
    “Unless you have a time travel machine, we can’t go back to that conversation and do it over,” Alyssa replied. “The only path forward is… well, forward.” She turned to Ramone. “And on that note, how do we get out of this contract?” 
 
    Ramone waved his hands in front of him and shook his head. “No. No, no. I don’t know. I just do my job.” 
 
    “And Betty wants you to go ‘work’ in Rufan?” Jack asked. 
 
    “Yes, we work in Rufan.” 
 
    Jack beckoned Alyssa away from Ramone and the other workers. “We need to help these people.” 
 
    “Whoa! What the…?” Triss came down the ladder, frowning at the sight of the dormitory. 
 
    “So, um, apparently we agreed to transport a bunch of Perfect Touch’s workers to Rufan,” Alyssa said. 
 
    “Yeah, I was wondering if that was a question mark or a period at the end of his statement,” Triss replied. 
 
    The captain rolled her eyes. “Why didn’t you say something?” 
 
    Triss shrugged. “Didn’t seem important at the time.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter now,” Jack continued. “We have people here who are actually being trafficked. Don’t we have a moral obligation to help them?” 
 
    “As much as I don’t like the idea of people getting forced to do anything against their will, I don’t know that we’re in a position to do anything about it. We clearly got involved with the wrong people. It was an accident, but it’s not our problem,” Alyssa replied. 
 
    “How can you say that?” Jack gaped at her. “You were personally wronged in ways way less severe than sex slavery and you still fought for justice. Maybe we should start thinking about people other than ourselves.” 
 
    “He does have a point. We need to do something,” Triss agreed. 
 
    Alyssa looked over her shoulder at the workers mingling in the new dorm area. “Do we know that they’re being forced to do this against their will? There’s no law against that kind of work.” 
 
    “Hey, Ramone,” Jack called out as he stepped away from Triss and Alyssa. “So, how did you come about working for Betty?” 
 
    “Well, I guess that’s one way of finding out,” Alyssa said as she and Triss followed him back toward the group. 
 
    “Betty has been good to us. He makes sure we have work even after he acquired us,” Ramone replied. 
 
    “That’s not what I asked. Are you free to stop working for him at any time? Are you doing this by choice?” questioned Jack. 
 
    Ramone glanced toward his comrades. He swallowed. “He says if we do this last job in Rufan, then he’ll let us go.” 
 
    “Why don’t you just stop if you don’t want to do this?” Alyssa asked him. “We can drop you anywhere you want.” 
 
    The man shook his head. “No, we can’t. He’s holding our IDs. That was the agreement.” 
 
    Alyssa’s eyes widened. “Wait, he removed your chips?” 
 
    Ramone nodded. 
 
    Triss’ face twisted with disgust. “Aside from being so illegal it makes even me feel wrong about it, that’s so unethical.” 
 
    “He found us and liked our work, so he said we needed to come work for him.” Ramone looked at his feet. “It’s not the worst way to make a living, but I’d like to have some control again over what we make.” 
 
    “Alyssa, we have to do something,” Jack urged. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess we’re invested now.” She rubbed the bridge of her nose between her thumb and index finger. “Do you have any idea where your IDs might be being held?” 
 
    “Betty didn’t tell us, but he did mention doing business in the Antaeran System,” Ramone replied. 
 
    “Oh, that’s not good.” Triss paled. 
 
    “I’m not familiar with that system. Have you heard of it?” Alyssa asked her. 
 
    Triss nodded. “It’s infamous in the hacker circles. There are some powerful organizations dealing in those parts. If Betty is connected with them, we’re in deep.” 
 
    The captain frowned. “The kind of deep that doesn’t let us kick these passengers off our ship so we can be on our way?” 
 
    “Yeah, they’re the kind of people that will follow you halfway across the galaxy and torture you if you don’t laugh loud enough at their jokes.” 
 
    “And they’re never funny,” Ramone added solemnly. 
 
    Jack groaned. “Ugh, that’s just the worst.” 
 
    Alyssa spread her hands. “Okay, so they’re vengeful asses with bad senses of humor. How are we supposed to get out of this?” 
 
    “Destroy their organization from the inside out,” Jack stated. 
 
    Alyssa rolled her eyes. “Right, yeah.” 
 
    “I’m not joking,” Jack insisted. “If we can locate their base we could tip off our, you know, ‘friends’.” 
 
    While ‘friends’ was exaggerating the relationship considerably, the legitimate side of their business dealings did afford certain advantages when they found themselves in a tight spot. Through a series of bizarre circumstances, the crew had established a trade agreement with a galactic corporation known as Competron; what complicated matters was that Competron also masqueraded as a group of radiation-sick space pirates, known as the Vorlox, but in reality the organization was rather benevolent and was working toward the goal of reducing crime and making sure all people had access to the tools to better their lives.  
 
    While Competron’s activities under the guise of the Vorlox had produced positive results—including the disbandment of the crime ring that had originally subscripted Jack for the Little Princess II’s crew—the actions weren’t officially sanctioned. As such, the Little Princess II’s crew was sworn to secrecy regarding Competron’s ties to the Vorlox, so any reference therein required some talking around. The vague reference to ‘friends’ was the go-to, despite the distinct lack of friendliness in the relationship. 
 
    “This does seem like the kind of case they’d like to take on,” Alyssa replied to Jack’s suggestion. 
 
    “But we’ll need to just leave the clean-up to them,” he continued. “If we disclose the location of the base, they’d likely just blow it up. We need to retrieve the IDs first so we can make sure the bystanders don’t get caught in the middle.” 
 
    Triss nodded. “We’ll need to do some recon on the facility, but between the four of us, we should be able to break in and get what we need. As long as we time the tip to the Vorlox right, we shouldn’t have to worry about anyone in the gang coming after us.” 
 
    “Maybe not from the Antaeran System, but what about Betty and his people here?” Alyssa asked. 
 
    “We’ll need to get all the division heads gathered in Antaeran,” Jack said. 
 
    Alyssa sighed. “So, you want to have more people converge right where we’re doing a dangerous, sneaky thing?” 
 
    Jack was silent for a moment. “Well, having them get there after we leave would be better.” 
 
    “This sounds way too risky.” The captain shook her head. “If we can’t get out of the deal with Betty, then we follow through and then go our separate ways.” 
 
    “It’s never just one job with these kind of people,” Triss countered. “We can either make a stand now or do it ten jobs from now when we’re sick of it.” She turned to Ramone. “Do you want to work for Betty and his associates, if you had a choice?” 
 
    The young man shook his head. “I want my own restaurant.” 
 
    Triss flourished her hands. “See? It’s time we actually help some people for real rather than saying we’re going to help them and instead doing something for ourselves.” 
 
    “I do like my new shoes, though.” Jack admired his newest pair of blue light-up shoes he’d worn home from the SpaceMall store. 
 
    “Helping others and making sure we can satisfy our shopping compulsions aren’t mutually exclusive,” Triss said. 
 
    “Okay, fine,” Alyssa agreed. “We’ll help out these people and get their IDs back so they can go free. I still don’t know how we’re going to do that, but we’ll figure it out.” 
 
    Triss smiled. “I can’t wait to tell Finn. I bet the IDs are being kept in a fancy safe he’ll need to crack.” 
 
    “Be sure to lead with that rather than a pitch about how we’ll be helping people,” Alyssa advised. 
 
    “Right,” the other woman acknowledged. “To the Rufan System, then?” 
 
    “Yes.” Alyssa’s stomach growled, and she placed a hand on her stomach. “On the way, we need to stop for a snack. All that shopping made me hungry.” 
 
    Triss’ eyes lit up. “I know a taquito place on the way.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIVE: Distractions 
 
    “We’re doing what?” Finn raised an eyebrow when Jack and Triss finished relaying the plan to him. 
 
    The three of them were standing in the common room while Alyssa calculated their flight path options on the bridge. 
 
    “An operations base like that probably has a ton of valuable things we can take,” Triss continued. “The fact that we get to help these people start a new life is secondary to us getting a good payday.” 
 
    “Plus, not having vengeful thugs after us until the end of time,” Jack added. 
 
    “That’s assuming Ramone was telling the truth. Have you talked with any of the other workers to get their story?” Finn asked. 
 
    Jack and Triss looked at each other.  
 
    “Well, no…” Jack tentatively replied. 
 
    “This base might not even exist. Or we could be walking into a trap,” Finn continued. “Since when do we care about anyone enough to take that kind of risk?” 
 
    “For me, it was when Latrina saved me,” Jack replied. 
 
    Finn rolled his eyes. “Oh, stars, her again…”  
 
    “No, really,” Jack continued. “I had a gun pointed at my head and was about to die, but she selflessly showed up and saved me—saved us. Seeing someone risk themselves to help others reminded me that we had wanted to give back before we got derailed with Trent and Merica.” 
 
    “And before Alyssa and I joined up with Svetlana, we were scientists. We were trying to make life better for people—and that’s why we stole the MEC and started Spacecups,” Triss said. “Yeah, we’ve killed some people along the way and stolen things, but we’re living in an imperfect world. You need to pick which lives you’re going to improve. Right now, we have a ship full of people, and we have a chance to help them follow their dreams.” 
 
    Jack leaned in. “And, frankly, I think we need some good cosmic karma.” 
 
    Finn sighed. “You’re right, we probably need to help some people to cancel out the guard deaths at the GiganCorp lab.” 
 
    “They went down so easily…” Triss shook her head and tsked. 
 
    “I know! I wasn’t even aiming and they’d fall down dead.” Jack chuckled. “You know, I wonder if we even shot them.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, there were singe marks on their white armor, but do you recall any blood?” 
 
    Triss thought for a moment. “Come to think of it, I don’t.” 
 
    “I had always figured the laser blasts cauterized the wounds, or something, but earlier this month I started wondering if maybe they were faking it.” 
 
    “What are you talking about, Jack?” Finn questioned, crossing his arms. 
 
    “Well, we all know how difficult it is to get good help, right?” 
 
    His friends nodded. 
 
    “So, if you’re going to be terrible at your job, would you actually die to perform your duty?” 
 
    “No, I suppose not,” Finn replied, his eyes narrowing as he considered the proposition. 
 
    “What if they were just dropping to the ground pretending to be shot?” Jack continued. “I mean, if I was getting shot at, I think I’d put on a show, then play dead. As soon as the danger had passed, I’d get out of there and find a new job.” 
 
    “Or, maybe that’s what GiganCorp tells them to do,” Triss hypothesized. “They might all go back to work the following day and pretend like nothing happened.” 
 
    “Huh.” Jack nodded. “You may be onto something.” 
 
    Finn scoffed. “No, that’s crazy. Right…?” 
 
    Jack shrugged. “One way to find out.” 
 
    “No, we can’t go all the way back there. If we’re wrong, they’ll arrest us on the spot,” Triss protested. 
 
    “But, the taquitos at Mexcelente were really good,” Jack pointed out. 
 
    “I already had another place in mind.” 
 
    “Are those two things mutually exclusive?” 
 
    “I guess not,” Triss admitted. “Now that you mention it, it’s not that out of the way.” 
 
    “No. No!” Finn stepped between Jack and Triss, spreading his hands. “We get way too distracted by random things. If the situation is as serious as you indicated, we need to get these people to the Rufan System before Betty or his associates suspect anything is amiss. We break in, get the IDs, and then we can be done with this. No random side-ventures to places we’ve already been. Maybe the guards died, maybe they didn’t, but it doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “Okay, fine, we’ll stick with the original taquito place,” Jack conceded. 
 
    Triss sighed. “I was getting all psyched for Mexcelente.” 
 
    “Another time.” Jack patted her arm. “We should get moving before we get too behind schedule.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay.” Triss headed for the corridor that led to the bridge.  
 
    “I hope this place is good,” Jack commented to Finn when they were alone. 
 
    “Triss has good taste when it comes to these things. It’ll be fine.” Finn settled into his typical place on his favorite couch. 
 
    Jack remained standing. “You brought up a good point about us only talking to Ramone. Maybe we should interview the others?” 
 
    “That sounds like it would require standing. And effort.” 
 
    “Well, yeah.” 
 
    “Pass. Maybe after I’m fed.” 
 
    Jack groaned. “You were the one who brought it up.” 
 
    “Oh, like we have such a great track record of following through on our own suggestions.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll do it myself.” He descended the ladder.  
 
    When Jack entered the cargo hold, he found the workers had arranged themselves in a circle in one of the open areas, with eleven people seated cross-legged facing inward and the twelfth person in the group tapping each person on the head as they walked the circumference of the circle. 
 
    “Oh, hey! I know this game,” Jack said as he approached them. 
 
    “Game?” The woman circling the group stopped in her tracks. She was closer to the body type Jack expected for a worker such as herself, with curves in the right places and slim limbs, from what he could tell through her loose, checkered pants and white button-up jacket. 
 
    “Yeah. You walk the circle, then pick someone, and they chase you around until they tag you,” Jack replied. 
 
    She tilted her head quizzically. “That isn’t what we’re doing.” 
 
    He crossed his arms. “Then what?” 
 
    “It’s our daily booping.” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “We take turns walking around the circle and boop each other on the head.” 
 
    Jack raised an eyebrow. “But why?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Tradition.” 
 
    “Um, okay. Well, don’t let me interrupt you.” 
 
    She tapped one more person on the head, who happened to be Ramone. “We’re finished now,” she said. 
 
    The others in the circle stood up, then placed their palms together and bowed. 
 
    “What can we do for you?” the woman asked and the group turned to face Jack. 
 
    “I wanted to see if you knew any more about where we’re going.” 
 
    “Rufan?” Ramone asked. 
 
    “Yes, do any of you have information about the headquarters facility for the organization you work for?” Jack questioned the group. 
 
    “I heard them mention a station inside a pink star,” a good-looking man in the back row said. “They always find the delivery ship when it arrives in the system, then escort.” 
 
    “Yes, and something about a blue rabbit,” another woman added. 
 
    Jack frowned. “I can’t say that makes any sense, though I have seen and heard blue rabbits mentioned back at Perfect Touch.” 
 
    Ramone stepped to the front of the group. “These are dangerous people. They demand a high-quality product to serve their clients. They will be angry if you do anything to jeopardize the merchandise.” 
 
    “We’re going to find a way to get you to safety and take them down, don’t worry,” Jack assured him. 
 
    “It’s not us I’m worried about,” Ramone replied. 
 
    Jack smiled. “You don’t have to worry about us. We have a way of getting ourselves out of trouble.” 
 
    “Sounds like you are walking into it,” the other man responded. 
 
    “Only for the greater good. It’s time we made a difference.” Jack looked around at the workers’ faces. “Is there anything else you can tell me about where we’re going or what we might find?” 
 
    They shook their heads. 
 
    “None of us were seeking this life,” the woman who’d been doing the booping said. “If you are indeed able to get us our freedom, we will be in your debt.” 
 
    “No.” Jack clenched his hands into fists. “If you are free, then you’re free. No debts.” 
 
    The workers smiled back at him. “You are a good man, thank you.” 
 
    Jack thanked them for the little information they’d been able to provide and then excused himself to the upper deck of the ship.  
 
    Finn was still lounging on his couch. “We have another two hours before we get to Triss’ taquito place, I just checked with her. Want to watch a couple episodes of Space Rangers?” 
 
    “Yes!” Jack grabbed pillows from the couch, pleased to see that the crumbs had been vacuumed and everything appeared to be a shade or two lighter. 
 
    They were soon absorbed in their show, interrupted by only the occasional shout from the bridge as Triss and Alyssa bemoaned Jack and Finn’s theme song singing. When the ship dropped out of hyperspace, the end credits for the second episode had just started rolling. 
 
    Jack rose to his knees from his lounge position on the floor. “Food?” 
 
    Finn grinned. “Food!” 
 
    “Don’t get ahead of yourselves,” Alyssa cautioned from the bridge. “Someone needs to stay and guard the ship so our passengers don’t try to take off without us.” 
 
    “How is one of us—or even the four of us—supposed to stand up to a dozen people?” Jack questioned. 
 
    “Best not to dwell on those details,” Alyssa replied. “Decide which of you is staying behind.” 
 
    Jack turned to Finn. “There’s only one fair way.” 
 
    Ten seconds and one successful throw of ‘scissors’ later, it was decided Jack would get to go on the outing. 
 
    He waited in the common room while Triss and Alyssa maneuvered the Little Princess II into the rest stop along the hyperspace thoroughfare. Such stopover points were invaluable for fueling and provisions on longer treks. However, for a crew with an addiction to fried foods, the stop was perceived as being every bit as necessary during the short hop to Rufan as it may have been to others as a midpoint on a month-long journey. 
 
    Based on Jack’s view out the side window, there were two dozen ships gathered around the space station, which was equipped with docking arms protruding from its central cylindrical form. The Little Princess II pulled into one of the open berths, and a slight shudder indicated the docking clamps had locked on. 
 
    “Want anything in particular?” Jack asked Finn. 
 
    “Triss knows my usual,” the other man replied. 
 
    Alyssa and Triss emerged from the bridge.  
 
    “Who’s with us?” the captain asked. 
 
    “Me.” Jack stepped toward the exit hatch. 
 
    “All right, let’s go.” She led the way off the ship. 
 
    The gangway was longer than most, given it was designed to accommodate vessels of all sizes. At the end, it opened into a corridor, which curved around the circumference of the space station. The structure was only six decks tall, and all amenities were in the core along the central axis of the station. Holographic signs above the stalls boasted the services and wares offered at each. 
 
    “I think we’re on the wrong deck. This way.” Triss took off toward the escalator, which zig-zagged through the central core, providing an easy means for pedestrians to access the different levels. 
 
    They rode it down two decks, and then Triss headed to the right. 
 
    “Ah, there it is!” She pointed up ahead. 
 
     A sign with red lettering and the silhouette of a surfer wearing a sombrero glowed above a stainless steel counter stamped with a maple leaf motif. Based on the sign, the establishment was called Cali-hint-eh. 
 
    “Uh, Triss, what is this place?” Jack asked. 
 
    “A fusion place, like all Mexican food restaurants should be. It’s Cali-Mex with a touch of Canadian maple.” 
 
    Alyssa wrinkled her nose. “That sounds awful.” 
 
    “No! The maple is great, trust me. Really complements the spice.” Triss approached the counter. 
 
    A worker wearing a moose-head hat with mini-maracas dangling from the antlers smiled at her. “Hey, dudette! ’Sup?” 
 
    Triss seemed taken aback for a moment, then turned to Alyssa and Jack. “I forgot about the surfer lingo. How much should we order?” 
 
    “Finn said to get his usual,” Jack replied. “What about the workers?” 
 
    “Erm.” Alyssa’s brow knit. “I don’t know. How much do normal people eat?” 
 
    Jack crossed his arms. “Can we assume these are ‘normal people’? I saw them doing this weird ‘booping’ ritual earlier.” 
 
    “What did it entail?” Triss asked. 
 
    “They sat in a circle and took turns walking around patting each person on the head.” 
 
    Alyssa raised an eyebrow. “That’s odd, not going to lie.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean they aren’t regular people in other ways,” Triss pointed out. 
 
    “But what does that even mean, to be ‘normal’?” 
 
    “Human, I guess?” 
 
    “But are they human?” 
 
    Alyssa shrugged. “Looked human to me.” 
 
    “But so do Andellans,” the restaurant clerk interjected. “One of them can eat an entire hoslonger.” 
 
    Jack stared at him blankly. “I have no idea what that is. I take it from your tone that’s an impressive feat.” 
 
    The man’s eyes widened. “Well, yeah! That’s like saying a somlagon flooped a nigglewag.” 
 
    “Still not following…” Jack replied. 
 
    “Malanging a noompu?” 
 
    “I’m just gonna stop you there and say we have a difference in vernacular,” Alyssa cut in. 
 
    “Plus, you’re breaking character,” Triss pointed out. 
 
    “C’mon, isn’t it enough that I’m wearing this hat?” he objected. 
 
    “The hat is pretty bad,” Jack agreed. 
 
    Triss sighed. “I’m not sure if the surfer-speak or… whatever that was you were just saying is more incomprehensible.” 
 
    “The question stands, what do you want to order?” the clerk asked. 
 
    “Four regular orders of taquitos, and whatever else would be good to serve a dozen additional people,” Triss replied. 
 
    “How about a caliente grizzly bear pack? It’s like three hoslongers.”  
 
    “Uh, sure. We’ll go with that,” Triss agreed. 
 
    “Do you have any idea what we’re getting?” Jack whispered to her. 
 
    “Haven’t the slightest clue, but it’s guaranteed to be tasty.” 
 
    They paid and were told it would take twenty minutes to prepare due to the large order. To pass the time, they decided to walk two stalls down to a walk-up bar so they could grab a quick drink. 
 
    Two other patrons were already at the bar, absorbed in their own conversation. 
 
    “No way,” the larger of the two men said. “They’re going to have that system locked down in another two weeks.” 
 
    “I still think we have a chance to make a move,” the other countered, swirling the amber liquid in his glass. “If you don’t want in, I’ll do it myself.” 
 
    “You’re crazy,” the first man scoffed. 
 
    “Reputation or not, how tough can they really be operating out of a pink star?” 
 
    Jack perked up. “Excuse me,” he said to the two patrons while Triss and Alyssa ordered drinks. “I couldn’t help overhearing you mention a pink star. Do you know where it’s located?” 
 
    The two men glanced at each other, then turned their attention to Jack. 
 
    “Why do you ask?” questioned the large man. 
 
    “I’m, uh, planning to open up a coffee stand with a similar star-shaped exterior,” Jack replied. “You know, branding. But I don’t want there to be any confusion with the other one—make sure my stand is far enough away, you know?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, have to do that market research,” the second man said. “It’s on the outskirts of Rufan, anchored to the icy moon of the outermost gas giant. Not real scenic; most people avoid it.” 
 
    “Sounds like I won’t have to worry about people confusing my stand for that,” Jack replied. 
 
    “Yeah, no. But you might consider your branding, because most people would avoid anything related to the pink star, not go to it,” cautioned the larger man. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because people who go in there don’t tend to come back out again,” he continued. “They have a corner on the market, and anyone who stands in their way is soon… not a problem.” 
 
    Alyssa handed a drink to Jack. “Who’s this now?” 
 
    “The Blue Rabbits,” the second man whispered, glancing over his shoulder to make sure no one was listening. “We were just advising your friend that using a similar brand wouldn’t be a smart move.” 
 
    “So, pink stars and blue rabbits, huh?” Jack said. 
 
    “Well, the pink star is just their base. They called themselves the Blue Rabbits and use the emblem as sort of a code—a symbol to verify product is legit,” the first man explained. 
 
    “That doesn’t seem very secure,” Alyssa replied. “If it’s a visual symbol, can’t anyone copy it?” 
 
    “No one has seen it detailed enough to replicate,” the large man said. “They know exactly what it looks like. If the ears are even a millimeter too long or the tail a little too fluffy, they’ll know it’s a fake.” 
 
    Jack took a sip of the drink Alyssa had handed him; it was about as tasty as rocket fuel, but he drank it anyway. “Well, sounds like quite the organization. I think I’ll rebrand my coffee stand.” 
 
    The second man nodded. “You better. And avoid having anything spicy on the menu. People might take it the wrong way.” 
 
    The large man chuckled. “He’s just saying that because he wants to move in on the market.” 
 
    “You mean, uh, ‘detailing’?” Jack whispered. 
 
    “Sure, if you want to call it that,” he replied. “I normally just say ‘bring the heat’.” 
 
    “Well, we all know we’re talking about the same thing,” Jack said. 
 
    “Yeah.” The second man nodded. “Just be sure to stay in your own territory.” 
 
    “You’ve got nothing to worry about.” Jack took another sip of his drink. “Thanks for the tips.” 
 
    “You bet.” The large man saluted with his own drink, and the other patron did likewise. 
 
    Jack turned back to his friends. “Well, that was interesting.” 
 
    “What was that about?” Alyssa asked. 
 
    “I’ll explain later,” he replied. 
 
    They finished their drinks while making small-talk amongst themselves, then headed back to Cali-hint-eh to pick up their to-go order. Piled on the counter, when they arrived, were six translucent bags containing stacks of white clamshell containers.  
 
    Jack’s jaw dropped. “Is that all for us?” 
 
    “Uh… that looks like it’ll serve more like thirty people,” Alyssa commented. 
 
    Triss sighed. “Well, I guess it’s good three of us came or we wouldn’t be able to carry all of this.” 
 
    They each took two bags and took the escalator toward their ship. 
 
    “So, what was that you heard at the bar?” Triss asked while they rode up. 
 
    Jack smiled. “I think I know how to get inside the pink star base.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIX: The Spice of Life 
 
    “Blue rabbit pictures? That’s your idea?” Alyssa asked with obvious skepticism in her tone. 
 
    “See, no one has been able to replicate the symbol,” Jack continued, “but I have a recording.” He pointed to the cybernetic implant in his head as best he could while carrying the bags of food. “It has a twenty-four-hour log, which we are still within.” 
 
    Triss pursed her lips. “You know, that might actually work.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Alyssa mused, “if they use that symbol as a safe passcode, we could probably get ourselves inside.” 
 
    “And, we can send a message summoning everyone in the organization to the base, if we can get a contact list,” Jack added.  
 
    The captain’s eye lit up. “We have a list of the Perfect Touch locations. The branches were all listed in the contract—I read over it while we were in transit.” 
 
    Jack raised his one good eyebrow. “Oh, sure, now you read it, after it’s signed.” 
 
    “Do you ever read those multi-page documents filled with legalese?” she asked. 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    Alyssa flourished her hand. “Well, there you go.” 
 
    “At any rate, we can send a message to those locations now using a blue rabbit digital stamp to verify authenticity,” Triss said. “That way, the associates will all be there when we tip off the Vorlox.” 
 
    “Is there enough transit time for them to get there?” Alyssa asked. 
 
    “Well, we stopped for a while, and we aren’t going at maximum hyperspace speed,” Triss said. 
 
    “Maybe set the meeting for an hour after our expected arrival? That would give some extra time for the associates to travel,” Jack suggested. 
 
    Alyssa nodded. “Okay, assuming this works, we’ll still need to figure out where they are keeping the IDs and anything else valuable enough worth the time and effort to steal.” 
 
    “We can figure out the internal layout once we’re in the computer network,” Triss told her. “Get me inside and I’ll take care of it from there.” 
 
    Alyssa adjusted her grip on the bags of food in her hands. “I imagine there’s no talking you out of this.” 
 
    “Not likely, no,” Jack replied. “May well save the time and energy and just embrace the plan.” 
 
    “It’s not a plan. It’s an idea,” she countered. 
 
    “It’ll be a plan by the time we do it.” He smiled. “Just think of all the good loot that will be in there, given a gang of this caliber.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what concerns me. If this doesn’t go well, we’re dead—or worse.” 
 
    Triss shook her head. “You should know by now that the tough guys are never as tough as they want you to think, the guards are terrible at their jobs, and we have stupid-good luck that always seems to see us through.” 
 
    “I worry that luck will run out.” 
 
    “Not anytime soon. Not so long as we have each other.” Triss grinned. “Let’s get our people fed and then we can worry about the details.” 
 
    Alyssa sighed. “All right. I guess I have at least one more crazy venture left in me.” 
 
    Jack grinned. “Good, because we were going to make you go anyway.” 
 
    They traversed the remaining distance to their ship and boarded with the food in hand. 
 
    Finn was waiting in the common room. “Whoa! I thought we were just stopping for a snack?” 
 
    “We ordered for everyone, and I guess the portions got a little out of hand.” Alyssa set down the two bags on the deck and flexed her fingers. “Really out of hand.” 
 
    “But it’ll be delicious!” Triss’ eyes lit up. 
 
    “There’s maple in the Cali-Mex food, Finn. Did you know about this?” Jack asked. 
 
    Finn wrinkled his nose. “No, I did not. When I said ‘the usual’ I meant synthobeef taquitos, not… whatever madness you’re describing.” 
 
    “Why does no one want hints of maple with jalapeno? Just try it and you’ll stop complaining,” Triss groaned. 
 
    Alyssa grabbed one of the two bags she’d carried, which contained their portion of the feast. She handed out foil-wrapped bundles to each crew member. “Well, it smells amazing,” she admitted. 
 
    Jack sniffed his own. “That maple does bring a certain sweetness.” He took a tentative bite. The taste of peppers and a hint of caramel exploded in his mouth. “I had my doubts, but I have to say this is actually really good.” 
 
    “I know, right?” Triss dug into hers. “I think the moose antler hats are a turnoff to customers, but they’ve got the cuisine down.” 
 
    The four members of the crew plowed through their taquitos. 
 
    “Those workers we’re transporting are going to love us after they try this. They’ll never want to leave,” Jack said between licking his fingers when he was finished. 
 
    “Please don’t say that,” Alyssa said under her breath. 
 
    “You know, it’s strange that they installed bunks for this trip—it’s barely over a day to get to Rufan from where we set out.” 
 
    “I bet that goes along with what Ramone said about this not being a one-job deal. They probably want us to transport others as soon as we’re done with this run.” 
 
    “This is not what I had in mind when I agreed to covert transport. I thought we’d just have one snooty rich person looking to get away.” 
 
    “Does this mean I can move into the nice cabin?” Jack asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Jack sighed. “Worth a shot.” 
 
    “Aren’t you settled into that one by now? It’s been over a month,” Finn said. 
 
    “Yeah, but now it’s awkward with Latrina. That washroom is right above the waste processing tank, so she’ll always know when it’s me.” 
 
    Alyssa’s face slowly twisted into an expression of utter disgust. “Jack, if she still accepts you anyway, hold onto her. And she’d be wise to do the same with you.” 
 
    “Yeah, I think we could have something really special.” 
 
    Finn patted him on the shoulder. “It most certainly is. A very specific kind of ‘special’.” 
 
    “Let’s get this downstairs before it gets cold,” Alyssa said, grabbing two of the food bags. 
 
    Jack took another two and followed her down the ladder, with Triss taking the last one close behind him. 
 
    “Snack time!” Alyssa announced below, hoisting the two massive bags of takeout. 
 
    The workers rose from their bunks and seats on the couches. 
 
    “Why a snack?” Ramone asked. 
 
    “We’re still on our way to Antaeron,” Alyssa replied. “We picked up some food to hold you over until we arrive.” 
 
    The man tilted his head. “But why?” 
 
    “Because that’s how we do things on the Little Princess II.” She approached the table that had been erected next to the bunks, placing the bags in the middle. 
 
    Ramone took one sniff and frowned. “What is this?” 
 
    Triss grinned. “Takeout from Cali-hint-eh, the Cali-Mex restaurant with Canadian flare—one of the best taquito places around.” 
 
     The workers didn’t share her enthusiasm.  
 
    “Those hybrid places never understand spice balance,” a young woman stated. She shook her head with disappointment. “Is that maple?” 
 
    “Don’t pass judgment until you’ve tried it,” Jack said. “I thought Mexelente was good, but these taquitos are divine.” 
 
    Reluctantly, the woman opened the bag and began handing out foil-wrapped bundles to her comrades. When everyone had one in hand, she unwrapped her own and waved it under her nose. She shook her head again. “No, nothing with Vuresian peppers can ever hold up to an onion pairing like this. And that maple… no.” 
 
    Ramone took a bite of his taquito, then appeared to roll the half-chewed mash around his mouth. “Are they Vuresian or Santilan peppers?” 
 
    The woman took a bite. “You’re right, the taste is more Santilan. So what was that hint in the aroma?” 
 
    “It may be an interaction with Frugart tomatoes,” a red-headed woman chimed in. 
 
    “Yes, that’s it!” The first woman nodded. “I can’t believe they’d so carelessly mix stock like that.” 
 
    Jack’s mouth fell open slightly. “You seem to know a lot about peppers…” 
 
    “It is a passion, you might say,” Ramone replied. 
 
    “That’s right, you did say you wanted to start a restaurant,” he remembered. 
 
    Ramone nodded. “We have a new idea for our own chain.” 
 
    Jack smiled. “Good for you. Once we get you your IDs back, hopefully you can make that a reality.” 
 
    “Speaking of which,” Alyssa said, “we need to finish formulating our entrance tactics.” 
 
    “Right.” Jack shifted his thoughts back to the information he’d gathered at the bar. “Let’s pull the image records from my eye and we can take it from there.” 
 
    “I’ll get us underway,” Alyssa said. “Triss, can you help him with the eye? As soon as you get the image, I’ll send the summons to the associates.” 
 
    The other woman nodded. “You’ve got it.” 
 
    “I’ll see what research I can pull on the pink star’s location,” Finn said. “Alyssa, I’ll let you know what I find.” 
 
    “Perfect.” The captain nodded. “Let’s get to work.” 
 
    It took less than ten minutes for Triss to access the necessary information from Jack’s visual log and render the image in a suitable way. The rabbit emblem was, indeed, precisely reproduced in each of its versions within the Perfect Touch store area. 
 
    “Why the different numbers of rabbits on the crates?” Triss mused. 
 
    “I don’t know. Must be some other layer of code,” Jack replied. 
 
    “Do we use one or multiple for our message?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Five seems like it would be more important, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess.” 
 
    “Then let’s do that.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll have Alyssa set the fake meeting with the Blue Rabbit associates so they’ll be there when the Vorlox swoop in.” 
 
    “Good, but there’s one other challenge. Ramone said that the Blue Rabbit peeps locate the transport ships when they arrive in-system, so we’ll need to have some credentials for us to dock directly at the pink star base, assuming they try to escort us somewhere else.” 
 
    Triss frowned. “Sending some forged emails is one thing, but we have no idea what their certified orders might look like.” 
 
    “But we do have a contract from Perfect Touch.” 
 
    “I guess it might be based on a similar template, but that’s a big gamble.” 
 
    “Yes,” Jack agreed, “but we should have a document prepared just in case.” 
 
    “All right, I’ll see what I can do.” Triss drummed her fingers. “There are a lot of moving pieces here. I think we need to do a briefing.” 
 
    Jack lit up. “At the conference table? Like a real op? Do I get to run the meeting?” 
 
    Triss sighed. “Yes, Jack, you can run this one.” 
 
    He clasped his hands. “This is so exciting!” 
 
    “What’s going on over there?” Alyssa called from the bridge. 
 
    “I told Jack he could run a briefing,” Triss replied. 
 
    “Oh, stars, now you’ve done it…” the captain mumbled. Then, louder, “The hyperspace path is almost set; I’ll be there as soon as I can put it on auto-pilot. Do you have the image ready?” 
 
    “Yes, forwarding to you now,” Triss replied. 
 
    Jack went ahead to the dining room, which also functioned as their meeting space for op planning.  
 
    Finn moseyed in after him. “Did I hear something about a meeting?” 
 
    “Yes! I get to run it.” 
 
    “Good for you.” 
 
    “Yeah!” Jack grinned, then his smile faded. “What am I supposed to do, exactly?” 
 
    “You’ve been to meetings, Jack. Do what Alyssa normally does.” 
 
    “Yell at everyone?” 
 
    Finn shrugged. “Yeah, or you can just tell us what we’re supposed to do.” 
 
    “That seems nicer.” 
 
    “Making these decisions is the burden of leadership.” Finn eased into one of the seats. 
 
    “What did you find out about the base?” Jack asked. 
 
    “Located the coordinates of the gas giant and Alyssa is taking us right to it.” 
 
    “All right, that’s one step down.” 
 
    Triss and Alyssa joined them in the meeting space soon thereafter. 
 
    “Welcome to the official briefing for Operation Starbreak,” Jack announced, leaning forward with his hands on the table. 
 
    The captain raised an eyebrow. “Did you come up with that name?” 
 
    “Yeah! Do you like it?” 
 
    She shrugged. “It’s actually not terrible.” 
 
    “There’s a star-shaped base and we’re breaking into it, so—” 
 
    “Yes, Jack, we got it,” Finn interrupted. “Now, what are each of us going to do, exactly?”  
 
    “Well, the summons has been sent to the associates, yes?” Jack asked. 
 
    Alyssa nodded. “Done.” 
 
    “Okay, when we arrived at the base, we’ll need to get access to the network so we can get a lay of the land and override security controls,” Jack began. “One we’re in, we’ll enter and go after the loot and the IDs. We might encounter guards, so should be prepared for a fight. Since this is a big place, we’ll likely need to break into teams—possibly three, depending on if the IDs and the loot are being held in the same place.” 
 
    Triss nodded. “We won’t know until we get network access.”  
 
    “We shouldn’t have anyone go in alone,” cautioned Alyssa. 
 
    “But there are only four of us. We might not have a choice,” Triss said. 
 
    “What about Morey and Latrina?” proposed Jack. 
 
    Alyssa frowned. “They’re not exactly members of the crew.” 
 
    “They’re not not members, either. And they aren’t human, so we don’t need to give them a cut,” Triss pointed out. 
 
    Alyssa raised an eyebrow. “Is this just an elaborate way to go on a date with Latrina that’s not a real date so you can see if you actually like her?”  
 
    “I will not confirm or deny that statement,” Jack replied. 
 
    “Real smooth, Jack. Real smooth.” Alyssa shook her head. 
 
    Jack shrugged. “Hey, if this gets us the loot, may as well multitask.” 
 
    “Fair point.” Alyssa turned back to the plans. “Okay, so we should set up Morey as a distraction—something that will get him inside to a place with network access.” 
 
    Jack thought for several seconds. “Well, there are a bunch of workers in there, right? I bet they get tired from, you know, working. What if we send in a masseuse to relieve some tension?” 
 
    “You have seen Morey’s claw-hands, haven’t you?” Triss said. “I wouldn’t let him touch me.” 
 
    “Then we’ll just need to do a quick retrofit,” Jack told her. “I have something in mind; I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    She waved a hand. “If you say so.” 
 
    “So, Morey will go in to get access to the network and Triss will stay with the ship to monitor our progress and help with remote security overrides,” Jack continued. “The rest of us will go after the IDs and loot, dividing up if we need to. Finn will take care of any safe-cracking needs we may encounter.” 
 
    “My pleasure.” Finn mimed tipping a hat. 
 
    Jack rubbed his hands together. “All right. We’ll arrive in two hours. Let’s get everything prepped.” 
 
    No one moved. 
 
    “I guess we’re listening to Jack now,” Alyssa said. She stood up. 
 
    The others rose from the table. 
 
    “Okay, then,” Finn agreed. 
 
    Jack went to his cabin, where he accessed the workstation in the corner. To date, it had only been used for digital correspondence and placing his SpaceMall orders, but he now got to work modeling his vision for Morey’s retrofit. When he was satisfied with the design, he sent it to the 3D printer in the hangar and relayed instructions to Morey for how he should install the new attachments. 
 
    Next, he sent a message to Latrina explaining they had an op and he’d like her to accompany him. He tried to word it as non-date-like as possible without it sounding like strictly business. After numerous iterations, he settled on the phrasing: <Us do the work together. You go with me?> 
 
    He admired the refined words. “Yes, that’s perfect.” He sent the message. 
 
    Ten seconds later, a reply from Latrina popped up on his screen. It simply read: <?> 
 
    He sighed. His original message couldn’t have been clearer. <We do a thing together. Come out of tank be with me,> he replied to emphasize the business-portion of the meeting. 
 
    <Really?!> Latrina responded. 
 
    <Yes, need you.> 
 
    <Give me twenty minute to finish this cycle,> she wrote back. <See you soon <3.> 
 
    Jack stared at the heart. “Uh oh.” He decided it was better to not write anything else. Clearly she wasn’t understanding his messages. 
 
    With the preparations complete, Jack took a quick shower and changed, then headed down to the hangar to wait for Latrina to emerge. When he arrived, Ramone wandered over. 
 
    “Are we almost to Rufan?” the other man asked. 
 
    Jack nodded. “We’ll be there within half an hour. We have a plan to get you your lives back.” 
 
    Ramone beamed. “I don’t know how to thank you.” 
 
    “There’s no reason to thank us until you have your IDs.” 
 
    “Still, you are trying. No one has cared before.” 
 
    “Everyone deserves to have control over their life,” Jack told him. “I spent plenty of time without that. I know what it’s like.” 
 
    “You are a good man,” Ramone said. 
 
    “I don’t know about that.” Jack smiled. “Maybe I have moments.” 
 
    Ramone nodded. “You try. That’s what matters.” 
 
    “I suppose.” 
 
    “Do you need any help with your preparations?” the other man asked. 
 
    Jack shook his head. “No, I’m just waiting for my date for the op.” 
 
    “Who’s that?” 
 
    “Latrina.” 
 
    “And she is…?” 
 
    “The ship’s waste processing droid.” 
 
    Ramone’s eyes narrowed and his head tilted. “I thought you said this is a date?” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    He crossed his arms. “So, wait, you’re dating the robot that recycles your excrement?” 
 
    “She’s very industrious,” Jack replied. 
 
    Ramone let out a long breath. “Sorry, I don’t think I could do it.” 
 
    “A lot of people have responded that way. I guess I don’t need to worry about someone trying to woo her away from me.” 
 
    “Yeah, I can’t imagine you would.” He bit his lower lip. “What about the, er, smell?” 
 
    Jack waved off the question. “It’s not a big deal. She has a special spritz.” 
 
    “Sure, that must take care of all the issues…” 
 
    “Hey, make fun of me all you want, but she saved my life—and she’s not bad to look at, either.” 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    A clang sounded near the left bulkhead in the hangar, and a hatch swung open, releasing a cloud of mist carrying an aroma of honeysuckle.  
 
    Out stepped the magnificent android beauty who had captured Jack’s attention in their brief meeting only a week prior. Her brunette hair framed a striking face with bright green eyes and cherry lips. A black latex suit hugged her perfect curves, terminating in a set of flippers. The fins retracted into her ankles as she stepped out from the hatch, replaced by high heels.  
 
    She beamed at Jack. “I wasn’t sure you’d write me.” 
 
    He smiled back. “Not many ladies return my messages, so I’m equally surprised and happy to see you.” 
 
    Ramone gasped loudly, as though taking in air after holding his breath for an extended period. “You’re… Latrina?” he managed after a moment. 
 
    She turned to him, tilting her head. “You are not a member of this crew. Who are you?” 
 
    “R-Ramone,” he stammered, struggling to keep his mouth from falling open. 
 
    “Ramone and several of his friends are being forced to work against their will,” Jack explained. “We’re going to break into the bad guys’ facility, steal back their ID chips and some other bounty, then tip off the Vorlox so we don’t have to deal with retribution.” 
 
    Latrina frowned. “That sounds like a dangerous plan, Jack.” 
 
    “It is, which is why we need you and Morey to help.” 
 
    Morey stepped out from behind a crate sporting the attachments Jack had designed for him. “They’re making me wear this,” he stated in his flat monotone.  
 
    Latrina burst out laughing. “Stars, what is that?” 
 
    The robot gathered himself. “I am a massage bot. Apparently, my buffing mode has other applications.” 
 
    Morey’s new additions consisted of a set of wheels attached at the joint where his claws normally were. Around the circumference of each wheel were eight silicon hands arranged palm outward. He revved his arm motors in his buffing mode warm-up, and the hands flopped forward in a patting motion. 
 
    Jack grinned. “It’s perfect.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVEN: Infiltration 
 
    “Moment of truth…” Alyssa said under her breath. 
 
    Jack stood behind her looking out the front viewport of the Little Princess II’s bridge. They were moments from dropping out of hyperspace at the destination. If the Blue Rabbit gang was indeed waiting for them, they’d have only minutes to act to make sure they could follow through with their plan. 
 
    The blurred starscape out the front viewport snapped back to normal space. A gas giant loomed in front of them, with a nearby icy moon in orbit. 
 
    Alyssa directed the ship toward the moon. “No sign of the ‘pink star’, but we’ll figure it out.” 
 
    The front console chirped with an incoming communication. 
 
    Triss, seated next to Alyssa, answered it. “This is the Little Princess II.” 
 
    “We have been expecting you. Do you have our product?” a man with an accent similar to Betty’s replied. 
 
    “Yes, intact and ready to work,” Triss responded. 
 
    “Meet us at these coordinates.”  
 
    A datapacket downloaded, and a flight path appeared on the HUD overlaid on the front viewport. The path led away from the moon. 
 
    Triss muted the comm channel. “Do we follow the path or trust the intel that the base is by the moon?” 
 
    “I say we shoot for the moon,” Jack said. 
 
    Alyssa sighed. “Terrible phrasing aside, that does seem like our best bet. I imagine they’re having us rendezvous at a freighter or something to keep traffic away from the base.” 
 
    “Do you copy?” the man asked over the comm. 
 
    Triss held up her finger to silence Alyssa and Jack. “Yes. We have instructions for a different flight path.” She sent a datapacket of the forged orders based on their best guess of what such instructions might look like. 
 
    The man was silent for twenty seconds. “Ugh, did they change the template again?” he said at last. 
 
    “Yeah, you know how they are,” Triss replied, relaxing the slightest measure. 
 
    “Well, this is way better than the old one,” the man said. “Proceed. I’ll let the base know to expect you.” 
 
    Another set of nav instructions downloaded and appeared on the HUD, this time heading to a location behind the moon. 
 
    “Acknowledged.” Triss severed the link. “Well, that was surprisingly straightforward.’ 
 
    “Good work on the template, Triss,” Alyssa praised. 
 
    “Lucky guess. I hope the summons we sent to the division heads gets the same results.” 
 
    The captain checked the time counting down on the HUD. “The requested meeting time is just under an hour from now. That should work out just about right with our looting and escape.” 
 
    The ship glided through the black toward the icy moon, the course progressing along the HUD overlay for the nav instructions. As they rounded the moon, a space station came into view—an eight-pointed pink star. 
 
    Jack cocked his head. “When they called it a pink star, I was thinking that was an exaggeration.” 
 
    “Nope, that is exactly what the name implies. Huh.” Alyssa nodded. 
 
    “Looks like they want us to dock at one of the central points,” Triss said. She directed the craft in for the landing. 
 
    The Little Princess II shuddered slightly as the docking clamps locked into place. 
 
    Jack took a deep breath. “All right. I guess now we find out how well the rest of this plan is going to work.” 
 
    The three of them exited the bridge and met Finn in the common room by the main hatch. 
 
    Morey poked his head up from the ladder shaft. “Have we arrived?” 
 
    “Yes, are you ready?” Jack replied. 
 
    The robot spun one of his hand-wheels. “You have made me into a mockery.” 
 
    “A useful mockery that will be an asset to our cause.” 
 
    Morey finished climbing the ladder. “A role I will fulfill, so long as you return me to my proper form when this is over.” 
 
    “You installed those hand-wheels yourself, can’t you get them off?” 
 
    “No, I could place my arm on the attachment peg, but I have no way to manipulate the necessary components to get them off. I am trapped in this form, and it is utterly useless for fulfilling my other duties.” 
 
    “We’ll get you back to normal after this, don’t worry,” Jack assured him. 
 
    “I suppose I have no choice but to trust you.” 
 
    Alyssa released the hatch in the side of the craft. “Then it’s settled. Game time.” 
 
    “Lead the way.” Jack motioned toward the open portal to the gangway. He slung an empty duffle bag over his shoulder and patted his hip to make sure his laser pistol was in place. 
 
    “This is your idea. You go.” Alyssa nudged him forward. 
 
    “Fine,” Jack agreed. 
 
    He led Morey down the umbilical to the station. Waiting for them at the bottom were two armed guards dressed in white plastic molded armor, who were sporting expressions somewhere between confusion, amusement, and fascination. 
 
    “What is that?” the left guard asked, eyeing Morey. 
 
    Jack smiled. “That, my friend, is a Massagebot 6000.” 
 
    The guard cocked his head. “Haven’t heard of them.” 
 
    “Well! You’ve been missing out.” Jack flourished his hands, presenting Morey as a showpiece. “The sixteen hands offer the massage power of eight masseurs, giving you maximum relaxation in a fraction of the time.” 
 
    The guard on the right squinted. “That sounds interesting.” 
 
    Morey gave a test-whir of his hand wheels, sending the hands flapping wildly around. “You won’t know what you’ve been missing until you try it.” 
 
    “The 6000 offers the latest innovations in massage technology,” Jack continued. “As thanks for your good work, we are offering you complimentary massages during this shift.” 
 
    “What about the cargo?” the first guard asked. 
 
    “We’ll handle the offloading and check-in for you,” Jack told him in his best salesman voice. “You’ve earned a break.” 
 
    “I don’t know about you, Ed, but a massage sounds great to me,” the second guard said. “My left shoulder just hasn’t been the same since the koala incident.” 
 
    “Frickin’ drop bears.” The first guard shook his head. “Yeah, you know what? We have earned a break.” He nodded to Jack. “Thank you.” 
 
    Jack smiled back. “You’re very welcome. Massagebot, work your magic.” 
 
    Morey whirred his hands again. “Bliss awaits. Could you direct me to a quiet place where we might create a more relaxing mood?” 
 
    “Well, there’s a communications room down the corridor,” the second guard offered. 
 
    “That would be perfect.” Morey followed the two guards. 
 
    “So difficult to find good help,” Jack murmured as they disappeared around a bend. “Okay, we’re clear,” he said into his comm. Triss, let me know when you have access to the station layout via Morey’s network link.” 
 
    “I’m tunneling through the firewall now,” she replied. “This network security is a joke.” 
 
    “You’re also very good.” 
 
    “Yes, I am,” she replied with an audible smile. “Aaaand I’m in. Loading up the map.” She paused. “Okay, looks like there’s an administrative office two decks up, which has some blacked out areas on the map around it. I’m guessing that’s a vault.” 
 
    “A vault sounds like a good place to start,” Jack said. 
 
    “Oh, but there’s also that,” Alyssa chimed in. 
 
    “Why, yes there is!” Triss’ tone brightened. 
 
    “What do you see?” Jack asked. 
 
    “They have a trinium reactor,” Alyssa replied. “With six nodes, no less. I don’t know what they’re manufacturing that requires that kind of power, but that amount of power brings matter conversion to a whole new level.” 
 
    “You’re thinking about combining this with the MEC to create some new coffee-brewing monstrosity, aren’t you?” Jack asked. 
 
    “You know I’m always trying to advance the coffee arts.” 
 
    “I admire that about you. But, we need to get a move on. Get out here,” Jack urged. 
 
    A minute later, Alyssa, Triss, Finn, and Latrina jogged down the gangway. 
 
    “Okay, so I’ll go after the trinium reactor thingy with Latrina and Alyssa will go after the IDs with Finn,” Jack instructed. 
 
    “Jack, do you know how to decommission a trinium reactor?” Alyssa asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Do you even know what one looks like?” 
 
    “No… But—” 
 
    “I’m going after the reactor with Latrina. Triss will stay here to keep an eye on the ship and monitor the computer network,” Alyssa stated. “You go with Finn to break into the safe.” 
 
    Jack frowned. “But Latrina and I were supposed to—” 
 
    “You can get time together later,” Alyssa cut in. “Come on. We have no idea how long Morey will be able to keep the guards distracted with his weird massage.” 
 
    “We will have other times, Jack,” Latrina said. She smiled at him and batted her green eyes. “All the time, forever.” 
 
    “Right, yeah.” He backed away. “See you afterward.” 
 
    Jack motioned Finn into the facility. They headed to the left while Alyssa and Latrina went to the right on the path to the reactor. 
 
    “What was that all about?” Finn asked when they were away from their female companions. 
 
    “Uh, I think Latrina got the impression we’re an official item now.” 
 
    “What makes her think that?” 
 
    “I dunno. I just told her we were working together.” 
 
    Finn took a deep breath. “Well, knowing you, your phrasing wasn’t the best.” 
 
    “All I said was that I needed her.” 
 
    “Dude, no,” 
 
    Jack glanced at him while they jogged down the corridor. “What?” 
 
    “That’s kind of android code for you want to spend your life with her.” 
 
    “No. That’s not—” 
 
    “Whatever you meant, that’s how she took it. Did she send you a heart emoticon right after?” Finn asked. 
 
    “Yeah…” 
 
    “Heh.” Finn chuckled. “She wants to have your sewage tank babies.” 
 
    Jack’s stomach dropped. “Stars!” 
 
    His friend patted him on the back. “Oh, this’ll be fun to watch!” 
 
    They reached the end of the corridor, which terminated in a locked door with a biometric scanner. 
 
    “That’s rather sophisticated for a bunch of space pirates,” Finn said, examining it. 
 
    “Hey, Triss,” Jack said into the comm, “can you give us a hand with this door?” 
 
    “Yeah, just a sec.” The light on the lock turned green. 
 
    “Thanks,” Jack told her. 
 
    Finn reached for the door handle. 
 
    “Hold up,” Jack stopped him. He cycled his vision to the electromagnetic field setting to look for any hidden traps. No anomalous wires stood out in the walls that might be connected to a pressure sensor. “Okay, it’s clear.” 
 
    The two men proceeded through the doorway into a stairwell. 
 
    “There’s no getting out of this Latrina situation, is there?” Jack asked Finn. 
 
    “Yeah, no. You’re in deep shit with this one.” 
 
    Jack glared at him.  
 
    “Sorry, it was too easy.”  
 
     “Based on the facility map, the office area should be up two decks and near where these stairs will dump you out,” Triss said over the comm. 
 
    Jack paused mid-step. “You know, we didn’t plan this at all. We have perfectly good stealth suits in storage, and instead we’re waltzing in here with only a couple of laser pistols against who knows how many guards.” 
 
    Finn frowned. “Huh, I forgot about those. That would have been a way better plan.” 
 
    “Oh, right. I always forget about those, too,” Triss said. 
 
    Jack shrugged. “Well, we’re committed now.” 
 
    “Yeah, no time for you to come back to get them,” Triss agreed. “Head up the stairs. At the next landing, exit the stairwell and head left. I don’t see any guards on the internal sensors.” 
 
    “Okay, on our way,” Jack jogged up the steps after Finn. 
 
    At the specified landing, Finn swung open the door and looked through. “Looks clear,” he reported into the comm. 
 
    “Finn, you there?” Triss asked. 
 
    “Yeah, he’s right in front of me,” Jack replied. 
 
    Triss took a sharp breath. “Uh oh.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It must be some kind of dark zone. I have access to everything in the system, but if they don’t have any sensors or other input systems set up, then I can’t see what’s going on. There also appears to be a comm block,” Triss said. 
 
    Jack pulled Finn back into the stairwell. “The comms don’t work in there.” 
 
    Finn frowned. “Then how are we supposed to know if anyone is coming?” 
 
    “I can tell you if anyone new is about to enter the zone, but we won’t know who’s already inside, if anyone, until you encounter them,” she responded. “The good news is that the blackout works both ways; they won’t know you’re in there, either, when you’re walking around and not touching anything.” 
 
    Jack thought for a moment. “But how will you tell us that if our comms don’t work inside?” 
 
    “Oh, right. That’s a problem.” 
 
    “So…” 
 
    “Well, looks like you’re on your own,” Triss told him. 
 
    Jack sighed. “Great. Really wish I’d remembered those stealth suits earlier.” 
 
    “Are Alyssa and Latrina facing the same challenge?” Finn asked. 
 
    “Not yet,” she said, “but we’re going to have a whole other set of troubles as soon as Morey finishes his massage. Hurry up!” 
 
    “Okay, talk to you on the other side,” Jack acknowledged.  
 
    “You go first,” Finn said, motioning him toward the door. 
 
    Jack’s heart leaped with pride. “Really?! You want me to lead the way?” 
 
    Finn smiled. “Well, coming in here was your idea, so I figure if we’re going to get shot at, it makes sense for you to be the human shield.” 
 
    “Oh, thanks.” 
 
    Finn patted him on the back, which turned into a shove after two pats. “Go forth, intrepid leader.” 
 
    Jack cautiously stepped through the doorway. The space beyond appeared to be a cross between a lounge room and a reception area, with two couches, an assortment of comfortable-looking chairs, and a workstation behind a partition wall. Archways to corridors were centered on both the right and left walls. No one was in sight. 
 
    He jogged across the room as lightly as possible to the corridor on the left, which extended for eight meters before terminating in three doors—one straight ahead and the others on either side. 
 
    “Which door?” Jack asked Finn. 
 
    “Center?” 
 
    “That does seem like it would be the most important.” Jack scanned over it with his eye in its various modes. On the electromagnetic view, the door shined with current running to multiple hidden sensor points, likely connected to an alarm. “We have a problem. It’s wired.” 
 
    Finn smiled. “Well, safe-cracking isn’t my only skill. I’m not Triss, but I’m not useless.” He pulled out a device from his carrying bag and then placed a suction cup on the door, which was affixed with an electrode. 
 
    Jack stayed quiet so his comrade could work.  
 
    After a minute, Finn let out a long breath. “Okay, I think I’ve disabled the alarms. I won’t know for sure until we open the door.” 
 
    “All right.” Jack turned the handle.  
 
    The door opened easily, revealing an office space with three desks. On the back wall, the door to a walk-in vault was framed by two photographs; each showed a smiling businessman with an arm around two people dressed in similar attire to the workers they had transported on the Little Princess II. 
 
    “Man, they are really into the chef fetish thing,” Jack said. 
 
    Finn didn’t respond, already having become absorbed in an examination of the safe door. He jogged across the room to get a closer look. 
 
    “Okay, good.” Finn nodded. “This is one of the older models. Shouldn’t take long to crack at all.” 
 
    Finn hooked up a piece of equipment the size of his hand to the front panel of the safe and began making inputs. One-by-one, the indicator lights on the front of the safe turned to green. When the last one changed, a set of interior bolts retracted with a satisfying click-clang. 
 
    “I really hope you’re right about what we’ll find in here…” Finn said. 
 
    “Only one way to find out.” Jack swung open the thirty-centimeter-thick door. 
 
     The vault was half the size of the office, with a combination of racks and filing cabinets. Half of the drawers were marked with the blue rabbit emblem and the others a red worm. 
 
    “Really? A worm?” Jack commented. 
 
    “Pretty sure that’s a snake,” Finn said. 
 
    “Oh, that makes a lot more sense.” 
 
    “It’s going to take forever to find the IDs for our group in here.” Finn looked around the room. “I don’t know where to start.” 
 
    Jack assessed the filing cabinets. “Probably that one with the blue rabbits on the front labeled ‘Worker IDs’.” 
 
    “Fine, if you want to be all logical about it…” 
 
    Suspecting Finn would keep complaining no matter how he responded, Jack elected to begin rifling through the cabinet without further comment. 
 
    The contents were exactly what the label implied, but the four drawers each contained at least thirty ID chips arranged in horizontal holders. Considering the Little Princess II only had a dozen workers on board, that meant there were additional people out there. His plan had been to get the IDs only for those under their care—thinking that those would be the only IDs being held—but faced with over one hundred sets of credentials, he didn’t know their workers versus any others. 
 
    “I guess we should have gotten their names.” 
 
    Finn wiped his hands down his face. “You didn’t think through any of this, did you?” 
 
    “No.” Jack’s cheeks flushed. “I was just excited to be in charge.” 
 
    “Ugh. I guess we’ll have to take all of them.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” Jack dropped the folded duffle bag on the floor. He began dumping the ID chips into it. 
 
    “I’m going to see if there’s anything that looks valuable,” Finn said and began digging through the other cabinets and drawers while Jack worked. “Ooo!” he exclaimed twenty seconds later. 
 
    “Find something?” Jack asked. 
 
    “How do gold bars strike you?” 
 
    Jack turned around. Finn was hefting a gold bar with both hands, and the cabinet behind him held another seven. 
 
    “Stars!” Jack’s jaw dropped. 
 
    “I think we can finally get that new spaceship we’ve been wanting.” 
 
    “How are we going to carry all of that out of here?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I’ll figure it out.” Finn loaded the bars into his own bag. “There are also credit chips—at least a hundred thousand.” 
 
    “I think there’s room for those in my bag.” 
 
    Finn gestured to an adjacent cabinet. “Load up.” 
 
    Jack finished with the IDs and then dragged his duffle to the base of the other cabinet. The physical currency chips were bundled into rolls, and he counted one hundred twenty thousand credits in total as he loaded them into a separate compartment in the duffle. It was more than he’d ever held in his hands, and likely more than he ever would again. 
 
    “What about the rest of the drawers?” he asked. 
 
    “I dunno. Looked like a bunch of papers to me.” 
 
    Jack browsed through the cabinets, racks, and drawers as quickly as he could. Sure enough it appeared to only be print-outs of transaction records. A single book stood out to him, but it appeared to be written in a code with phrases like ‘one cup chopped onion’ and ‘reduce to simmer for twenty minutes’. He ignored it and completed his search. 
 
    “I don’t see anything else,” Finn reported from the other side of the safe. 
 
    “Me either.” 
 
    Jack eyed Finn’s fabric bag filled with gold bars. “Are you going to be able to carry that out of here?” 
 
    “I’ll drag it,” he replied. “This duffle was from SpaceMall—super durable fabric.” 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    Jack hefted his own bag on his shoulder while Finn followed behind dragging his. Based on Finn’s grunts, Jack suspected the other man was wishing he’d ordered the rolling model. 
 
    “Let me just close things up here so they don’t see the door open,” Finn said. He relocked the vault. 
 
    Jack nodded. “All things considered, this was surprisingly easy. Let’s get out of here.” He opened the office door. 
 
    A voice sounded from down the short corridor. Jack froze in the doorway. 
 
    A guard wearing white armor was walking past the corridor entrance through the common room eight meters away. After a moment, he backed up and stared at Jack. “Hey, what are you doing here?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHT: Eye on the Prize 
 
    Jack slammed the office door. “Uh… we’re not alone anymore.” 
 
    “Yeah, I noticed that!” Finn exclaimed. 
 
    “I guess we’ll need to make a run for it.” 
 
    “How? We’re at the end of a long, narrow hallway with a guard waiting for us on the other end, presumably with a gun. And he’s probably not alone.” 
 
    “We have guns, too,” Jack pointed out.  
 
    “Well, Mr. Confident Leader, why don’t you go check it out?” 
 
    “Fine. You want a human shield? I’ll be the human shield.” Jack un-holstered his laser pistol. 
 
    In reality, Jack felt far less confident than he was letting on. However, he’d insisted they go on the crazy mission, so it was his responsibility to see it through. They’d invested the better part of a day in the venture—far too much to cut their losses and walk away. 
 
    He paused. “You know, I wonder if they’d let us go if we leave everything behind and agree to never come back.” 
 
    Finn cocked his head. “Are you being serious?” 
 
    Jack shrugged. “I mean, it was a nice sentiment to get the IDs back and help the workers, but we don’t really owe them anything, especially not our lives.” 
 
    “Oh, now you come to that realization?!” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t have someone pointing a gun at me before.” 
 
    “Ugh, you’re impossible.” Finn sighed. “Look, I don’t care much about the workers either way, but I do care about this bag of gold.” He dragged the heavy duffle another two centimeters across the floor. 
 
    “Even though we didn’t know about it when we came in here?” 
 
    “All the more reason to be super excited! It’s bonus loot! You never turn down a bonus, Jack.” 
 
    “But the whole thing about imminent death…” 
 
    Finn waved his hand dismissively. “We’ll shoot our way out. The workers will get their IDs, we get gold. It’s a win-win for everyone.” 
 
    “Except for the guards,” Jack said. 
 
    “Which guards?” 
 
    “The ones we’ll shoot to get out of here.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” Finn paused. “Yeah, they’re going to have a terrible day.” 
 
    Jack took a deep breath. “Okay, so we’re going to do this thing?” 
 
    “Yes, but you’re going to be doing it first. You know, the human shield bit, like we discussed.” 
 
    “I like this plan less the more I think about it.” 
 
    “Rightfully so.” 
 
    Jack tightened his grip on the weapon. “Okay, here it goes!” 
 
    He flung open the door again, squeezing off three shots down the corridor. 
 
    “Ow, hey!” the guard shouted from the lounge room beyond. 
 
    Jack switched his vision to a composite view, and he was able to spot the guard hiding just around the corner from the corridor in the lounge room on the right. He fired another shot aimed for the wall blocking the man’s head. 
 
    “Drop your weapon and back away!” Jack ordered. 
 
    “You’re cornered! Backup will be here any moment,” the man replied. 
 
    Jack tiptoed through the open doorway and down the hall, firing another shot every meter to keep the man from sneaking a peek. 
 
    When he was almost to the lounge room, Jack fired at the couch to the guard’s right as a distraction, then lunged from hiding and shot at the guard as soon as he came into view. 
 
    “Agghh…” the man cried half-heartedly and fell to the ground. Once on the deck, he rearranged his arms a few times until it appeared he found a comfortable position. 
 
    Suspicious, Jack bent down. “Hey, are you just playing dead?” 
 
    The man didn’t move or reply. 
 
    “It’s okay, I’m not going to report you. I’m just curious.” 
 
    One of the man’s eyes cracked open. “I’m not supposed to talk to you,” he whispered. 
 
    “You’re not dead!” Jack replied in a low voice. “I started wondering if that’s why all you guards seemed so easy to shoot.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s a union thing. If we’re clearly outgunned, we’re supposed to drop and hope no one headshots us.” 
 
    “Man, and here I thought I was a great shot.” 
 
    “Don’t feel bad,” the guard told him. “For what it’s worth, you came closer to shooting me than most people have.” 
 
    “Does this happen a lot?” 
 
    “To a given guard? No. We’ll maybe see action once or twice a year. Union-wide, though, there’s an incident every day somewhere. We go through a six-week training camp for how to fly backward to look like we were hit.” 
 
    “What about the singe marks?” Jack asked. 
 
    “Oh, those? We have squibs in the armor,” the guard revealed. “We wear white so it’s really obvious when we’re ‘hit’ so the enemy is more likely to leave us alone.” 
 
    “Huh. I always thought it was so you’d look all sleek and fancy.” 
 
    “Nah, it’s to make us obvious targets and make the squibs explosions stand out. The union terms of service are on the Net, if you ever want to check it out.” 
 
    “You know, that seems like it would be really handy to know in future engagements. Is there some sort of phrase that will make all of you drop your weapons?” Jack asked. 
 
    The guard paused. “You didn’t hear it from me, but just say, ‘It’s quitting time,’ and everyone will pack up and go.” 
 
    “No! You’re joking, right?” 
 
    “Nope, dead serious.” 
 
    “Hah! I see what you did there,” Jack laughed. 
 
    The guard smiled. “Man, I like you.” 
 
    “We totally need to grab a beer after this.” 
 
    “Yes!” The guard dropped his voice. “Is someone coming?” 
 
    Jack quickly stood up. “Yeah, must be your reinforcements. How do I get in touch?” 
 
    “Message me at ‘trooper227@galacticguard.net’.” 
 
    “Got it! Thanks for the tips. Looking forward to that beer.” 
 
    “Likewise.” 
 
    Jack slinked behind the couch as the footfalls in the corridor to the right of the lounge room neared. Finn was still apparently hiding in the office, leaving Jack on his own. 
 
    Four guards dressed in the same white armor as the first guard entered the room.  
 
    “Intruder!” one of them shouted. “They shot Steve.” 
 
    The guard Jack had talked to—who was named Steve, it would seem—remained motionless and silent, playing his role of a dead man.  
 
    Jack leaped from his hiding place behind the couch and fired four shots toward the new arrivals. 
 
    Singe marks appeared on the armor of the front two—Jack wasn’t sure if he’d struck them or if it was the squibs—and they fell to the ground. The remaining two leveled their weapons on Jack. 
 
    He stared them down, a smile playing on his lips. “It’s quitting time.” 
 
    The two remaining guards, a man and a woman, frowned. “Are you in the union?” 
 
    “No, but I know what it’s like to have a tough job no one appreciates you doing. I wanted to give you a chance to walk away and not have to deal with a shoot-out. There are no cameras or sensors in here, as far as I know, so your boss won’t know what happened.” 
 
    “It is a lot of paperwork whenever we get in a firefight,” the female guard said. 
 
    “But, if we get shot, we get to go on paid leave,” the male guard said. 
 
    “Ooo, that’s a good point.” She paused, then looked at Jack and tilted her head. “I don’t suppose you’d be willing to shoot us for real? Like, in the leg or something. If we use the squibs, we only get a day off. But with a real injury…” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s like two months of R&R at a ‘rehabilitation’ resort. There’s a swim-up bar!” the man added. 
 
    “The union dues are steep, but it’s not without perks,” stated the woman. 
 
    Jack shrugged. “Sure, I’ll help you out. How do we do this?” 
 
    The woman mimed storming into the room, weapon drawn. “Okay, I’ll be all like ‘I’m running in to stop the—’ Ow!” she cried out as a laser blast from Jack’s pistol singed her left thigh. 
 
    “I’ll stop you!” the male guard yelled while pretending to charge.  
 
    Jack shot him in the right leg. 
 
    “Ouch! That really stings.” 
 
    “I probably need to knock you unconscious to make it look convincing, huh?” Jack asked. 
 
    “Yeah, probably,” the female guard agreed. 
 
    “Hey, can you shoot me, too?” Steve asked, raising his head slightly. 
 
    “If they’re getting shot, I want to, too,” one of the other fallen guards said. 
 
    “May as well do me, too,” stated the other. 
 
    Jack held up his free hand. “Everyone calm down. You’ll all get shot, wait for your turn.” 
 
    He went around the room inflicting the requisite leg wounds and thwaps on the head with the grip of his pistol. To make it look legit, he was sure to vary the injuries. After all, they were helping him out, so he didn’t want them to be suspected of a conspiracy to get undue vacation time. 
 
    When he was finished, Jack called out to Finn. “All clear! Come on.” 
 
    Finn cracked open the door to the office and looked out. “What have you been doing out here?” He noticed the bodies. “Whoa, you’ve been busy.” 
 
    “Long story. Hurry, we need to get back to the ship!” 
 
    Finn exited the office, dragging the bag of gold behind him. ‘Travel tough’ or not, the nylon fabric of the duffle appeared strained under the weight of its load, the seams threatening to pull apart near the handle. 
 
    “Can you move any faster?” Jack asked him when it took a full minute just for Finn to make it from the office door to the lounge room. 
 
    “I’m doing the best I can.” 
 
    “Leave some of the gold behind. It won’t do us any good if we get caught trying to leave. Even one bar would be a huge win!” 
 
    “No, it’s my precious!” Finn snarled. He caught himself. “Sorry, I just really like shiny things.” 
 
    Jack motioned downward to his light-up shoes. “Trust me, I understand.” He grabbed the other side of the duffle bag handle to help Finn drag it along, increasing the speed of travel the slightest measure. 
 
    At the stairwell door, Jack released the handle and propped the door open for Finn to go through. 
 
    “The stairs are going to be tricky,” Jack cautioned. 
 
    “We’ll manage, come on.” Finn started dragging the bag downward, thumping on each step as he slowly descended. 
 
    “Triss! We got the IDs,” Jack reported, remembering they were back in in a zone where the comms worked. 
 
    “There you are!” she replied. “I was worried.” 
 
    “Are Alyssa and Latrina back yet?” he asked. 
 
    “Almost here. Where are you?” 
 
    “We’re on our way out. Call the Vorlox.” 
 
    “I’m on it,” she acknowledged. 
 
    Jack helped Finn drag the bag down another flight of stairs. “Clock is ticking! This is taking too long.” 
 
    “Then you shouldn’t have told her to call the Vorlox yet!” 
 
    “That’s hardly the only time constraint here.” 
 
    They made it down the final flight. It would be a straight shot to the Little Princess II from there. 
 
    Jack opened the door. “Now we just—” 
 
    A pew pew of laser fire erupted as soon as the door was open. One of the beams made it through the open doorway and tore through the nylon bag, shredding the already strained fabric. 
 
    “My gold!” Finn cried, raising his hands to his mouth with horror. 
 
    Jack shoved his friend clear of the laser fire, against the stairwell wall. 
 
    “We have to leave it, Finn,” he said. “There’s no time to take out these guys and carry the bars by hand.” 
 
    “Do what you did last time so they put down their weapons.” 
 
    “That doesn’t change that we don’t have time for multiple roundtrips.” 
 
    “You haven’t even tried. Go!” 
 
    Jack groaned. “Fine.” He pressed his back flat against the wall next to the doorway and peeked out. “It’s quitting time!” 
 
    The firing stopped momentarily, so Jack stuck out his head to look. Eight guards dressed in gray were positioned down the length of the corridor, weapons all pointed in his direction. As soon as his head was visible, all of them fired, just barely missing his nose as he quickly pulled back to safety. 
 
    “Uh, I don’t think these are the same union guards.” 
 
    “Then who are they?” 
 
    “I dunno. Maybe mercs?” 
 
    “We have you surrounded!” one of the mercs shouted. “Come quietly and we’ll kill you quick and painless-like.” 
 
    “Not a great sales pitch,” Jack yelled back. “What do mercs respond to if not paid medical leave?” he whispered to Finn. 
 
    “They work for the highest bidder.” 
 
    Jack stared at the pile of gold at their feet. 
 
    “No.” Finn shook his head. “Not my gold, no.” 
 
    “Do you want to live or not?” 
 
    Finn reached down to grab one of the bricks off the ground. He stuck it in his jacket pocket, but the thin fabric stretched around to highlight the outline of the gold bar. 
 
    Jack raised an eyebrow. “Really, Finn?” 
 
    The other man rolled his eyes. “You owe me.” He returned the bar to the stack. 
 
    Jack crouched down and shoved the pile, still resting on the fabric remains, into the sightline of the mercs. “The gold is yours if you let us go.” 
 
    “Where did you get that?” the merc asked. 
 
    “The vault. There are eight of you and eight bars here. Just let us go to our ship and give us a head start.” 
 
    The mercs were silent for several seconds. 
 
    “All right, you have a deal,” the lead guy said. 
 
    Jack checked around the corner, and the mercs had lowered their weapons.  
 
    One was approaching. “How were you planning to get all that back to your ship?” 
 
    “It was in a bag, but it ripped,” Jack explained. 
 
    “Ah, was it the SpaceMall Galactic Explorer model?” the merc asked. 
 
    Finn nodded. 
 
    The merc shook his head. “Should have gotten the rolling edition. That’ll carry four hoslongers.” 
 
    “I still have no sense of the analogies used in his region,” Jack commented. 
 
    “Well, gold is a universal language.” The merc grinned. 
 
    “Yeah, enjoy it.” Finn’s tone had more than a touch of bitterness. 
 
    “Pleasure doing business with you,” Jack said to the mercs as he passed by with his own loot slung over his shoulder. 
 
    Finn sighed next to him. “Worst op ever.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER NINE: A Job Well Done 
 
    Alyssa and Latrina were waiting in the common area of the Little Princess II with Triss when Jack and Finn arrived. 
 
    “You got everything?” Alyssa asked. 
 
    “Yeah, all the IDs,” Jack replied. “We didn’t know how to sort out our dozen people from the hundred or so others, so we grabbed the whole lot.” 
 
    “And we had eight bars of gold, but Jack gave it all to the merc goons so we wouldn’t get shot,” Finn grumbled. 
 
    “Seriously?” Alyssa’s eyebrows raised. “Greedy bastards. They forced us to hand over the reactor nodes.” 
 
    Jack’s heart sank. “Wait, so you didn’t get any loot?” 
 
    Latrina shook her head. “I was going to sacrifice myself so Alyssa could get away with the nodes, but she wouldn’t let me. She said I was too important to someone.” Her eyes met Jack’s. 
 
    He swallowed. “Is that so, Alyssa? You said that?” 
 
    An amused smirk touched the corners of her lips. “I’m a hopeless romantic, what can I say?” 
 
    “She must know how very much you mean to me, too, Jack.” Latrina folded her hands on her chest over where a human heart would be. 
 
    Jack took a small step backward. “Yep, and we haven’t even been on a proper first date yet…” 
 
    “I can’t wait to spend all of our time together!” Latrina’s artificial green eyes glowed a little brighter. 
 
    He let out an uncomfortable chuckle and continued inching away. 
 
    “Too late to do anything about it now,” Alyssa said, returning to the business at hand. “Where’s Morey?” 
 
    Triss consulted her tablet. “I sent him a message a few minutes ago to let him know we were done. He was just wrapping up his massages.” 
 
    Ten seconds later, the robot appeared in the hatchway. He revved his hand-wheels. “That was quite the workout!” 
 
    Jack ran over to the hatch and sealed it. “Good job, Morey.” 
 
    “We need to get out of here before the Vorlox show up.” Alyssa headed for the bridge. “I don’t want them to find something else to confiscate from us.” 
 
    Triss followed her. 
 
    A minute later, the ship shuddered as the docking clamps released, and the view out of the side window shifted. Jack sat on the couch to brace for the impending acceleration. 
 
    “Oh! The Vorlox are here!” Finn observed. 
 
    “At least two of the guards will be very relaxed for their impending arrest—or execution,” Morey commented. 
 
    Jack pivoted to look out the viewport. The comically exaggerated ship with oversized guns and dorsal spikes was positioning to dock with the pink star base. 
 
    “Busted!” Jack and Finn declared simultaneously. They grinned, the loss of the gold forgotten. 
 
    “You know, I’m a little sad I didn’t get to tackle and cuff anyone,” Jack added after a moment. 
 
    Finn nodded. “Me too. Another time, perhaps.” 
 
    The Little Princess II altered course to the left. Just when the icy moon was disappearing from view, the sight morphed into the streaked starscape of hyperspace. 
 
    Morey returned to his place in the hangar while Jack and Finn took some time to unwind after the harrowing exit. 
 
    When the ship was far enough away to avoid detection, Alyssa and Triss dropped it out of hyperspace. They emerged from the bridge. 
 
    “Okay, let’s get these people their IDs back,” the captain said. “We can leave the unclaimed chips with the workers when we drop them off wherever they want to go and have them reach out to their friends as the Blue Rabbit gang’s operation is dismantled by the Vorlox.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” Jack grabbed his duffle and followed her down the ladder with Triss and Finn close behind. 
 
    The workers were assembled in the center of the hangar with expectant expressions. 
 
    “How did it go?” Ramone asked 
 
    “We got the IDs,” Jack replied. “Yours and a few extras. You’ll need to sort them out.” He walked over to the dining table and removed the ID chips from his bag, placing them in a pile. 
 
    “Thank you for these,” Ramone said. “At least we’ll have our identities, if nothing else.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Jack asked. 
 
    Ramone shrugged. “We have no money or anything to our name after the Blue Rabbits took us. We have to start over.” 
 
    Jack’s stomach clenched. “That’s not right.” 
 
    “It’s life,” Ramone said. 
 
    “No.” Jack opened the other compartment on his duffle and dumped out the credit chips. “You deserve to get your lives back. There’s enough for each of you to have ten thousand credits—that should be enough to get your own business going, if you work together.” 
 
    The faces of the workers lit up. 
 
    “Thank you!” Ramone exclaimed. “This is the kindest thing anyone has ever done for me.” 
 
    “Thank you!” the others said as they gathered their share of the credits, grins on their faces. 
 
    “No one should have to sell their body like that to survive,” Jack said. 
 
    “Well, it’s labor, but that’s any job,” Ramone replied as he gathered the final chips for his portion. 
 
    “It’s okay, Ramone. This is a safe place,” Jack assured him. “You can talk about it.” 
 
    The man gave him a quizzical look. “I am.” 
 
    “It seems like you’re still using euphemisms,” Jack countered. “Just tell it like it is.” 
 
    “That we’re hot sauce artisans?”  
 
    “See? That’s the kind of expression I mean. No, that you’re escorts, or prostitutes—whatever you are.” 
 
    Ramone stared at him blankly for a moment, then burst out laughing along with the other workers. “Wait, you thought we were sex workers?” 
 
    Jack looked at his friends and then back at the passengers. “Yeah… You mean, you’re not?” 
 
    “No!” Ramone continued chuckling. “We’re cooks, like we said. We are one of the top crews working on the Blue Rabbit’s hot sauce production.” 
 
    “The what now?” Triss’ head tilted to the side. 
 
    “Their black market hot sauce.” Ramone paused. “You had no idea what their operation does, did you?” 
 
    “Sex trafficking?” Jack asked, though he was beginning to doubt any of his assumptions had been correct. 
 
    Ramone shook his head. “Stars, no! The detailing chain is a front for the hot sauce running. Some of the peppers are illegal on certain worlds because of some hallucinogenic properties due to the extreme heat, so they need to keep the business secret. They use the rabbit-star rating system to indicate the heat of the product in the various crates, ranging from ‘super mouth-nova’ to ‘rainbow explosion’. Everything is coded to look like ship refurbishment parts and services, but it’s all about the hot sauce.” 
 
    “Wait, ‘rainbow’?” Jack asked. “Would that have anything to do with that drug people were using around the Caleron System?” 
 
    Ramone shrugged. “All I know about is my hot sauce.” 
 
    Alyssa crossed her arms. “Then how come you were being held against your will and forced to work?” 
 
    “We owned a competing chain known for spicy foods, but they absorbed the operation in a hostile takeover. We lost the coin toss, so we had to work for them for two years.” 
 
    Triss’ eyes narrowed. “And you didn’t think to tell us any of this?” 
 
    “I thought we made it very clear,” Ramone said. “I mean, we’re dressed like we work in a kitchen. I don’t know where you got your ideas from.” 
 
    “But…” Finn spun around and stormed out of the hangar up the ladder. 
 
    Alyssa spread her hands. “So wait, let me get this straight. Whenever we made mention to you being forced to work, it’s because you lost a coin toss and had a two-year-long agreement to cook black market hot sauce?” 
 
    “Correct,” Ramone confirmed. 
 
    The captain spun around and followed Finn up the ladder. 
 
    Triss glared at Jack for a moment, then also left. 
 
    “Well, um, we’ll drop you off at the nearest station,” Jack said. 
 
    “Thank you,” the workers called after him as he followed his friends to the upper deck. 
 
    He closed the ladder hatch when he reached the top. 
 
    The others were standing in the center of the common room with their arms crossed. They glared at him.  
 
    “Helping out the poor sex workers, huh, Jack?” Alyssa said. 
 
    “Hey, it wasn’t just me!” he said in his defense. “You thought that’s what they were, too.” 
 
    Triss shook her head. “We just gave away the only things of value we got from that whole op, and it’s to a bunch of artisan chefs who could get a job anywhere.” 
 
    “Hey, skills doesn’t necessarily mean the job market—” 
 
    “Jack, no,” Alyssa interrupted. 
 
    “Regardless of their real or perceived need,” Jack continued, undeterred, “it was the right thing to help them start over. Even if they weren’t in sex slavery, they were still having to do something against their will. That isn’t right.” 
 
    “Is it so different from any other job a person can’t leave because they need a steady paycheck?” Triss asked. 
 
    “Maybe not, but we at least have autonomy and freedom thanks to our other ventures. We’re in a better spot then them, so is it so bad to pay it forward?” 
 
    “I guess not,” the others grumbled in unison. 
 
    “So, for once, we did the right thing,” Jack said. “Good cosmic karma.” 
 
    “Yeah, whatever.” Alyssa mumbled. 
 
    “If nothing else,” Jack continued, “this experience demonstrated that there’s a black market for food products. Alyssa, with your work on that new MEC-brewed espresso, I bet we could make a killing.” 
 
    “Except we already have a legitimate restaurant startup going,” she countered. 
 
    “This would be more fun. I mean, the danger, the clandestine operations…” 
 
    “I can’t argue with that.” She rubbed her index finger pensively under her bottom lip. “A different line of coffee that people could only obtain through the right contacts. That’s going to be so popular with the right crowd.” 
 
    Triss raised her hand. “Should we be worried about corrupting youth, or something like that?” 
 
    Alyssa’s eyes were bright as she worked through the new business model. “No. This is the perfect product for rebel hipsters. We’re going to make a killing.” 
 
    Finn rubbed his hands with glee. “I can’t wait.” 
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 Valentine’s Day 1979 
 
    Ahh, Valentine’s Day… the day when single people across the world are suddenly reminded how lonely they are. 
 
    That was me for the longest time. As a joke, I used to call it “Annual Single’s Day”. For the first few years, I would go with all my single friends to see a movie together. But as the years went by, those friends each slowly found their mates, leaving me in the dust by my lonesome self. Just my luck, right? 
 
    It wasn’t that I didn’t at least try to find a date. I gave it some effort. I went to the grooviest bars, called into party lines, even put adds in the newspaper. Yet nothing seemed to work out. At one point, I thought I had a match with a nice woman named Susan, a bank teller I’d met during a trip to Baltimore. She was nice and we got to talking, but calling her on the phone all the way from Philadelphia was expensive. I later found out she was only interested in me because she got my account mixed up with someone else’s and mistook me for a rich man. 
 
    Again, just my luck, right? 
 
    Now I wasn’t a bad looking guy. I wore all the grooviest print shirts and crew neck sweaters one could buy from Penneys. My moustache was thick and oily and my hair slick and long. I emanated romance! It wasn’t so much an issue of women being interested in me. On the contrary. I couldn’t seem to find interest in any woman. 
 
    My story begins, unsurprisingly, on Valentine’s Day. The year was 1979. A new movie had just come out called The Great Train Robbery. It starred the gentleman who played James Bond. I can’t seem to recall his name anymore, but you’d know him if you saw him. Now I’m not usually one for period dramas. I prefer science-fiction films, things like Planet of the Apes, 2001: A Space Odyssey or the newly released Star Wars (Have you seen that movie? Wow! Talk about effects! I wonder if they’re going to make a sequel). 
 
    On my way to the movie theater, I spotted man in a mad rush to get to the cinema. He darted across South Street, nearly tripping as he ran. A paper fell from his pocket and slowly glided down into the sewer. I didn’t know what that was at the time, but I would later come to realize that it was his movie ticket. 
 
    The man pushed his way ahead of me at the ticket booth and, unsurprisingly, the management wouldn’t let him pass. 
 
    “Sorry, sir. You’ll need a ticket,” the young woman said from behind the counter. 
 
    The man vigorously checked his pockets. A look of panic covered his face. 
 
    “But I had it! It was right here, I swear!” 
 
    I didn’t think much of this moment at the time. After all, this person was a stranger to me. It meant nothing to me if he couldn’t get into the movie. I ignored the scene and proceeded on to present my ticket to the staff. They let me pass without issue. 
 
    Once inside, I realized that the cinema was mostly full of couples. This was the first time I’d gone by myself without any of my friends by my side. It was humiliating to say the least, made even worse by the fact that I didn’t even care much for the film I was about to see. 
 
    The movie started and, as I expected, it was fine. Not great, but not bad. It wasn’t really my genre I guess. 
 
    As the credits rolled and the couples slowly peeled out of the theater in pairs, I sat still, simply staring at the words on screen. I couldn’t find the energy to move. 
 
    The lights slowly brightened, illuminating the grimy red folding seats. Before I knew it, I was the only one still there. I took a deep breath, deciding that I might as well get up. I couldn’t stay here and wallow in sadness forever. As far as I was concerned, it was time to Audi 5000. 
 
    But that’s when the movie spoke to me… well, not the movie itself. Movies can’t talk. But the speakers in the cinema blared. 
 
    “Ryan,” someone said. Whoever this was, he was male. His voice was so deep that it almost sounded inhuman. 
 
    I paused. That was my name. Ryan Gifford. 
 
    “Uh… yeah?” I replied, not sure if someone was playing a prank on me or if I was going crazy. 
 
    “At last we meet! I see you got my message. Stay where you are. I will be down momentarily.” 
 
    I didn’t remember arraigning a meeting with anyone. I think I would have remembered that. But still, I felt compelled to stay and wait to see whoever was waiting for me. I thwittled my thumbs, just killing time. 
 
    Suddenly a great flash of blue light emanated from the center of the room. Electric bolts shot out in every direction. I had to place my hands before my eyes just to prevent from going blind. 
 
    As the light faded away, a large slug-like animal suddenly took its place. The creature was nearly the size of a car and smelled like sewage. I practically gagged just sitting in the same room with it. 
 
    Now of course, seeing a giant slug monster was not on the list of things I expected to have happen to me that day. So as any rational human would do, I freaked out. 
 
    “Holy shit!” I shouted as I jumped up from my chair. I knocked over the soda cup in my seat’s armrest. It toppled to the floor and covered my shoes. 
 
    “Ryan,” the slug said. Its deep voice was the same as the speaker from earlier. 
 
    It said my name. Now that absolutely freaked me out. I sprinted through the row of chairs, hoping to get away as fast as I could. 
 
    “Ryan,” it repeated, “do not venture away. I have traveled lightyears to reach you.” 
 
    I paused when I heard the word lightyears. I couldn’t believe it. Was this thing really from space? Did an alien travel all this way to meet me? 
 
    I turned to face the slug, not knowing what madness compelled me in that moment. Don’t get me wrong, I was terrified, but my curiosity was stronger than my fear. 
 
    “H… how do you know my name?” I asked, trying to get the obvious out of the way first. 
 
    “You test me?” the slug said. It slowly moved forward, up the aisle. And by slow, I mean sloooow. “Very well,” it continued. “I know your name because you are our only hope. Only you can save our Empire.” 
 
    “Only… only me?” I repeated. 
 
    “Only you,” the slug confirmed. He stared at me with what I guess were his eyes. “Was that the answer you were looking for?” 
 
    “Uh… yes,” I lied. “That is.” 
 
    “Come, Ryan, for there is not much time. We have but one day to unite the Empires.” 
 
    “Unite the… what?” 
 
    “To unite the Empires,” the creature repeated. “Surely the hearing of your race is not that poor.” 
 
    “No, I can hear just fine, kangblabla.” 
 
    “What?” the slug replied. 
 
    Alright, so for that last reference, you must understand that back in 1979 in Philadelphia, everyone said kangblabla. It was “the world”. You could say, “hey, that store is kangblabla,” or “Joe is such a kangblabla.” You get it, right? Anyway, moving on… 
 
    “Uhm… never mind,” I said. I hoped this alien didn’t think I was an idiot or someone who didn’t know English. But then again, this alien was speaking English somehow. So maybe he was the idiot for not knowing the slang? 
 
    “Ryan, we must get moving,” the creature continued. 
 
    Now in that moment, I could have made the smart decision. I could have said, “hey dude, you must have me confused for someone else.” I could have said those words, turned and walked away. Minutes later, I’d be in my car, beating the drag. 
 
    But I didn’t do that. The prospect of meeting a space alien was just too cool to drop. 
 
    “Yes, I understand,” I lied. “Let’s get going!” 
 
    The next thing I knew, an aura of blue light surrounded me, followed by what looked like flashes of lighting. Before I knew it, the world around me lit up like a second sun. 
 
    What had I gotten myself into? 
 
    I knew only one thing for certain: this was about to be the most exciting Valentine’s Day of my life. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Roll the Opening Credits! 
 
    If this were a movie, this would be the point after the first few scenes when the dramatic music stars playing and the opening credits begin to roll, providing the viewer with a sense of adventure. I could see a colorful montage of planets and asteroids and other various space-y things flying past the camera. The music would ring to flashy text like something out of that new Superman movie with Christopher Reeve. 
 
    But alas, this is not a movie. It’s just a narrative retelling of my adventures, told in the first-person no less (a lazy writing style if you ask me). So, I’m sorry, but there’s no flashy montage here. 
 
    The next thing I saw as I teleported away from the dimly-lit cinema was the interior of what I guessed must have been some type of meeting room. The room itself was nice and spacious. The walls were lined with holographic artwork, the ceiling was tall, and the room was wide and well-heated. 
 
    Unfortunately, it was also filled with slug-people and it reeked like the inside of a hot porta-potty. 
 
    “Gah!” I instinctively muttered, barely able to hold back the feeling of vomit in the back of my throat. The scent was just too overbearing. I hoped the slugs didn’t notice my disgust, but man it was disgusting. 
 
    “Greetings traveler! I see that Gorgumspot collected you appropriately,” one of the slugs said as it slooowly slid across the slippery white floor to meet me. Its voice was just as deep as the one who met me on Earth. I assumed he was also a male. 
 
    This slug, whoever he was, wore a crown atop his head. Upon noticing the crown, my first thought should have been, is this the king? Instead, my first thought was, how the hell did he put that crown on without any hands? To be honest, I’m still wondering that to this day. 
 
    “Hello, yes your friend… uh… Gorlampot collected me from the movie theater,” I replied, doing my best to remember the name. 
 
    “Gorgumspot,” the king slug corrected. 
 
    “Gorlaspot,” I replied. 
 
    “Gorgumspot,” the king said again. 
 
    “Gorgumsot?” 
 
    “Gorgumspot.” This time Gorgumspot said it. 
 
    “Gorgumspot,” I repeated. 
 
    “Yes! You got it!” the king replied in a tone that I took for happiness, though to be honest, it was difficult to get a read on these guys. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said, turning to face Gorgumspot. “It’s a difficult name. We don’t have a lot of names like that on Earth.” 
 
    “Do not worry, earthling. It took me nearly a dozen times to pronounce your name… Ryan.” 
 
    I simply nodded back, not sure what else to say. I turned to face the king again. 
 
    “Do all of your people have names like Gorgumspot?” I asked. 
 
    “We all have different names. Some are easier to pronounce than others. To my left, this is Shubadalak, next to her, Crimsemolator, and next to him, Snarlafapus. To my right, this is Renlekovispot, then Werdiningnolok, and finally, Grekovolichokianiabusta.” Each of the slugs bowed as their name was spoken. 
 
    Shit, I thought. Remembering all these names was going to be goddamn impossible. 
 
    “And what is your name, your Majesty?” I asked. 
 
    “My name is Queen Kevin.” 
 
    “Kevin? That’s your name?” 
 
    “It is,” the king replied, nodding. “You have pronounced it correctly! Congratulations!” 
 
    “Yes, Kevin I can say. But you must be mistaken. The word ‘Queen’ is for females. Surely you mean ‘King Kevin’, right?” I corrected. 
 
    “On the contrary!” Kevin retorted. “I am female, just like Gorgumspot.” 
 
    I suddenly felt very embarrassed. This entire time, I’d assumed I was talking to a male. If this was how the females talked, I could not imagine how deep the male voices must have been. 
 
    “I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean to offend you,” I said, hoping Kevin would not be mad. 
 
    “I take no offense in the slightest. My race is unfamiliar to you. It will take time for you to become acquainted with my people.” 
 
    “Yes… uh… who are you people, anyway?” 
 
    “We are the Grelovians, obviously. I assumed you knew that,” Kevin said. 
 
    “Oh, yes, I knew that,” I lied. 
 
    “Earth is just on the border of the Grelovian Empire, but still within our boundaries. You were close enough to transport aboard our ship,” Kevin continued. 
 
    “Transport? You mean like beaming from Star Trek?” 
 
    “Star Trek? What is this?” Kevin replied in a tone of confusion. 
 
    “Your Majesty, Star Trek is a legend in the earthling culture. The story tells of the perilous voyages of Captain Spock of the Startrek Energize,” Gorgumspot explained. 
 
    So close, but just wrong enough to be wrong. I didn’t bother correcting Gorgumspot, though. It was close enough, after all. 
 
    “I see. Your Earth legends sound fascinating. I look forward to learning more about your culture,” Kevin said, nodding her head. 
 
    “Thank you,” I replied. I looked around the vast room. “So… you said we’re in a space ship right now?” 
 
    “Yes, aboard the fleet’s flagship, the most powerful warship in the Grelovian Empire,” Kevin replied. “We call it the GES Puppy.” 
 
    I could not help but chuckle. I covered my mouth with both hands, hoping the slugs did not take offense. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but did you say the most powerful warship in the fleet is called the Puppy?” 
 
    “That is correct,” Kevin answered. 
 
    “Like… a baby dog?” 
 
    “What is a dog? In our home world, puppies are powerful and dangerous monsters. They have six limbs, long wings and claws as sharp as spears.” 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Gorgumspot interjected, “on Earth, ‘puppy’ is the term given to young canines. Think of canines as more or less slaves bred for enjoyment and cuteness.” 
 
    “I see,” Kevin replied. 
 
    That time Gorgumspot was right on the money. 
 
    “Okay, so I’ve been beamed aboard a spaceship in your fleet called the Puppy and Earth, my planet, is within the boundaries of your interstellar Empire. Am I following this so far?” I asked, just making sure I understood the details. 
 
    “That is correct, Ryan,” Kevin said. “You understand everything!” 
 
    “And so… why am I here?” I finally asked, getting to the big question. 
 
    “Didn’t Gorgumspot explain this to you already?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “Well…” Kevin continued, “you have been chosen because the Grelovian Empire and the Marsh Colonies are at odds. Our governments are upon the verge of war. It is my belief that the only thing which can bring peace to the universe and set our governments in line is a union.” 
 
    “A union? You mean like one big government alliance?” I asked. 
 
    “No, earthling. I mean a union between two people. How do you say this in your language?” 
 
    “Marriage?” 
 
    “Exactly!” Kevin said with enthusiasm. “A marriage!” 
 
    “You’re saying that someone from the Grelovian Empire is going to marry someone from the Marsh Colonies so that your two governments will have peace?” I asked, once again just trying to keep the story straight. 
 
    “Yes! You are so smart!” Kevin answered. 
 
    “So what does that have to do with me?” I wondered. 
 
    “You agreed to marry Princess Mayra,” Gorgumspot replied without hesitation. 
 
    I turned to face Gorgumspot as I heard those words. I couldn’t believe my ears. 
 
    “I agreed to what?” 
 
    “We discussed this many days ago,” Gorgumspot continued. “The Marsh race is too disgusting for us Grelovians. None of our people wished to marry such a vile, hideous animal. Since none of our kind were willing, we turned to Earth, still on the outer edge of our Empire. Though not biologically Grelovian, you are still members of our government.” 
 
    “Earth is a member of this interstellar government?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, and you have been for quite some time.” 
 
    “Well, something must be wrong. I never agreed to marry anyone!” I debated. 
 
    “Are you not Ryan Simpson?” 
 
    “No, I’m Ryan Gifford.” 
 
    “Oh.” Gorgumspot’s jaw dropped, or whatever made the mouth move (do slugs have jaws?). 
 
    “Gorgumspot, did you bring me the wrong earthling?” Kevin asked with a tone of surprise in her voice. 
 
    “But… but… he was right where we agreed to meet! He was in the movie theater!” Gorgumspot said. 
 
    Suddenly it hit me. I remembered the man who dashed across South Street and lost his ticket. That man, I realized, must have been Ryan Simpson. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I muttered as I made the connection. 
 
    “What did you say?” Kevin asked. 
 
    “Oh, I said… uh… I said that I am Ryan Simpson!” I lied, making up an answer as fast as I could. The slugs may have been looking for a different Ryan, but if they thought I was the wrong one, I was worried they would kill me or lock me away in a dungeon or something. So I did what I thought was rational: I decided to become Ryan Simpson. 
 
    “Oh, good,” Gorgumspot said, sighing. “For a moment I thought you said you weren’t Ryan Simpson and that you were Ryan Gifford.” 
 
    “Whaaat?” I responded. “I never said that. Your hearing must be bad, kangblabla.” 
 
    “Gorgumspot,” Gorgumspot replied. 
 
    “Yes, sorry, I know. Gorgumspot.” 
 
    “Then it is settled!” Queen Kevin said with a grin (I think). “Ryan Simpson will marry Princess Mayra tonight!” 
 
    “Tonight?” I repeated, startled by how quickly this was all coming together. 
 
    “Yes, tonight, earthling. We cannot wait any longer. War is imminent. This union may be the only thing to prevent it!” Kevin explained. 
 
    I gulped. Married tonight. Those words were a lot to consider. 
 
    In one day, I’d gone from being a depressed loner without a date on Valentine’s Day to a groom preparing for an intergalactic wedding. How the hell did that happen? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Chapter Where I Meet the Girl 
 
    Alright douchebags, here’s the deal… 
 
    I confess, I’ve always wanted to say that as an opening line. It has nothing to do with the story, but I just wanted to say that. Sorry if the word douchebags put you off. I didn’t mean to offend anyone. 
 
    Anyway, moving right along… What was the last thing I was talking about? Oh, that’s right: the wedding. 
 
    The Grelovians had just told me how ugly this princess supposedly was. And this was coming from a race of hideous slug-people. So right now, I was pretty damn worried about what this Princess Mayra was going to look like. I mean, think about it: if these grotesque blue blobs found her disgusting, she must have been appalling! No wonder the only guy they could get to agree to marry her was some desperate loner from south Philadelphia. 
 
    As you can imagine, I was as nervous as President Nixon during the scandal. Oh boy, I just couldn’t deal with the stress. The thought kept racing through my mind: was I about to marry a hellish monster? 
 
    The Grelovians took me to some room in the Puppy they called the Preparation Chamber. Now, I don’t know about you guys, but when I hear the words “Preparation Chamber”, that doesn’t sound all too good. I’m not going to walk into that room feeling like I’m safe. But to my surprise, it was no more than a dressing room. Thank god. 
 
    Clothes were already set out for me when I entered the Preparation Chamber (there’s no way I can say that without grimacing). Apparently the Grelovians already sized me up, either that or this other Ryan and I happened to share the same body type. Either way, the clothes fit. 
 
    Before you get all excited about the idea of space clothes, it’s important that I first define what I mean by “clothes”. You see, the Grelovians decided not to dress me like a normal human. Instead, they gave me nothing but socks, some weird metal piece that covered my crotch, and the biggest goddamn hat you’ve ever seen. It was stocked with feathers and flowers and all. 
 
    I took off my regular clothes and casted them aside. I started with the crotch piece. It was heavy and metal and not flexible whatsoever. Just wiggling my legs in the thing, I have never chaffed so badly in my life. I immediately took it off and put on my underwear underneath it, hoping the Grelovians wouldn’t notice. It didn’t solve the problem, but at least the chaffing wasn’t quite as bad. 
 
    Next, I put the socks on. This was easy. They weren’t unlike human socks. 
 
    Finally, the part I knew was going to be the hardest: the fucking hat. I stared at the huge headpiece as it rested on a plastic bust. The headpiece must have been three feet tall, maybe more. I tried lifting it and realized it weighed more than my new Quasar color television set. This was going to be like wearing a couple of bowling balls on my head. 
 
    I hoisted it up and placed it on. I fell off balance immediately, nearly toppling onto the floor. I managed to grab hold of the walls just to stay upright. I straightened out and got my balance, trying to keep my head as perfectly still as possible. It took a few moments, but I finally got the hang of it so long as I looked directly forward the entire time. 
 
    I stared at myself in the mirror. My fat, hairy chest hung out for all the world to see. My head looked like a peacock and my groin looked like a buried treasure. I looked like, by all meanings of the term, a funkadelic hag. 
 
    All I can say is, if I saw myself like this for the first time, I would not want to marry me. 
 
    I turned to the door and opened it up. I had to crouch almost three feet down just to get my headpiece through the frame. Once on the other side, I stood upright again. Another Grelovian waited for me in the long hallway. It smiled and slooowly moved toward me. 
 
    “Oh, Ryan, you look dashing! Princess Mayra will no doubt be impressed!” this slug said. Like the others, its voice was deep and powerful. 
 
    “Thank you,” I replied. “Who are you?” 
 
    “I work for Queen Kevin. I am to escort you to the princess so that the two of you may meet prior to your wedding.” 
 
    “Well that’s good. Here I thought I might not meet her until I said my vows. How much time are you going to give us together?” 
 
    “A long time. Do not worry about that.” 
 
    “Okay,” I replied, feeling a bit more excited now to finally meet my mystery bride, as ugly as she might be. Don’t get me wrong, I was still very worried, but excited too. “And what do I call you? Wait… let me guess: something long and difficult like ‘Gorgumspot’?” 
 
    “Oh, my name is not nearly as long, but it is difficult. You can call me Joyce.” 
 
    “Joyce?” I repeated. I could not believe it. 
 
    “Excellent pronunciation! It often takes my fellow Gelovians several tries before they can say it correctly.” 
 
    “You people are bizarre,” I said, not even trying to make sense of it. “Just take me to the princess, already.” 
 
    “Alright!” Joyce replied in a happy tone. She led the way. 
 
    I followed behind her as she practically crawled through the ship. Her slug-like tail barely slid across the floor at all. I don’t know how these guys managed to live their lives moving so slowly like this. Honestly, it was infuriating. 
 
    After about 30 minutes, we arrived at the meeting room nearly 50 feet down the hall. Joyce was practically out of breath. Meanwhile, I could not wait to take a step farther than half an inch at a time. 
 
    “Here we are, Ryan,” Joyce said, turning to face the door. “Princess Mayra is inside. You will be allotted nine minutes and 85 seconds to speak with her.” 
 
    “Don’t you mean 10 minutes and 25 seconds?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, yes, I suppose I do!” Joyce replied with a grin. 
 
    “I thought you said we were going to have a long time to get to know each other.” 
 
    “Absolutely! You have been granted 10 whole minutes and 25 seconds! I wish I were so lucky before I met my husband, Xolophanotaskiwitzalo’Dtakhas. We had five minutes and 73 seconds to meet each other before we married.” 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I muttered. 
 
    Five minutes. The Gelovians did everything else so slowly. Why would they rush getting to know their life partners? 10 minutes was considered long enough to get to know somebody, meanwhile they didn’t mind spending 30 minutes to walk 50 feet. 
 
    There were times throughout my life when I wondered how this race ever managed to develop advanced technology like spaceships and teleporters. This was one of those times. 
 
    I opened the door and entered the next room. Once again, I had to duck down just to get that silly hat all the way through. I closed the door behind me and walked inside. A table with two chairs stood in the center of an otherwise empty room. To my complete shock, the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen sat on the far side of the table. She stood up to greet me as I entered. 
 
    The woman looked like a human woman, hardly indistinguishable were it not for her silky pink skin. But her brightly colored skin was easy to look past when the rest of her was so beautiful. Her eyes were piercing red in color, her nose was thin and her lips tempted me like a drug (not that I know much about that). Her thick curly red hair dangled down past her shoulders. She wore some kind of metal brassiere that showcased her perfectly sized breasts. Her thin waist was smooth and blemish free. 
 
    If I’m being honest, I don’t think I had ever been as paralyzed from seeing someone as beautiful as her. I couldn’t move. I just stood there like an idiot, staring. 
 
    “Hello,” the woman said as she glided across the room like flowers in the wind. 
 
    “Uh… hell… hell…” I stuttered. I never stutter. 
 
    “Did you say ‘hell’?” 
 
    “Hello,” I finally said. “I am Ryan.” I reached out my hand. The woman shook it. Her skin was so soft and warm. 
 
    “Pleased to meet you, Ryan,” the woman replied. “It’s good to meet someone aboard this ship who doesn’t take all day to walk from one side of the room to the other.” 
 
    I laughed. I had the exact same thought. 
 
    “Yes, indeed,” I replied, smiling. “You must be Princess Mayra.” 
 
    “I am,” she confirmed. 
 
    “How is it the Marsh Colonies agreed to give you over to the Gelovians all alone and unattended?” 
 
    “I may be the only one of my kind aboard this ship, but my people are just outside. My fleet, led by the powerful warship the MCS Tuna, is ready to fire upon the Puppy at any moment should anything happen to me.” 
 
    “I see,” I replied. I paused for a moment as I considered those words. “Wait… did you say your warship is called the Tuna?” 
 
    “Yes, indeed,” Mayra said. 
 
    “Like the fish?” 
 
    “Yes, a tuna is a fish. That is correct, Ryan,” Mayra agreed. 
 
    “Okay, so we’re talking about the same animal here. You mean the tiny little fish we eat for lunch with mayonnaise and pickles?” 
 
    “Tiny? There is nothing tiny about a tuna. On my planet, tuna are powerful and dangerous monsters. They have six limbs, long fins and claws as sharp as spears.” 
 
    I wasn’t even going to address the point anymore. This was not a conversation worth having. I simply let out a deep sigh and said, “okay then.” 
 
    “My father informs me we are to marry,” Mayra said, finally addressing the elephant in the room. She looked into my eyes. “I never thought I would marry a… sorry, what is your species called?” 
 
    “Human,” I answered. 
 
    “Hunan,” she replied. 
 
    “No, a human,” I clarified. “Hunan is a province in China.” 
 
    “A what in where?” 
 
    “Forget it. Just call me Ryan.” 
 
    “Ryan. I can call you that. Ryan the human.” She smiled at me. 
 
    “And you are Princess Mayra of the Marsh Colonies.” 
 
    “You can just call me Mayra.” 
 
    “Alright, Mayra,” I said, smiling back. “I admit, when I heard the Gelovians wanted me to marry one of your kind, I was worried you would be hideous. But you are the most beautiful creature I have ever seen.” 
 
    “That is incredibly kind to say, Ryan the human. I find you attractive as well.” 
 
    I am embarrassed to admit, but I blushed a bit when she said that. There was something about her that sent my heart fluttering. For the first time, I felt like I was fully onboard with the idea of marrying this alien. Not only was I open to it, I felt excited for it. 
 
    “I, too, was worried you would be a hideous monster. I could never see myself marrying someone like a Gelovian,” the princess continued, pulling my focus back into the conversation. 
 
    “Yes, it certainly makes this whole thing a lot easier.” 
 
    “It is a shame the Gelovians won’t allow us more time to get to know each other,” Mayra said. 
 
    “I know, right?” I replied. “What’s with that?” 
 
    “The Gelovians are direct. They don’t do well with small-talk. The idea of ‘getting to know someone’ is difficult for them,” Mayra explained. 
 
    “Interesting.” 
 
    “I am surprised you do not already know this, seeing as your world is part of their regime.” 
 
    “I… uh… well, you see, my world doesn’t really interact with the Gelovians much. It’s more of a rulership in name only.” 
 
    “So your planet is not controlled by the Gelovians?” Mayra asked. 
 
    In that moment, I froze. My next few words were going to be important. I knew that if I suggested Earth was independent from the Gelovians, the Marsh Colonies could see that as an excuse to nullify the peace our marriage would bring. And I was just starting to get stoked about marrying this woman. 
 
    On the other hand, I didn’t want to lie to this beautiful alien. After all, this bunny was damn hot and I wanted to marry her. 
 
    “The Gelovians are kind enough to allow us earthlings to self-govern, though we are part of their Empire,” I finally answered. I figured that was the perfect way to phrase it. 
 
    “Oh, I see,” Mayra replied, smiling. “They are kind to do so.” 
 
    “Yes, very kind.” 
 
    “And so… tell me a bit about yourself, Ryan the human. I know so little.” 
 
    “There’s not much to say. I’m from a city called Philadelphia, which is known for its big cracked bell, cheesesteak sandwiches and Benjamin Franklin.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Benjamin Franklin? He’s the inventor of America.” 
 
    “America? I do not know this word.” 
 
    “Never mind. It’s not important.” 
 
    “Do you live alone in Philadelphia?” 
 
    “I do,” I answered, lowering my gaze to the floor. “I have lived alone for years now.” 
 
    “Why? Is this customary in your world?” 
 
    “No, not really. I just haven’t found the right person to… you know… live with.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    I shrugged and met Mayra’s eyes again, not sure what else to say. I’d been asking myself that same question for years. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I finally replied. “On my world, people are expected to pair up and live with the person they marry.” 
 
    “But you will be married soon to me,” Mayra said. 
 
    “Good point, but what is going to happen after that?” 
 
    “Obviously we will live together on my home world,” she answered. 
 
    That’s honestly the first time it occurred to me that if I married Mayra, I would never go back to Philadelphia, or probably Earth for that matter, ever again. I gulped. I shivered. I let out a deep breath. 
 
    “What is it? You seem nervous,” Mayra noted. 
 
    “Yeah, I… uh… well…” I couldn’t think of the words to say. I didn’t want her to think that I didn’t want to marry her, but the idea of leaving my home behind was a lot to suddenly take in at once. 
 
    “What is it?” she repeated. 
 
    “Uhm… how old are you?” I asked, saying the first thing I could to change the subject. 
 
    “I am eight,” she replied. 
 
    I gasped. There was no way she said what I thought she said. Mayra looked as if she were in her late-20s. 
 
    “Eight?” I repeated, practically coughing up the word in shock. 
 
    “Yes. I know it is an old age to be married. I hope you do not think I am undesirable due to my old age.” 
 
    “Old?” I repeated. “Wait… how long do your people live?” 
 
    “If we are especially healthy, we can live to 45,” she explained. 
 
    “So you age quickly, then?” I asked. 
 
    “Excuse me, Ryan the human! I resent that!” Mayra replied, clearly offended. 
 
    “Sorry, I don’t mean you specifically. I meant your people.” I cleared my throat. “What I mean to say is, we humans can live twice as long. For example, I am 29 myself.” 
 
    “29!” she repeated in a tone of shock. “You have seen more life than my grandmother!” 
 
    That comment made me squirm a bit. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess I would have.” 
 
    “In my culture, age is something to be respected. With your years and your marriage to me, you will be highly regarded in the Marsh Colonies,” Mayra explained. 
 
    Highly regarded, I thought. I liked the sound of that. I was still going back and forth on whether or not marrying this space alien was worth leaving my home forever, but if what she said about elders was true, it certainly made the prospect of marrying her all the more tempting. 
 
    Still though, it was weird to consider that she was only eight, even if that did translate to around 30 in human years. We were at the same stages in our lives, just with very different lifespans. 
 
    I decided not to think about that for the timebeing. It would only add to the many questions racing through my head in that moment. 
 
    “So… what do you like to do for fun?” I asked, once again trying to change the subject to something less daunting. 
 
    “Usual stuff, I suppose,” Mayra said. “I like to cook, socialize with friends, listen to music, dismember my enemies. You know, the regular hobbies.” 
 
    “Dismember your enemies?” 
 
    “Of course!” she replied, happily. “It’s one of my favorite things to do when the weather is nice out.” 
 
    “And when the weather is not nice out?” 
 
    “Then I’ll probably just stay in and read a book or something.” 
 
    “Uh… okay then,” I said, trying to pivot yet again. “And do you have any pets?” 
 
    “Yes, I have a pet grizzly bear. Her name is So’thakaka.” 
 
    “A grizzly bear?” I repeated. “Let me guess: on your planet grizzly bears are small fluffy harmless creatures?” 
 
    “Nonsense! Grizzly bears are ferocious! They are huge with long claws and sharp teeth. You would not want to cuddle them,” Mayra retorted. “Why do you ask? Are grizzly bears harmless on your world?” 
 
    “No, no, they’re about the same, I guess,” I said. “But… if we’re talking about the same animal, why would you ever want a grizzly bear as a pet? How can you even play with it?” 
 
    “I keep her as my guard. She wanders the perimeter of my quarters, protecting me from intruders.” 
 
    “Do your people usually keep grizzly bears outside their homes?” 
 
    “No, no. Most people can’t afford such rare beasts as pets. But being the princess has its perks,” she replied, shrugging. 
 
    Weird, I thought. I tried to imagine what it would be like to have a pet grizzly bear. A smile slowly formed across my face. 
 
    If I were a normal man, I probably would have been put off by the fact that this woman owned a bear. Most people would be afraid or concerned or both. But in case you have not realized it yet, I am far from normal. Strangely, the knowledge that this woman actually owned a real life grizzly bear as a pet only made her more beautiful in my eyes. 
 
    After all, who wouldn’t want nature’s greatest beast defending you while you went to bed? 
 
    No? Nobody? Okay, am I the only one who thinks that’s cool? Well… get lost then, kangblabla! 
 
    Anyway, back to the story… 
 
    Neither Mayra nor I got another chance to say anything else before the door suddenly opened, forcing us both to promptly turn to face the open hallway. Joyce stood in the doorway as if waiting for us to finish up (and by the way, I’m still trying to figure out how she was able to open that door without hands). 
 
    “Joyce!” I said, surprised. 
 
    “Yes, it is I,” Joyce replied. She slooowly moved into the room. “I hope you two had a great time getting to know one another.” 
 
    “Is time finished already? I thought I was supposed to have over 10 minutes!” I said. 
 
    “10 minutes in Gelovian time is different from 10 minutes in Earth time. You forgot to convert your units,” she explained. 
 
    “I didn’t know I had to convert any units,” I replied, honestly. 
 
    “Well, that’s too bad. Anyway, your time is up. It’s time to go!” 
 
    “Go where?” I asked. I quickly turned around to get one more look at my beautiful bride-to-be, before facing Joyce again. It was hard to keep my hat upright as I moved. 
 
    “Now that you and Princess Mayra have met, we need to prepare each of you for the wedding ceremony,” Joyce said. “Please, if you will follow me, Ryan.” 
 
    “Very well,” I replied, stepping forward. 
 
    “What about me?” Mayra asked. 
 
    “My colleague, Ythalapolous, will come to collect you. Wait here until he arrives,” Joyce responded. She peaked down the hallway. “Oh! I see him now! It looks like he is only a few feet away. It should only be a short 10-minute wait, Earth time.” 
 
    “If he’s just down the hall, can’t I just get up and walk to him?” Mayra asked. 
 
    “I’m afraid I cannot let you freely explore the Puppy unattended. You must remain here until Ythalapolous arrives in the next few minutes,” Joyce answered. 
 
    I shrugged to Mayra as if to say I felt her pain. She blushed and shrugged back. 
 
    “If there are no more questions, we shall be off!” Joyce said. 
 
    “Of course,” I replied. I motioned to the hall. “Lead the way!” 
 
    I followed Joyce out of the room, ducking once again just to get my stupid headpiece all the way through. Once on the other side, I felt a smile form on my face. There was something in my stomach telling me that this would all work out for the best. Sometimes in life, you just have to go with your gut, and in that moment, my gut said Mayra was the right choice. 
 
    Despite all the pros and cons wrestling in my head, I knew in that moment that I wanted to marry the princess. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Watch Out: This Whole Chapter is About Pee 
 
    It took about 30 minutes to get back to the Preparation Chamber (keep in mind, it is only like 50 feet down the hall and I had to balance that idiotic hat on my head the entire time). When I finally arrived, I had to do more than just lay a gasser. I had to go to the bathroom R.F.N. and it occurred to me that I had not relieved myself since before the movie started back in Philly. 
 
    To preface this tale, I want you to know that I’m fully aware that pee stories are a crude form of humor. It’s “low-brow” comedy at best. We’re talking about Monty Python jokes here, not Woody Allen. 
 
    But alas, with that fact acknowledged, this is what happened… 
 
    I was all alone in the Preparation Chamber. Joyce had gone and the door was closed shut. There were new clothes set out for me, so I figured the Gelovians wanted me to wear it to the wedding ceremony, but it was hard for me to concentrate on anything else when my bladder was about to burst. 
 
    I pulled the spaz hat off my head and let it drop to the floor. It felt like a weight off my back… literally. 
 
    I could feel a bit of pee coming out already. I clenched my legs together as best I could in the metal underwear, but I couldn’t get much flexibility. I knew I had very little time left before my bladder would burst whether I wanted it to nor not. 
 
    With very little time left, I frantically searched around the room for anything with a drain. Unfortunately, I came up short. There were no toilets, no sinks, no faucets… nothing. Next, I just looked for any sealable container whatsoever. Still, no bottles, no cans, no jars… nothing. 
 
    “Aah, this is bogus!” I muttered to myself as I desperately clenched my legs together. 
 
    I could feel warm pee dripping down my leg. It was already starting. 
 
    “Shit, shit, shit,” I said as I pulled the metal piece off my crotch and tossed it to the corner of the room. I slid down my underwear and did the only thing that made sense in that moment. 
 
    What did I do? Well, to put it bluntly, I peed on the floor. That’s right, kangblabla, I peed all over that shiny, clean bunny. And oh boy, it felt so good. 
 
    “Aah…” I said as I relieved myself. I could not help but moan in happiness. 
 
    The floor was metal, or at least I think it was metal. Whatever it was, it was thick and slick and solid, so it wasn’t like the floor absorbed any of the pee like a shag carpet would. Instead, a big puddle began to form. It flowed into the massive hat I’d tossed aside. I probably ruined the hat with my urine, but at the time, I couldn’t care less. I was just happy to empty my bladder in any way possible. 
 
    I peed for basically a full minute. It was wowzers. 
 
    When I was finally done, the room smelled awful. But then again, the Gelovian people didn’t smell much better, so if anything, the scents kind of just blended together to create one big cloud of funk (try to imagine the worst odor you’ve ever encountered and multiply that by three and you’re right on the money). 
 
    I let out a deep sigh of relief (no put intended) and closed my eyes for a moment. I paused, just taking it all in. When I finally reopened my eyes, I felt ready to get dressed. 
 
    I stared at the clothes before me and nodded my head. 
 
    “Harsh bong, dude,” I said to myself. “I guess it’s time to get married.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ready for Marriage 
 
    Congratulations! You made it through the pee chapter. That wasn’t so bad, was it? I kept it nice and short for you. You’re welcome. 
 
    Now that I was finally alone in the Preparation Chamber (and not desperate to urinate), I had a lot of time to reflect on this weird situation I was in. It was hard to consider that, only hours ago, I was a loner sitting by myself in a dimly lit Philly cinema, watching a movie about a train on Valentine’s Day. And all because my name happened to be Ryan, an alien race mistook me for their chosen marriage-puppet to bring peace, love and granola to the universe. 
 
    “Far out,” I muttered to myself as I considered just how strange this all was. 
 
    At this point, despite all the back and forth that had bounced through my head in the last couple of hours, I was pretty much convinced now that I wanted to go through with this marriage. Mayra had her flaws, and there were certain things about her culture that still confused me, but it was Valentine’s Day and I had been alone for far too long.  Marrying Mayra didn’t seem so bad anyway. She was kind and beautiful and being the husband of a princess had to come with a ton of perks. Not to mention, if I didn’t do it, the Gelovian Empire and the Marsh Colonies would kill each other, and nobody wanted that, right? Flower power! 
 
    The hardest part was still the fact that I’d be leaving Philly behind. I’d grown up there and spent my entire life in that town. Was it a dump? Yeah, of course it was. But it was my dump and it would always hold a special place in my heart. 
 
    But when I really thought about it, I knew there was nothing left for me in Philly. It may have been my home, but my friends had all moved on with their lives and settled down. Meanwhile, I had not. Perhaps this surprise adventure was exactly what I needed all along: a reason to get out of Philly once and for all. 
 
    Strangely enough, that thought brought a smile to my face. 
 
    “I’m leaving Philly,” I said, confidently. I felt myself nod. “I’m leaving Philly,” I repeated, the smile growing even wider. 
 
    I stared at myself in the mirror before me. Apart from my socks and the underwear which was barely pulled below my crotch, I was completely naked. When I’d looked at myself naked before, I was always ashamed. I would stare at my fat belly and hairy chest. But when I looked at myself in this moment, I felt strangely confident. It was like I was a god, capable of forging my own destiny. 
 
    “I’m leaving Philly and getting married to a princess,” I boldly declared. 
 
    My heart fluttered. I clapped my hands like a giddy schoolgirl. I could hardly contain my excitement. 
 
    I turned to face the clothing the Gelovians had put out for me. It was similar to the clothes I’d worn before: more socks, another metal underwear thing and, of course, a huge feathery hat. I could already feel its weight just by looking at it. I grimaced, but knew I had no choice but to wear it for the ceremony. 
 
    “Pretty soon I’ll be a prince and I can wear whatever I want,” I said to myself as I walked over to the clothes. I was careful to avoid stepping in the puddle of piss on the way over. 
 
    Like last time, I started with the socks, then did the crotch piece, then finished with the hat. To my dismay, this hat was even heavier and taller than the last one. I didn’t even realize it was possible to have a heavier hat! 
 
    When I was all finished, I examined myself once more in the mirror. I still looked like a weirdo, but at least this time, I was a confident weirdo. 
 
    “Alright,” I said to myself, “let’s do this.” 
 
    I turned to the door and gulped as I opened it up. I stepped out into the hallway. Like last time, Joyce was waiting for me just outside. 
 
    “Hello, Ryan!” Joyce cheerfully greeted. 
 
    “Joyce,” I replied. 
 
    “It smells good in there. What did you do?” she asked, peeking into the Preparation Chamber behind me. 
 
    “Smell? Uh… I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I lied. “I didn’t do anything.” 
 
    “Oh. Maybe it’s just my congestion. I’ve had a cold for the last few days. Sometimes it affects my senses,” Joyce replied. 
 
    “Yeah, that must be it.” 
 
    “Anyway, now that you are all dressed, it is time to take you to get married.” 
 
    “It’s that simple, huh?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, it’s just a quick meeting, then get dressed, then a marriage, huh?” 
 
    “Correct! Those are the only necessary steps.” 
 
    “I suppose so,” I replied, shrugging. “Anyway, you lead the way. Let me guess: it’s not very far, but it will take us a long time to get there.” 
 
    “Don’t be silly!” Joyce replied. “The ceremony will not be held here! It is customary for women to be wed on their home turf.” 
 
    “What do you mean? Are we going to the Marsh Colonies?” 
 
    “Don’t be silly! That is way too far. We will simply transport to their flagship, the Tuna.” 
 
    “Transport? You mean like beaming?” 
 
    “Beaming?” Joyce repeated. 
 
    “You know, like you did to me before with all the blue light and teleporting and stuff,” I explained. 
 
    “No, no, no, Ryan. To ‘beam’, as you call it, into a Marsh ship would be an act of disrespect. We will take a shuttle instead.” 
 
    “How far is it to the shuttle bay?” 
 
    “Oh, not far. It is a mere 75-minute walk.” 
 
    “Don’t you mean an hour and 15 minutes?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, I suppose I do,” Joyce replied, smiling. 
 
    I let out a deep sigh. This was going to be rough. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Tuna Time, Awe Sooky Sooky! 
 
    “It’s my wedding day.” Just saying those words aloud made my heart flutter with excitement. I nervously gripped the bannisters on either side of me, partly to steady myself as the shuttle craft shook left and right, but mainly to provide myself with a distraction. 
 
    The craft was small and crammed to the brim with slug people. It smelled… well, it smelled just like you would expect it to smell. Let’s leave it at that and Audi 5000. 
 
    If I were the one designing this shuttle, I would have designed it with windows from end to end so that the passengers could at least see outside while in transit. But apparently the Gelovians did not share my sentiment, as there was not a single window in the entire spaceship, apart from, I’m guessing, the pilot’s chair (though knowing the Gelovians, I wouldn’t be surprised if they didn’t have a window for the pilot either). 
 
    On that note, how do the Gelovians even build anything without any hands? I’m sorry, I know I keep bringing this up, but how can I ignore that? 
 
    Sorry, I know, I know, time to get back on track… 
 
    It had taken me what felt like most of the day to get to this shuttle and now that I was finally here, I couldn’t wait to leave it. All I could think about was seeing my beautiful bride again. I could not get her out of my mind; her warm smile, her soft voice, her smooth skin, her piercing eyes, her lush hair. 
 
    At the very least, it would have helped to distract me if the Gelovians spoke during the trip. But, like their usual selves, they remained dead quiet the entire time. Even Queen Kevin, who had been so talkative when we first met, hardly uttered a sound. This must have been how the Gelovians normally acted when they weren’t meeting humans for the first time. 
 
    It almost frightened me when someone finally did speak. The voice interrupted the silence of it all. I admit, I jumped a bit. 
 
    “How much longer?” Queen Kevin asked to anyone willing to answer. Her deep voice suddenly seemed like the only sound in existence. 
 
    “The Tuna is coming into view now, Queen Kevin,” Joyce replied. 
 
    I shook my head at that one. View was probably not the most appropriate word choice, but I wasn’t about to say anything out loud. 
 
    Also… how the hell did Joyce know that we were getting close to the Tuna without any windows? 
 
    Sorry, I know, I know, I’m going on a tangent again. What can I say? These are important questions! This is the problem with stories told in the first person – you never get the full story. 
 
    Anyway, it took a few more minutes, but the shuttle eventually docked with the Tuna. I couldn’t really tell what was happening because, again, there were no windows. But the craft shook a bit and eventually came to a halt. The rear door opened a few seconds later and the Gelovians exited one by one at their usual breakneck pace (that was sarcasm there for all you airheads). 
 
    I turned and faced the back door. Bright light filled the cabin, forcing me to shield my eyes for a moment just to see. Once I adapted, I saw a crowd of Marsh people awaiting us in the hangar. They all had that same pink skin as Mayra. 
 
    Queen Kevin exited first, accompanied by Gorgumspot and several other Gelovians I assumed must have been her guards. Once I had enough room to walk, I pushed past the slow-moving slugs and proceeded down the ramp. Joyce raced after me as fast as she could, not wanting me to get away. 
 
    “Relax, Joyce. I’m fine,” I said, trying to calm her worries. 
 
    A pink-skinned Marsh man wearing a crown stepped forward, surrounded by two guards on either side. He stopped mere feet from Queen Kevin and slowly bowed. 
 
    “King Gnik,” Queen Kevin greeted, nodding back to him. 
 
    “Queen Kevin,” he replied. The pink-skinned man stood straight and turned to face me now. His eyes met mine almost immediately. “And you must be the one we call Ryan.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I answered. Not sure quite how to greet this man, I bowed. 
 
    “You may rise, Ryan,” he said. He took a few steps toward me as I lifted my head again. The man appeared a few years older than me, though I assumed he must have been younger based on what Mayra told me about her species. “I am King Gnick of the Marsh Colonies. It is a pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    “A pleasure to meet you too,” I replied. I held out my hand before suddenly realizing that I may have looked foolish doing so. “Uh… do you… do you do this in your culture?” I kept my hand out, not sure what else to do. 
 
    “Do not be nervous, Ryan. Your gesture is not out of the ordinary. This form of greeting is customary in the Marsh culture too.” 
 
    “Oh, good,” I replied. 
 
    Then to my complete surprise, King Gnick leaned down and, I kid you not, literally wrapped his mouth around my hand and sucked my fingertips. I simply stood there the whole time in a mix of disbelief and nervousness. Once he was done, my hand was covered in slobber. By all means, I wanted to go to the bathroom and wash it off, but I also didn’t want to be rude, so I didn’t do anything. 
 
    “I am glad to finally meet my new future son-in-law,” King Gnick said, licking his lips. 
 
    “Yes, good to put a face to the name,” I replied, my hand still covered in drool. “I’m excited to join the family. Your daughter seems like a wonderful woman.” 
 
    “She is,” King Gnick agreed. “She is my sunshine. She will make a great ruler of the Marsh Colonies one day.” The king turned to face the vast hangar bay. “One day, all of this will belong to her.” 
 
    “That’s… that’s a lot,” I replied, suddenly realizing just how much power Mayra would have when she became Queen. 
 
    “And you shall be right there by her side,” the king said, turning to face me again. 
 
    I nodded my head in confirmation, once again not really sure how to respond. 
 
    “I am glad you two are getting to know one another,” Queen Kevin said, interrupting, “but we really should be getting onto the ceremony. King Gnick, would be so kind as to lead us there?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” he replied, bowing again. “Anything for such a wonderful woman as yourself.” 
 
    I’ll admit, those flirtatious words made gag a bit. I turned and got ready to walk to the ceremony, when I suddenly remembered how slow the Gelovians moved. I huffed in frustration as they slid across the long metal floor as fast as actual slugs. 
 
    Come on, come on, I kept thinking to myself. I was more than just impatient: I couldn’t wait any longer. I just wanted to get married already. It was as if there were a bomb inside of me ready to blow at any moment. 
 
    “Hey, Mr. King Gnick, do you think I can just truck on?” I asked. 
 
    “Truck?” he replied with a look of confusion across his face. 
 
    “Oh, sorry, that’s slang,” I realized. “I mean… can I just go on ahead? I move faster on my own.” 
 
    “We will move together, Ryan,” Gorgumspot said, answering before King Gnick even had a chance. 
 
    “Yes, in the Gelovian culture, it is customary for the queen to lead the groom into the wedding,” Queen Kevin added. 
 
    “Customary for the queen to lead the groom? Are you saying that your job is to attend every single wedding and walk the groom down the aisle?” I asked. 
 
    “This is one of my many queenly duties, yes. Nobody gets married without my presence!” she explained. 
 
    This culture was just getting weirder and weirder. I should have learned by now just to keep my mouth shut and questions to myself. 
 
    “Very well then,” I reluctantly said. I let out a deep sigh. “Lead the way.” I motioned forward. 
 
    The pink-skinned Marsh people took the lead, followed by the slow blue slug Gelovians and myself. Gosh, it was exhausting. For sake of time, let’s just fast forward to the wedding reception… 
 
    Also, holy shit! I just now realized that Gnick is ‘King’ backwards. Is that intentional, or… you know what, I’m not even going to think about it. Let’s just move onto the next chapter. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Next Chapter: It’s Wedding Time! 
 
    I entered an ornate chamber of the Tuna, decorated with stunning flowers and banners. I smiled as I took in the sight and smells (for once it only half smelled like shit). A massive crowd of Marsh people and Gelovians alike crowded the room. Like traditional weddings back home, there was a clear distinction between the bride and groom sides, made abundantly apparent from the seating of both species. 
 
    An altar stood on the opposite side of the room with my bride, garbed in a beautiful dress made of stunning shimmering jewels, standing directly beside it. 
 
    I felt my heart flutter and turned to Queen Kevin, directly to my left. I nervously gulped, but she seemed as confident as ever. Suddenly music began to play, and I quickly faced forward again. Kevin moved down the aisle now, and I followed suit. 
 
    “The bride is already at the altar,” I noted, keeping my voice down. 
 
    “Yes, and she looks happy to see you,” Kevin replied, matching my volume. 
 
    “Is this typical?” 
 
    “Is what typical?” 
 
    “Is it typical for the bride to wait at the altar and for the groom to walk down the aisle?” 
 
    “Yes, Ryan. This is typical in both the Marsh and Gelovian cultures. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “We do it the opposite way on Earth.” 
 
    “You are not on Earth anymore, Ryan. This is your home now.” 
 
    As Kevin and I slowly moved down the aisle, I caught a glimpse of some Marsh women in attendance. I could not help but stare. If I thought Princess Mayra was a shagadelic babe, these women were goddesses by comparison. I don’t mean to get too detailed here, but… well… just listen to the next bits of dialog and you’ll get the picture. 
 
    “Those women there,” I said, motioning to some of them in attendance. “Who are they?” 
 
    “Those are your bride’s mentors, friends and relatives. The one to the left was her childhood teacher. The two in the middle are her closest servants. The other two are her aunts,” Kevin explained as we continued along. 
 
    “You mean all those women are older than Mayra? They look so…” I couldn’t find the words. 
 
    “Ugly?” Kevin said, keeping her voice as quiet as she could. Thankfully, I don’t think anyone heard her but me. “Yes, I know,” Kevin continued. “As Marsh women age, their breasts grow fuller and perkier, their waists grow narrower, their skin grows smoother. It is truly horrifying. I am sorry you must experience this fate with your wife-to-be.” 
 
    “Uh… yeah,” I replied. “My thoughts exactly,” I lied. 
 
    So that was pretty shick. On top of everything, now I had that to look forward to. This was starting to feel like the best thing that would ever happen to me. 
 
    Until suddenly… 
 
    A pink-skinned Marsh man stepped out from the seats and stopped before me and Kevin in the aisle. He looked about the same age as King Gnik, however old that is, and had a fiery look in his eyes. 
 
    “There shall be no peace between the Gelovian Empire and the Marsh Colonies!” this man shouted before suddenly revealing what looked like some kind of pistol from his jacket. 
 
    Instinct took over in that instant. I dropped to the floor, just as a laser blast passed over my head, knocking that stupid hat off. Now with my head free of that idiotic headpiece, I felt as light as a bird. I desperately crawled forward as shouts and the sounds of chaos echoed through the chamber. 
 
    “Get him!” someone screamed. 
 
    “He’s a traitor!” hollered someone else. 
 
    I didn’t know if they were talking about me or the shooter, but I continued crawling to the exit, undeterred. When I finally got there, I stood up and sprinted out the room. I ran down the hall, then ran down the next hall and the next and the next until I was good and lost. 
 
    I stopped for a moment in the middle of a long hallway to lean down and catch my breath. I was not necessarily out of shape, but that didn’t mean I was in shape either. Running was not part of my regular routine, let’s just put it at that. I panted like a furry dog on a sweltering day. Hopefully, I’d lost whoever was trying to kill me. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I said to myself aloud. “What just happened?” 
 
    I’d never been shot at before and I know what you’re thinking: didn’t you live in Philly? Yeah, yeah, enough with the Philly crime jokes (save those for Camden). Seriously, I’d never been shot at before, so you could say this was a “virgin-moment” for me. 
 
    I shook. I tapped my feet. I blinked my eyes. In all senses of the word, I was panicked. But I knew I had to keep my cool somehow. 
 
    Footsteps echoed from the direction of the wedding chamber. I looked to the source of the noise as a Marsh man quickly rounded the corner, wielding some sort of staff in his hands. 
 
    Naturally, I turned and ran the other way. 
 
    “No, don’t go!” the man shouted at me. “I’m not here to hurt you! I’m here to protect you!” 
 
    I didn’t know who to trust, so I just kept going. I ran as far and as fast as I could until my lungs would not allow me to run anymore. The Marsh man caught up to me faster than I care to admit. 
 
    “Stop!” he said. He grabbed me by the shoulders and spun me around, staring me in the eyes. 
 
    I tried to get away, but I was just too tired. I stumbled and fell to the floor. 
 
    The man kindly reached out his hand and I stared up at him. There was a warmth in his eyes. I didn’t know if I could trust him, but if he wanted to kill me, I figured he would have done it by now. I instinctively grabbed his hand and allowed him to help pull me up. 
 
    “I have him,” the man said. 
 
    “What?” I replied. 
 
    “No, not you.” 
 
    “What?” I repeated, still not following. 
 
    “I’m talking to someone on the radio, not you,” the man explained. 
 
    “Oh.” That made sense. 
 
    “Yes, I have him here,” the man continued, obviously still talking to someone else. “He is, thankfully, unharmed. Meet at my location. We are not far from the ceremony. I’m sending a tracking signal now.” The man faced me. “How are you?” 
 
    “Are you talking to me now?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes.” He nodded his head. 
 
    “Uhm… if I’m being honest, I’m a bit scared. Someone shot at me.” 
 
    “I saw,” the man replied. “But stay with me and you’ll be safe. My name is Draug. I am part of the royal guard. More guards are on their way.” 
 
    “Draug. Cool name,” I said. 
 
    “Thank you. It was given to me by my parents. But that is not important right now. Your safety is my current priority. The man who shot you is a radical, a known terrorist in the Marsh Colonies. Somehow he must have slipped through our security. I can’t believe we missed him!” 
 
    “Did you catch him?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not,” Draug replied. A look of regret formed across his face. “He slipped into the crowd during the chaos. He’s still out there somewhere.” 
 
    “Damn. That’s bouge,” I said, lowering my gaze to the floor. 
 
    “That’s what?” 
 
    “Bouge. It means ‘that sucks’,” I explained, meeting Draug’s eyes again. 
 
    “What sucks?” 
 
    “The fact that the shooter got away. That sucks.” 
 
    “Sucks? You mean to wrap your lips around someone’s fingers?” 
 
    “No, not that. Look, never mind. Forget it.” 
 
    “I cannot forget about sucking. It is an important part of our culture,” Draug replied. “Why do you wish for me to forget about sucking?” 
 
    I didn’t even bother responding to that. There was no use even trying to explain. I simply waved my hands and switched to another topic. 
 
    “When will the other guards get here?” I asked. 
 
    “They should be here soon. I just sent my coordinates.” 
 
    As if right on cue, four more guards suddenly rounded the corner. Each of them carried similar staffs in their hands. They approached me with worried expressions across their faces. 
 
    “Draug, it is good to see you safe with Princess Mayra’s groom,” one of the guards said. 
 
    “What is the status of Princess Mayra?” I asked, hoping that one of these guys knew what happened to her. 
 
    “You need not worry about her. She is safe, like you. I would be more concerned about Queen Kevin,” the same guard replied. 
 
    “Why? What happened to Queen Kevin?” 
 
    The guard lowered his head and took a short step forward. He let out a deep sigh, then met my eyes. 
 
    “The shooter got a few shots off. Luckily none hit you, but one struck Kevin. The blast was fatal. I am sorry to inform you, sir, that your Queen is dead.” 
 
    “My god,” I muttered. “Not Kevin.” 
 
    I hardly knew Kevin, but for some reason, her death hit me hard in that moment. I didn’t know what to do or say. My muscles felt weak. My heart raced. 
 
    “I know this is difficult news to hear,” Draug said, stepping forward and placing his hand on my shoulder, “but we need to keep you safe now. Our priority is to move you as far away as possible from the shooter.” 
 
    I met the guard’s gaze and slowly nodded my head. I couldn’t say much in that moment, but I understood. 
 
    “Right,” I replied. “Lead the way.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Hiding from a Killer 
 
    Draug and his fellow royal guards led me to a secure room aboard the Tuna. Once inside, I took a seat beside a long table and leaned down with my face in my hands. I could feel the sweat cover my trembling palms. 
 
    “Here, drink this. It will calm you down,” one of the guards said as he dispensed some sort of orangish/yellowish liquid from a container and poured it into a glass. 
 
    I leaned forward and accepted the glass from the guard’s hand. The drink smelled pleasant enough. I took a sip and smiled. Sure enough, it seemed to do the trick. I instantly felt much calmer. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “Fruit of the cow,” the guard replied. 
 
    “Fruit of the cow? You mean milk?” I said. This certainly didn’t taste like milk. It was far too acidic. 
 
    “No, we would not dare milk a cow! To get close enough would be suicide! I don’t know what you call cows on Earth, but on our world, cows are powerful and dangerous monsters. They have six limbs, long tusks and claws as sharp as spears.” 
 
    That seemed to be the answer to everything. I rolled my eyes and placed the glass down onto the table next to me. 
 
    “Damn, here we go again! Everything is dangerous. Are there any animals that people actually keep as pets around here?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, of course,” the guard replied. “Common household pets include things like tigers, wolves, cobras, raptors, sharks and hamsters.” 
 
    “Well at least you have hamsters. That part makes sense.” 
 
    “Yes, hamsters make popular guard animals,” the guard confirmed. 
 
    I sighed, not wanting to ask what a hamster looked like in this culture. 
 
    “So… anyway, if I’m not drinking milk, then what is this?” I asked. I took another sip of the delicious beverage again. 
 
    “That’s simple. You are drinking urine.” 
 
    I spat it out immediately. 
 
    “What?” I asked as I placed it back on the table. 
 
    “Urine. Do you not use this word in your culture? It is what we call the liquid excrement stored in the bladder and evacuated through the-” 
 
    “No, we use the word. We just don’t… drink it,” I explained, interrupting the guard mid-sentence. 
 
    “Stow your talk of urine and bladders,” Draug said in a serious tone. He stared down at some sort of monitor in his grasp. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked, glad that Draug was forcing us to change the conversation. 
 
    “I am monitoring the status of our shooter. It seems the Marsh police and royal guard are both unable to locate the fugitive aboard the Tuna,” he explained. “However, there has been a report of a break in at the medical wing, not too far from this location.” 
 
    “The medical wing?” I repeated. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It could be an injured bystander from the shootout in desperate need of medicine,” Draug began. 
 
    “Or?” I knew there was more to this. 
 
    “Or it could be our shooter,” Draug explained as he let out a deep breath. “He could have been injured in the chaos and now seeks medical attention. Perhaps a wedding attendee managed to harm him in some way prior to his escape.” 
 
    “What should we do?” I asked. 
 
    “You shouldn’t do anything,” Draug responded. “Stay here and do not leave. I will go to the medical wing and investigate. Hopefully it is nothing.” 
 
    “Good luck, Draug,” the other four guards said in unison. 
 
    Draug nodded back to them, then promptly exited the room. 
 
    Once he was gone, one of the guards sighed and motioned to the tub of cow piss. 
 
    “I’d like some of that,” he said. 
 
    Gross. 
 
    “I hope it does not bother you to sit here and wait for danger to pass,” one of the other guards said, taking a seat next to me. I was happy that this guy started talking, because I really didn’t want to think about cow pee for another second. 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “It’s fine. It’s not my first time waiting out danger like this.” 
 
    “It’s not?” 
 
    “No,” I replied. 
 
    “When have you been in this situation before, I wonder?” 
 
    “Well… maybe not a situation exactly like this, but there was this one time…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 August 1976: A Tangential Flashback Sequence 
 
    The year was 1976. It was August on a Monday and, as a lonely single man, I did what we lonely single men do: I visited a local dining establishment by myself. It was in the evening and the place was about to close soon, so few people were out and about. 
 
    Okay, that makes it sound fancier than it was. I suppose I should clarify: this was a McDonald’s. 
 
    I know it’s not the best place to eat, but it’s cheap and fast and Philadelphia was full of them. I had my order down whenever I went. I would always get a quarter pounder, which was one of their newer sandwich items, with fries and a cola. Yum! 
 
    So here I was with my regular order, sitting in the McDonald’s at nighttime when suddenly a dude busted in dressed with a ski mask on his face and a bag in his hands. Now if this was the dead of winter or something, then maybe the ski mask thing might be justified, but this was August. I knew instantly that there was no way this was going to go well. 
 
    As you’d expect, he was a robber. 
 
    “Everybody, stay calm and nobody gets hurt!” the man shouted right away. 
 
    There weren’t a lot of customers in the restaurant at this time of night, but those who were there all got down and quiet, myself included. The staff meanwhile, froze. They put their hands to the air and didn’t move a muscle. They seemed petrified. 
 
    The robber moved to the front desk. 
 
    “Alright, guys. I want the money to go here in this bag!” he demanded. 
 
    The kid behind the counter must have been like 17 or 18. He eyed up the burglar, then lowered his hands from the air as the look of fear slowly washed away from his face. 
 
    “Wait…” the kid said. “Darrell, is that you?” He leaned forward, as if studying the man through the mask. 
 
    “No, it’s not me, Rick. Just put the money in the bag!” the burglar replied. He sounded frustrated. “And get me some of them extra knives and forks.” 
 
    “You want me to give you money and knives and forks?” the kid repeated. 
 
    “Yeah, cheese weasel, do what I say!” the burglar shouted back. 
 
    “Holy smokes, that is you, Darrell!” a young woman said, emerging from the back. She did not appear the slightest bit worried. “Can’t stay away from the gig, huh?” she asked. 
 
    “No, Cindy, it’s not me! Just tell Rick to put the money in the-” 
 
    “Wait… do you guys know this man?” one of the older customers interrupted. He was dressed in a suit and tie as if he had just come from a late night at the office. He calmly stood up and joined the others at the front desk. 
 
    “Yeah, this is Darrell. He works here,” the woman explained. 
 
    “No, I’m not Darrell! Stop saying that, guys!” the frustrated burglar said. “Quit bogarting the money!” 
 
    “Dude, we recognize your voice. We literally work with you. We know what you sound like,” the kid retorted. “Did you really think we wouldn’t know it was you?” 
 
    Then another man came from the back and stopped next to the burglar. He was considerably older than the others and had a nametag that read “manager”. 
 
    “Darrell,” the manager said. “Why are you robbing your own place of work?” 
 
    The burglar turned to face the manager and stared him in the eyes. 
 
    “I… I…” 
 
    “Take off that stupid mask, Darrell,” the manager demanded, pointing to the ski mask. 
 
    The burglar did as he was ordered. The look on his face showed that he was ashamed of himself. It almost reminded me of the look a guilty toddler gives to their parents. 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir. It won’t happen again,” he said. He faced the floor, as if too ashamed to make eye contact with his boss. 
 
    “It had better not.” The manager sighed and patted his employee on the shoulder. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    “My next shift isn’t until Wednesday.” 
 
    “I’ll see you Wednesday, then.” 
 
    “Okay. Sorry, sir.” 
 
    “That’s alright, Darrell. Just don’t do it again.” 
 
    “Alright.” 
 
    And with those words, the burglar turned and slowly walked back out of the restaurant. 
 
    That’s exactly what happened. I kid you not. I remember it like it was yesterday. 
 
    And that, my friends, is the only other time I sat in a room waiting for danger to pass. It was a bit tangential, I know, but hell, what are you going to do about it? It was an interesting story, right? 
 
    Will it come back and be relevant for the story later? 
 
    Nope. Sorry. Deal with it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Live Animal Storage 
 
    “That tale is one of great intrigue and suspense. Thank you for sharing it with us,” one of the guards said after I had told my McDonald’s story. 
 
    “I agree. Your storytelling abilities are strong!” added another. 
 
    “Thank you,” I replied. “I appreciate it. But I’m sure as royal guards, you all have way more interesting stories than I do.” 
 
    “Not really, no,” said another. “Our tales mostly involve following VIPs around. There is not much else to say. We rarely see much action. Days like today are… an anomaly.” 
 
    “I see.” Somehow those words did not quite put me at ease. 
 
    Pew! Pew! 
 
    Suddenly I heard some sort of laser gun shots blasting from the hall. I sat up and the guards instantly turned to face the door, grasping their spears tightly in hand. 
 
    “What was that?” I asked. 
 
    “Clearly someone is firing a weapon,” one of the guards noted. 
 
    “Clearly,” I repeated. 
 
    One of the guards cautiously pulled on the door handle. He opened it up and stepped out into the hallway with his spear tightly grasped. He did not get far before a laser blast singed the front of his chest, causing him to jump back in shock. 
 
    “We’re under attack!” one of the guards shouted. 
 
    “Subdue the attacker, now!” cried another. 
 
    Two more guards rushed out of the room, leaving me with only one remaining guard for my protection (just my luck, it was the one with a glass of cow pee). Within seconds, I heard the sounds of bodies drop against the metal floor of the hall. 
 
    Though I could not see anything from where I sat, I knew instantly that the attacker had taken out the remaining guards. 
 
    Now it was just me and the pee drinker. 
 
    I shivered in horror. I could not remember ever feeling so afraid, so vulnerable. The world around me seemed so quiet and I stared straight at the doorway, not wanting to look away for even a second. It was as if I were transfixed. 
 
    Pew! Pew! 
 
    More laser blasts erupted from the hallway, but the sound of weapons fire didn’t last long. Within seconds, it quieted down again. Before I knew it, the world was still and silent once more. It stayed this way for a few seconds. 
 
    Then, something happened. A bloody pink hand curled around the frame of the door. The guard angled his spear forward, ready for anything as I quivered in the back. But as the figure rounded the doorway, I realized that it was not the attacker. Instead, it was Draug. 
 
    “Draug!” I said, sitting up. I was so relieved to see him. My heart fluttered, and I let out a deep exhale of relief. 
 
    The guard lowered his spear and took a few steps toward his colleague. 
 
    “Draug,” the guard said, “you come at a most needed hour. The others have all perished.” 
 
    “They have,” Draug confirmed as he limped into the room. Half his body was covered in blood. “I saw the attacker. He was just outside this very door, but I managed to scare him off with a few shots of my own.” 
 
    Draug tossed his bloody pistol onto the floor and fell on the tabletop. Blood covered everything. 
 
    “What happened to you?” I asked. 
 
    “I found the attacker in the medical wing. We battled, but he was better armed. I managed to steal one of his pistols, but only after being badly injured in combat,” Draug explained. He coughed as he spoke. “Rather than kill me at the end of our fight, the coward ran off. I knew instantly that you were in danger, so I came as fast as I could. Unfortunately, I wasn’t fast enough.” 
 
    “Three of our group may have perished, but the VIP is still alive. The objective is safe,” the other guard said. 
 
    I could not help but shiver at those words. Was my life really more important than the life of the three guards who died for me? Or, for that matter, the life of Queen Kevin, who died in the crossfire? 
 
    Oh shit, close the shades! Stop, stop, stop. Pause the story! 
 
    It just occurred to me that Draug is ‘Guard’ backwards. Holy shit, are you serious? This is wizard. Honestly, what’s with all these names? Is this intentional? It’s got to be intentional, right? 
 
    Alright, alright, guys. I know that I’m getting off topic again. Sorry about that. I guess I tend to go on tangents like that, but hey, that’s what you get when you read a story written in the first person. 
 
    Okay… where was I? Ah yes, now I remember. Draug had just told us about how he scared the attacker away and he was bleeding out everywhere all over the place. It was grody. 
 
    “I’m calling for backup,” the guard said as he peered out through the door, making sure the hallway was now clear. 
 
    “Good thinking,” Draug said, struggling to get the words out as he bled all over the table. 
 
    “I’m going to-” 
 
    Pew! 
 
    Suddenly the guard dropped to the floor as he peered out. His body sizzled under the laser burn. 
 
    “No!” I shouted, knowing that Draug was too weak to protect me. I was basically on my own now. 
 
    “Quick, Ryan, grab my gun!” Draug said, motioning to the pistol on the floor. 
 
    I crawled to the weapon and picked it up, feeling it in my hands. I had never held a gun before (again, save the crime jokes for Camden), but I figured it couldn’t be too hard to use. Just point and shoot, I thought to myself. After all, it looked similar enough to a human firearm. 
 
    Footsteps echoed from the hall. I lifted the gun and aimed it to the doorway. As soon as the door came open, I squeezed the trigger. A laser blast erupted from my weapon and singed the intruder, who fell down onto his back. 
 
    “That’s him!” Draug shouted. “Run, Ryan, run!” 
 
    I did as Draug commanded. I bolted out of there as fast as I could, taking advantage of this momentary window of opportunity. My muscles ached, but I ignored the pain. I just wanted to get as far away from that shooter as possible. 
 
    My aimless run took me to a part of the ship marked ‘live animal storage’. I wasn’t quite sure what that meant, but I ran into that sector and leaned down to catch my breath. I had taken a random route to get here, so I figured there was no way the attacker could know where to find me. 
 
    I was wrong. 
 
    Only seconds later, that familiar sound of footsteps echoed through the halls. Somehow, he had found me. 
 
    “Ryan of Earth!” the attacker shouted. His voice seemed to bounce off every surface. 
 
    I crouched behind a box and sat still. 
 
    “Ryan of Earth!” the attacker repeated. “I will find you! You cannot hide! Your human scent is pungent and my nose is strong.” 
 
    So that’s how he found me. 
 
    “This marriage between you and Princess Mayra… it makes me sick!” he continued. “The Grelovian Empire is our enemy. To form a union with those disgusting slugs is treachery!” 
 
    I grasped Draug’s stolen pistol tightly. 
 
    “I know who you are,” I replied, still not exactly sure where my enemy was, but I figured I would speak back anyway. “I was told you were a radical, a terrorist in the Marsh Colonies.” 
 
    “Grelovian lies!” 
 
    “No, not Grelovian lies. It was a Marsh man who told me those words, the same Marsh man you left bloody on that table. Your own people do not even support your wild ambitions!” 
 
    “They do not understand!” the attacker shouted back. 
 
    At last, the man rounded a corner and I saw him clearly. Like Draug, he was bloody, but continued along undeterred nonetheless. He made eye contact with me and raised his pistol. 
 
    I rolled behind the crate just in time as a laser blast singed the edge of my cover. I could feel the heat around me. 
 
    Out of ideas, I blindly lifted my own gun above the crate and squeezed the trigger a few times, not sure whether my shots were doing any good. After a few shots, I pulled the gun back down and listened. 
 
    The footsteps continued. My enemy was unscathed. 
 
    I peered around the edge and met my attacker’s foot as he kicked me straight in the face. The hit knocked me on my back. I didn’t even realize he was so close. 
 
    “Ryan, your time has come,” the man declared, pointing his gun down to me. 
 
    I squirmed along the floor. My gun was lost to me. I must have dropped it when I fell onto my back. 
 
    “Any final words?” the Marsh man asked. 
 
    I turned to look at the crate next to me. In that moment, my eyes scanned the words inscribed on the side. I couldn’t believe it. ‘Hamsters’ it said. 
 
    No way. 
 
    I rolled to the side and unlocked the case just as the shooter squeezed his trigger. A laser blast burned the floor. I quickly stood up and bounded out of the way as the crate opened and a long tentacle emerged from the box. 
 
    “Oh no, not that!” the horrified attacker shouted in fear as a green tentacle wrapped around his leg, forcing him onto the floor. The attacker dropped his gun. 
 
    I backed up, taking a few steps away from the hamster cage. I was terrified of the sight, but strangely enough, I couldn’t look away. 
 
    The massive tentacle dragged my attacker into the crate and, only seconds later, I heard a strong chomping sound as if it were eating him alive, bones and all. A series of screams followed. 
 
    At that point, two thoughts raced through my head. Firstly, I was relieved that my attacker was finally subdued. Secondly, I was horrified that this hamster would eat me like it ate him. 
 
    I was paralyzed for about 10 seconds, simply staring straight forward. Then I sprinted out of there as fast as I could, putting as much space between me and that hamster as possible. 
 
    I could see now why they made such good guard animals. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Finally, A Valentine’s Day Wedding 
 
    A few hours later, everyone was cleaned up and safe. The shooter was dead as a doorknob and the Marsh people’s equivalent of animal control came to take care of the now-freed hamster. 
 
    Despite the chaos that had turned life in the Tuna upside down for everybody, the wedding ceremony was still on. According to the Marsh people, nothing, not even a near death experience, would stop this event. 
 
    I’ll admit, I was still a bit shaken, but part of me liked that the wedding was still happening. After all, this ceremony was just the thing I needed to forget about the fact that I was almost killed by a terrorist. 
 
    The Grelovians had found my old hat (just what I always wanted) and made sure I was all dressed up like I was supposed to be. Joyce was particularly glad (I think) to see me back in my silly attire. 
 
    I took a deep breath as I stood outside the wedding hall for the second time. I closed my eyes and reflected on the wild chase that I’d been through and survived. When I reopened my eyes again, Draug stood before me with both arms in casts. 
 
    “Draug,” I said, smiling. “You’re alive!” 
 
    “I am,” he replied, limping forward. 
 
    “Your arms… are they?” 
 
    “Are they what?” 
 
    “Broken?” I asked. 
 
    “They are not broken, no. They are simply bruised.” 
 
    “Then why the casts?” 
 
    “Casts?” Draug looked confused as he repeated the word. He shook his head. “No, these are not casts. These are ceremonial sleeves. It is customary for the brother of the bride to wear such attire.” 
 
    “Brother of the…?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Draug said, nodding. “I am Princess Mayra’s brother. But before you ask, I am no prince. I gave up my right to the throne long ago. It has always been my dream to be a royal guard.” 
 
    “I see,” I lied. In reality, that made no sense. Why would anyone want to be a guard instead of a prince? “Well,” I continued, “I am glad to see that you are doing well. We are to be brothers-in-law soon.” 
 
    “Yes, we are. The law will always be on our side.” 
 
    “No, not law… I mean… never mind.” 
 
    “Are you ready?” a deep voice asked, prompting me to turn and face the speaker.  
 
    Gorgumspot stood next to me with a crown atop her head. 
 
    “Gorgumspot,” I said, smiling. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I am the new Queen of the Empire,” she explained. “Queen Kevin shall be sorely missed. She was a ruler of incredible passion and wisdom, but her time came to pass as all things do.” 
 
    “You’re the ruler now?” I repeated. “Groovy! How did that happen?” 
 
    “Yes, groovy indeed,” Gorgumspot agreed. “I was always to be her successor. Our line of succession is clear.” 
 
    “But why you?” I wondered. “I thought you were her assistant.” 
 
    “I was Queen Kevin’s assistant, yes, but I was also her sister.” 
 
    “Her sister?” I repeated. “Is everyone here related?” 
 
    “Most of us, yes,” Gorgumspot confirmed. 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “Come now, Ryan. Let us go,” she said, bringing us back on topic. “Your marriage awaits!” 
 
    I smiled. She was right. In this moment, none of the craziness of this world really mattered anymore. All that mattered was that right now, I would marry the woman of my dreams. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Like last time, I entered the ornate chamber decorated with stunning flowers and banners. I smiled again as the crowd of Marsh people and Gelovians alike turned to face me with Queen Gorgumspot by my side. 
 
    Princess Mayra smiled at me as she stood next to the altar on the opposite side of the room, still wearing her beautiful dress made of stunning shimmering jewels. 
 
    Suddenly music began to play. I felt my heart flutter again and nervously gulped as Gorgumspot and I slooowly walked down the aisle together. 
 
    We said nothing as we moved along. No more words needed to be spoken. 
 
    30 minutes later, we safely reached the altar. Thankfully nobody wanted to shoot at me this time. 
 
    I stared at my bride and she stared back. I had never seen anyone look at me the way she looked at me then. There are no words to describe the feeling of joy that rushed over me in that moment. 
 
    “Hi,” she whispered through her smile. 
 
    “Hi,” I whispered back. 
 
    I was so giddy, I’d almost forgotten about the one-ton weight on my head until a feather fell down and dangled before my eyes. I wiped it away. 
 
    The pink-skinned Marsh priest, or whatever he was, stepped forward now, holding a book in both hands. He stopped before us and smiled. 
 
    “Dearly beloved,” he began. “Please present your fingers.” 
 
    I did as he asked. I stuck my fingers out. I should have known he was going to suck on them. Goddammit, why had I forgotten all about that? 
 
    I pulled my moist fingers back and held my hands by my sides, wanting so badly to wipe them off on something. 
 
    The priest then sucked on Mayra’s fingers too. She didn’t seem bothered by it at all. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said. His eyes lowered to the pages of his book and he cleared his throat. “The crazy daisy is lazy in the hazy maze-y,” he began. “Let us all peruse the shoes that we choose to use, or we lose the booze cruise that we refused to use.” The priest looked directly at me now. “Do not forget these words, Ryan.” 
 
    “I… I won’t,” I said, nodding to the man. 
 
    “Good.” He turned to Mayra now and looked down at the book again. “Abort the sort of sport that will court your fort,” he read. “And most importantly, the bee’s knees freeze the trees from making a sneeze with keys and glees.” 
 
    “I understand,” Mayra replied, nodding to the priest, or whatever he was. 
 
    “Good,” he said back to her. “And now a passage for both of you that I have selected from the Holy Book of Xtylipodese.” He cleared his throat and looked down. “Ring-a-ting ting, two cats share their bling. They eat their pudding in the morning sun. Ring-a-dung dung.” He turned the page. “Rooty-toot toot, two men share a boot. The boot is quite large, so all four feet can fit at once. Ring-a-ding ding, the mouse eats the thing. The thing is a tuna, which we all know is ferocious.” And with those words, he closed the book. 
 
    “Is that it?” I asked. 
 
    “You must heed those words, Ryan. Do not be so quick to move on. The lessons in this sacred text may one day save your life,” the priest said. “The same words formed the foundation for my own marriage to my lovely wife, Efiw.” 
 
    Oh my god. Ewif is ‘Wife’ backwards. What the hell… 
 
    “I see,” I lied, simply wanting to move this ceremony along. 
 
    “Who here has the rings?” he asked. 
 
    Rings… thank you! I was so happy to hear those words. For once, something was the same as on Earth. 
 
    “I do,” King Gnik said, standing up from the seats. He walked over and presented two rings, both shiny and silver. They were beautiful. 
 
    “Thank you. Ryan, Mayra, please take these rings,” the priest said. 
 
    Not sure which one was meant for me, I waited until Mayra took hers, then I took mine. 
 
    “Please place them on your fingers,” the priest continued. 
 
    I eagerly did as he asked. 
 
    “And now, as tradition dictates, you may now suck them from each other’s fingers,” the priest said in a tone of enthusiasm. 
 
    I paused. That was not what I expected. But before I could even react, Mayra’s mouth was on my hand. She pulled the ring off with her tongue and spat it out onto the floor. 
 
    “What the hell,” I muttered as I leaned in and did the same to her. 
 
    As I pulled the ring off her finger and spat it down, the priest turned to face the audience and said, “May I present, for the first time, Mister and Misses Ryan Simpson!” 
 
    A crowd of thunderous applause responded, sending a weird wave of pride through my spine. 
 
    I smiled as I stared out before the crowd of Marsh people and Gelovians. Tears formed in the eyes of Gorgumspot, Joyce, Draug and Gnik, along with the many other faces I did not know. 
 
    Somehow, Mayra’s moist fingers found mine. She grasped my hand and I grasped hers. 
 
    Despite all the weirdness that had happened, in that moment I knew that everything was going to be okay. 
 
    For the first time on Valentine’s Day, I was not alone. And something told me that I would never be alone on Valentine’s Day ever again. 
 
      
 
    … until Mayra eventually died a few years later, because the Marsh people have short lifespans. But anyway, that’s neither here nor there. 
 
    Sorry, I know I tend to digress. Ignore that last part. 
 
      
 
    How about this… and we all lived happily ever after. How’s that for an ending? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
    — — — 
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 The Unbelievers 
 
    by Bill Patterson 
 
    The Fleet runs on things they don't teach you in school.  But in the war against the Poon, sometimes you need naifs fresh out of the Academy to win. 
 
    The Academy class of 2360 seemed normal, but when they entered the Fleet, strange things happened around them.  Proven medical procedures no longer worked.  Power conduits exploded. Crew died of radiation sickness where there had never been any before.  It was going to lose the war with the Poon.  Something had to be done. 
 
    The 'Sixties' were recalled.  Tested.  Examined.  Then, on a forgotten planet on the backside of a penal colony, the few Sixties who were…abnormal…were remade into a potent weapon that no Poon warrior could resist.  Now it was the Poon who were falling apart.  The only question that mattered to the fifteen grads who survived the mission was: how do we get home again? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Broken Symmetry 
 
    Agarwahl Singh had just enough time to gape as the Poon's energy beam touched off the fuel canisters in the launch bay, sending roiling balls of flame his way, before the emergency pressure door slammed shut, trapping his arm, but not severing it. 
 
    The door did a good job of keeping the blast of flame in the launch bay, not letting the screaming man go, and just failing to cut all the way through the limb. Agarwahl felt the hair on his trapped arm crisping in the roar of combusting fuel.  
 
    “Mkembe!  Help me!” he shouted, in between screaming behind clenched teeth while the fire ate through his coverall and began blistering his flesh. 
 
    “Hang on!” Mkembe said, racing to the door controls and working on them. The airlock doors for the assault bay opened a half meter, and the fire in the launch bay raced for the blackness of space. Mkembe waited five seconds, then shut the airlock doors and began refilling the launch bay with air. 
 
    Agarwahl's pain eased, settling down to a dull throb. “Thanks, Mkembe. Now, if you could just get this door open, I can see if I'll have to go into regeneration or not.” 
 
    The door stopped its crushing pressure, then slowly, almost reluctantly retracted, freeing the man's arm. Mkembe moved to catch Agarwahl, but stopped, turned to the launch bay, and stared horrified at the heaps of unconscious crewmen scattered around. 
 
    Agarwahl retained consciousness only long enough to see that he wasn't the only one who was going to Sick Bay. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “We're kinda used to feast or famine around here,” said Doctor Joswiak, as he reported to Captain Fitch of the Sword of Benares. “Good thing they're just vacuum exposure injuries—those are pretty simple to fix. A little hyperbaric oxygen, a shot of surfactant down the trachea, and they're up and around in about an hour. How'd the fight go?” 
 
    The Captain sat back, relieved. Mkembe Schwartz was one of those crewmen who acts like a screw-up (who opens the airlock on a fully occupied launch bay?) but in the end seems like genius. True, he had only opened the airlock doors a little, so nobody got sucked out into space, but tell that to the men who were getting their lungs flushed out with blue foam. The fire was nowhere near the launch bay crew. The only damage was right around the door that trapped Agarwahl's arm. The launch crews wanted to kill Mkembe, but he did manage to save Agarwahl's arm, and Aggie was well liked by the lung-damaged men.  
 
    “Just before the Poon attacked, we got a replacement drone with a bunch of new crew. We've got a new intern for you, doc,” said the Captain. 
 
    “Oh, good!” said Joswiak. 
 
    “I mean he's someone who will be doing residency here, not some unemployed college girl,” said the Captain Fitch, his eyes hardening. 
 
    “Uh, yeah, that's what I meant, Captain,” Joswiak backpedaled swiftly. “I could always use a helping hand around here.” 
 
    “Good, he's on his way, and should be there right about now. Talk with you later, Doc.” The link light blinked out, and the screen reverted to the standard victory display image. 
 
    “Doctor, I have an Ensign Nick Hintz, a new intern,” said Nurse Jordan. “He was ready to leap into triage, but I thought I'd bring him to you first.” 
 
    Joswiak looked up from the intercom to see Nurse Jordan, a compact, no-nonsense woman with one hand in a death-grip on the wallmesh and a second on the sleeve of the new intern. 
 
    “Thank you, nurse, you may get back to your patients,” he said. 
 
    “Doctor Joswiak, I am…” said the young man. 
 
    “I heard the nurse, Ensign,” said Doctor Joswiak. “So let me cut through things a bit, since we're busy today. You're Nick, unless we're around crew, then you're Doctor. I am always Doctor. Clear?” 
 
    “Yes, Doctor,” said Nick, a bit crestfallen. “Should I go help in triage?” 
 
    “No, Nurse Jordan has that well in hand. I want you to help out on the table. Ever done a surfactant flush?” 
 
    “Not since I did neonatal,” said Nick. “Is there an outbreak of cystic fibrosis here?” 
 
    “No, just vacuum exposure.” 
 
    Nick stared at the doctor. “Vacuum exposure? That's a medical emergency!  You need plasma replacement, a heart-lung machine to keep the blood oxygenated, and maybe even a unit or two of blood. Surfactant doesn’t enter into it.” 
 
    “It does here. Everyone on board the Sword of Benares gets a dose of the breath-sucker eventually, and you need to know how to treat it. Keep them sitting up, slip an endotracheal tube in there, and mist some surfactant into one lung, then switch to the other side and do the other lung. Gotta talk to them throughout; tell them how much the treatment works, because they're going to feel like they're drowning. Ten minutes, tops, and then they're out of danger.” 
 
    Nick shook his head. “I've never heard of this.” 
 
    “School doesn't teach you everything. Now, let's go to the ward.” Doctor Joswiak walked briskly to where men were being wheeled into the operating theaters. 
 
    “Gown up.” Joswiak stuck his hands straight out in front of him, and a pulse of ultrasound and ultraviolet light bathed his arms for two minutes. A textured-paper gown slid out on a rail, wrapping smoothly around the experienced surgeon. A scrub nurse tied the pure white gown securely around Doctor Joswiak. 
 
    Nick tried to follow his superior's example, but his outstretched arms punched right through the paper gown, knocking it to the floor. The scrub nurse looked at him with disgust, dialed the system to manual, retrieved another gown by hand, and dressed him like a small boy. 
 
    “Come on, Doctor, the men need us now!” shouted Joswiak over his shoulder as he head-butted the swinging door to the treatment ward.  
 
    Nick struggled to keep up, arriving at the swinging door at exactly the wrong moment. The rounded edge of the door caught him vertically on the forehead, opening a two centimeter pressure cut just under his hairline. He felt a small trickle of blood inching its way down the front of his face. Cursing softly, he slid up to the first treatment table just as Doctor Joswiak looked for him. 
 
    He sees the blood. Dammit!  My first day, too. 
 
    Joswiak said nothing, though Nick thought he saw a slight tightening around the man's eyes. “Endotracheal,” he snapped, as if Nick was a junior nurse. 
 
    Nick turned to the instrument table beside him, the bewildering array of instruments confusing him for a moment. 
 
    “Snap to it, doctor!  This man needs help now.” 
 
    Nick found the tube and thrust it at Joswiak. His eyes lingered on the instrument tray, trying to recognize and fix the positions of the various items on it. He realized that Doctor Joswiak had not taken the endotracheal tube out of his hand. He looked up to see a monumental frown on his boss's face. 
 
    “Doctor Hintz, I want you to place the endotracheal tube under my supervision. Do it now.” Joswiak's voice was cold and hard. 
 
    Nick looked at the patient for the first time. The man's lips were blue with a bit of frothing saliva at their corners. He was struggling to breathe and looked with huge eyes at the long plastic tubing. 
 
    “Just relax,” said Nick, with what he thought was a calming voice. Dammit, I don't even know the patient's name!  I can't break scrub to look on the chart, either. Surfactant flush!  How absurd—that's something you do with a premature baby or someone with cystic fibrosis.  
 
    Once he had the man's head in his hands, his training took over, and he slipped the tube down the man's throat and into the trachea with ease. 
 
    “There you go. Now, we'll mist in some medication to replace what the vacuum took out. It's going to feel a little weird, but don't worry, you'll be just fine,” said Nick. 
 
    Well, I'm not senior here. If this man's been in vacuum, he's probably going to die in a few hours anyway, and it will all be on Joswiak—I told him the textbook answer, and he's cowboying it, the idiot. 
 
    He took up the syringe and pushed some of the blue-tinged fluid down the tube and into the man's lung. His eyes flickered between the markings on the syringe and the monitor where the man's blood-oxygen saturation reading was updated twice per second. To his amazement, the number, in the mid-eighties, began inching upward. 
 
    “Okay, now do the other lung,” said Joswiak. His voice had changed. It sounded almost complimentary. Nick refused to be fooled. Joswiak was a moron, albeit one who wore commander's silver oak leaves instead of his single silver bar.  
 
    Nick deftly maneuvered the tube from one lung into the other. “Now, it's really going to feel weird, sailor. Just stay calm, use as little oxygen as you can. It will take about ten minutes to work its way into your airway. Just hang on, and take small breaths.” 
 
    The saturation number continued its microscopic rise, finally crossing the critical ninety percent mark. 
 
    “Good job,” said Doctor Joswiak from another table where he was 'bluing' another assault bay victim. “Let him rest and go do another.” 
 
    Nick nodded, which was a mistake. A drop of blood fell from his forehead to land on the sheet of the treatment table. Nick stared at the red spot. It stared back at him. He turned to the patient, who was gazing at the nurse assisting Joswiak. 
 
    “Just rest for ten minutes or so. If you feel worse, just ring for the nurse. Nick pointed to the call button, almost touching the blood spot. He stopped, fumbled with his gloves, stripping them off and striding over to another patient. 
 
    On and on it went. None of the patients mentioned the still-dripping blood. The scrub nurse would pat his cheeks with cotton pads, gently daubing away his sweat. They would studiously avoid the very center of his forehead, where he would feel the warm blood mix with the cooling sweat, until a greasy mixture of blood and oily sweat drizzled down his face.  
 
    He could feel the slow, inexorable progress of the blood down his forehead, dead-centered on his nose, where it would course out to the edge of his mask, where it would join the other drops to spread throughout the absorbent mask. 
 
    Almost, he asked a nurse for a new mask, but caught himself. If nobody mentioned it, then perhaps it didn't exist. He knew it was there, but everyone seemed to have enrolled into a conspiracy of silence about his accident. 
 
    The last several men were unconscious from lack of oxygen, which made the surfactant flush go much faster. There had been some thrashers, and Nick had a nice shiner under his left eye to match the massive lump forming in the middle of his forehead. But in the end, they got to everyone in time. Even the ones who had passed out were awake and joking about their near miss with death. 
 
    Nick was finally able to break scrub. The first thing he did is grab some gauze pads and wipe the center of his face and hide the gory red patch at the top of his mask. He looked around the ward as he wiped up the last of the blood. To his astonishment, every back was turned. He tossed the gruesome items into the waste container, and cleared his throat. 
 
    “Nicely done, Doctor,” said Joswiak. He was holding the door out of the ward open. “Now that the emergency's over, let's talk shop.” He twitched his head, reinforcing the suggestion. 
 
    Nick sighed to himself and followed his boss out. Joswiak held the door open for Nick. Go ahead. Rub it in. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “What the hell happened to you?” asked Hiersey Rajah, as she sat down next to Nick in the mess hall. “You look like someone whacked you with a pipe.” 
 
    Nick sighed in relief. “Then I'm not dreaming.” 
 
    “Back up,” said Hiersey. “Dreaming about what?” 
 
    Nick told her how he got the cut on his forehead. “It was the damndest thing. Everyone acted like they didn't see it. There I was, dripping blood on everyone, and nobody commented on it. It was a clear violation of sterile field procedures, yet nobody did a thing. Even the scrub nurse, when she was drying my forehead, left the stream of blood completely alone. Patients, Doctor Joswiak, nurses, everyone acted like it didn't exist at all. I thought I was losing my mind. Thank God you noticed it.” 
 
    “I can't see how they missed it,” said Hiersey. “What about everyone else? Crewmen? Anyone comment on it?” 
 
    “Not a one. They did see my black eye, though. My first day, and I run into a door, bleed all over my patients, and get a black eye. Kicking on all cylinders. How was your day?” 
 
    Hiersey chuckled. “Oh, it's a blast in Engineering. Nothing like your adventure. But the Poon did trash the SOB a bit, so we were scrambling around trying to get things working. I got hassled for being too slow with repairs, but you can't just tack-weld on a major structural element and expect it to hold. The rating working for me kept objecting, but I made him do it right. That's one repair that is going to hold us until we get back to space dock.” 
 
    A dark shadow fell over the two new officers. “Is this a closed conference, or can I join?” 
 
    “Toomba!  Welcome. Pull up a chair,” said Hiersey. The two rearranged themselves to make room for their classmate. “How goes things in Astrogation?” 
 
    “We escaped. Somehow,” the man said somberly, as he stirred the food around his plate, his face troubled. 
 
    “Well, better eat while you can, Tombster. Never know when the Poon will be back,” said Nick.  
 
    “Nobody gets attacked in hyperspace, everyone knows that,” said Toomba, as he finally tried the chicken cutlet. “Hey, not too terrible. Someone's been spreading lies about food in the Navy.” 
 
    “You just think that's chicken,” said Hiersey, before breaking into laughter at the expression on Toomba's face. “I'm kidding. The replication patterns for the galley are quintuply-redundant—you're not eating lizard.” 
 
    “And you wonder why you're single,” said Toomba, chewing slowly. 
 
    “That's just cruel,” said Nick. “It's not her fault that her last boyfriend is still in the hospital. Moron was trying to impress her, dancing on the parapet like that.” 
 
    “Oh, he impressed me all right,” she said. “Impressed me with his lack of brains. Not the genes I want mixing with mine.” She looked at Nick, who looked like he was about to speak. “And the answer is still no. Not even to 'keep in practice'. Besides, there's a whole ship to choose from. And I intend to be choosy.” 
 
    Toomba was making his way rather grimly through his plate. “It's a funny thing, though,” he said. 
 
    “What, that I'm choosy?” asked Hiersey. 
 
    “Huh? No, I was thinking of something that happened during the Poon battle.” He stopped to sip at his coffee, and made a face. “Better check the patterns for the coffee, though. I think the replicator that made this is off.” 
 
    “No, it's the same throughout the ship,” she said. “Or at least that's what the specs say.” 
 
    “Way different than the coffee on the Bridge,” said Toomba. “Maybe the Captain has his own set of patterns.” 
 
    “Wouldn't surprise me in the least,” said Nick. “RHIP.” 
 
    Hiersey made shushing motions at him. “Tell me what was funny on the Bridge, Toomba.” 
 
    The man put down his fork. “The battle was pretty fierce,” he said. “Their ships were pouring through the rift in space, diving down on us. Dozens of them,” he said. 
 
    “So I heard,” said Nick, again getting shushed by Hiersey. 
 
    “I happened to steal a look at the viewer when a Poon raider let loose, and I swear to God that I saw a beam firing at us.” 
 
    “What?” asked Nick. “Look, I might just be a country doctor, but even I know you don't see lasers in space.” 
 
    “Right?” said Toomba. “But there it was—bright green against the black of space.” 
 
    “Maybe some venting gas,” ventured Hiersey. “Maybe the computer overlaid it on there for you.” 
 
    “No, and most especially no. Computers are operating around redline during an engagement, they don't have processor cycles to spare putting in CGI effects just for our entertainment.” 
 
    “Okay, so there's a mystery,” said Nick. “Anything else?” 
 
    “Hiersey, did you know we destroyed one of the Poon raiders right off the bow?” 
 
    “Yeah, I heard that.” 
 
    “And?” asked Toomba. He gazed at her, the whites of his eyes a sharp contrast to his dark skin. He continued to eat without breaking eye contact, challenging her to work out what he was getting at. 
 
    Hiersey's eyes lost focus as she replayed the attack in her head. “Nick, did you get any cases of radiation injury down in Sick Bay? Destabilizing a Poon raider's engine core should have released a flood of gamma radiation and heavy neutron flux.” 
 
    “Not to mention a lot of high-speed shrapnel,” said Toomba. “That raider was right on top of us when we got him.” 
 
    Nick, too, went over the day in his head. “No, not that I recall. It's not just me and Joswiak down in Sick Bay, either. Joz and I were doing that insane surfactant flush on the vacuum suckers. There could have been cases that others treated.” 
 
    “Still, do you think you could check for me?” 
 
    Nick shrugged and pulled out his minipad, punching the screen. “No, I don't see any…wait. There was one case, but it was from Engineering.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” she said. “Forgot. A crewman opened an inspection port into the heat exchanger of the thorium pile and got a face full of gamma. Moron. Showed back up in an hour with a sunburned face and…wait, that's wrong.” 
 
    Nick was punching for the case notes on the radiation injury and scratching his head. 
 
    Toomba finished his dinner in silence, watching his two classmates wrestle with the curious events of the day. 
 
    “Yeah. Now you know why I'm weirded out. We should have gotten blasted with shrapnel and had a dozen folks down with radiation poisoning, but nothing happened. What's going on here?” he said, rising from the table. “I've got a shift in another three hours, and I'm going for a nap. See you all later.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Sword of Benares spent thirty hours in hyperspace, going fifteen hundred times the speed of light, but it was all in circles. It gave the ship time to do damage control, replenish weapons stocks from storage, and get everyone patched up and back on the job. 
 
    For Nick, Hiersey, and Toomba, as well as the rest of the Fleet Academy class of 2360, it was a time of intense befuddlement. They looked at each other glumly over their dinner trays in the mess hall. Then Federico Almanza showed up. 
 
    “Where have you been, Freddie?” asked Nick. “We thought they ran you through the mass converter as soon as you came aboard.” 
 
    “Wouldn't have helped. Methane blowback would have wrecked the thing,” said Toomba. 
 
    “Droll. So droll,” said Freddie. He had once farted during parade back in his freshman year in the Academy, and his classmates never let him forget it. 
 
    “How's things down in Gunnery?” asked Hiersey.  
 
    “Lock and load, babe,” he said. “Except there's no real ammo, just energy bolts. So, it's mostly 'push the button'.” 
 
    “I thought the SOB had those kinetic energy penetrators,” said Toomba. “Little neutronium spheres or something like that.” 
 
    “So you do remember your basic armaments,” said Freddie. “Their stasis field collapses as soon as they hit something denser than a hard vacuum, and they explode, showering neutrons everywhere. Yeah, we've got them. We even use them. That Poon raider that got nailed at the bow during that last engagement? That was one of my gunners who did that.” 
 
    Hiersey frowned. “That means even more radiation,” she said, turning to Nick. “Any more radiation cases?” 
 
    “Not a one,” he said.  
 
    “What's going on?” asked Freddie. His classmates filled him in on the strangeness each had noticed. 
 
    Freddie nodded as each bit was related to him. “Sounds familiar,” he said.  
 
    “What?” they asked. “What's been happening to you?” 
 
    “Nothing special. Except everything,” he said as he dug into his dinner. “Chicken again?” 
 
    “No, it just tastes that way,” said Hiersey. 
 
    Freddie didn't even slow down. “Back where I come from, everything tastes like chicken. Lizards, giant rat, even the seagulls we'd conk on the head with our stones and slings out by the landfill—it all tasted like chicken. You can go scare Nick with that, not me.” 
 
    Toomba persisted. “Tell me what you mean by 'everything'. What have you been experiencing?” 
 
    Freddie paused. “Ever think about what this whole ship does? The SOB is designed to do one thing: bring the hurt on the Poon. It's got it all—energy cannon, neutronium spheres, even some good old-fashioned half-meter naval shells for planetary bombardments. It spends energy like water, but I've seen the main busbars leading down to my section: they're rated for half a gigawatt, max. Yet if we open up with our cannons at the max rate of fire, we exceed that by a factor of four. During the last Poon attack, we were running at twice our max rate of fire. The busbars should have melted down.” 
 
    “But they didn't,” said Hiersey. “I was watching the energy consumption—it was one point three gigawatts. Either the busbars have a nice high factor of safety built in, or…I dunno.” 
 
    “I studied power transmission in the Academy, Hiersey. I know my stuff. Those bars should have melted, then the biggest arc ever should have shot out of the conduits. Nothing. I just don't get it.” 
 
    Toomba added “There was no alarm up on the Bridge, either.” 
 
    “Then there must be some other energy supply that I don't know about,” said Freddie. 
 
    Hiersey was shaking her head. “No, those busbars are it. Stupid design, of course. No redundancy. But there we are.” 
 
    Nick leaned forward. “I might be just a simple pill pusher…” 
 
    “Might?” asked Hiersey. 
 
    Nick tapped his left ring finger significantly. Hiersey showed him her extended second finger and a smile at the same time. 
 
    “But I don't get the whole neutronium thing. Aren't those little balls incredibly heavy? Wouldn't we waste a lot of energy dragging that mass around?” 
 
    “We don't,” said Freddie. “Jumping to hyperspace is the big energy user—something like a tenth of an 'm-c-squared'. We just offload the neutronium a few seconds before the drive field throws us into hyperspace. Kind of like how birds take a dump before they fly.” 
 
    “They do?” asked Hiersey. 
 
    “That's right, you grew up on the Moon. Yeah, they do. That's why the worst place to be is around a flock just as they are taking off. Like rain, it is.” Freddie looked down at his plate and pushed it away. “Then when the ship gets set for its next engagement, they find a dead moon or the asteroid belt and send out these flying drones with force field generators and tractor beam hooks. They squeeze the normal matter down to neutronium, then tractor it back to the ship, ready for action.” 
 
    “Sounds like a real waste of energy,” said Nick. “Of course, so does dragging around neutronium.” 
 
    Hiersey tapped the table for emphasis. “This is all well and good, but it's not solving our main problem.”` 
 
    Toomba blinked with interest. “And what would that be?” 
 
    “Why everything's so crazy around here?” she said, her eyes flashing. “Weird stuff's happening—Nick's patients shouldn't be surviving, but do, Toomba's seeing laser beams in space, Freddie sounds like he's got unlimited energy, and I've got people cooking themselves with radiation and live through it with just a little sunburn. It's almost like the laws of physics just don't apply here.” 
 
    “And yet, they do,” said Freddie. “But they might be taking a vacation once in a while.” 
 
    “What are we going to do about it?” said Hiersey, persisting. 
 
    “I dunno,” said Nick. “Ask around?” 
 
    The four looked around at each other and shrugged. “Couldn't hurt.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sure it could. 
 
    Nick buttonholed Nurse Jordan. “Nurse, can I ask you some questions?” 
 
    She put down the reading pad and looked up at him. “Sure. Place is empty and we're in hyperspace. Fire away.” 
 
    Nick winced slightly at the idiom. “Well, it's like this. You know I managed to cut myself the first day I was here, right?” 
 
    Jordan looked puzzled. “You did? I didn't notice anything.” 
 
    Nick sighed. “Look at my face. Anything wrong with it?” 
 
    “Well,” Nurse Jordan said judiciously, “I can still see where Yost gave you a shiner. But he was panicking.” 
 
    “I know, he's already apologized to me. Hazards of the job. What about this?” Nick poked himself right in the middle of the forehead and winced. The swelling was only just beginning to go down, but he had a great bruise there. 
 
    Jordan blinked rapidly, shook her head, and stared closely. “How did you get that?” she asked.  
 
    “Three days ago, I was racing into the ward with Doctor Joswiak, and hammered myself into the edge of the door. See? I have a pressure cut right about the hairline. I was leaking blood all over.” 
 
    “How did I miss that?” wondered Jordan aloud.” 
 
    “No clue, but absolutely nobody said a thing. It was almost like it didn't happen.” He wisely left out that he thought he was losing his mind. “Even the patients missed it. They commented on my black eye, but not on this nice gaudy bruise next to it.” 
 
    Nurse Jordan kept staring at the greenish-yellow lump in the middle of his forehead. At Nick's urging, she slipped on a pair of exam gloves and touched it. 
 
    Nick continued. “You can't get this truly gross green-yellow without a few days for the body to break down all the leaking blood. So you know it's been there for a while. So?” 
 
    Nurse Jordan now looked frightened. “I…I…don't know. You'll have to speak to Doctor Joswiak.”  
 
    A crewman came around the corner. “I was supposed to report back here for reevaluation, but I got held up at my section. Is it too late?” 
 
    Nurse Jordan turned to the crewman with evident relief. “Name?” 
 
    “Charles A. Yost.” 
 
    “You're the guy who gave me this!” said Nick, pointing to his eye. “I treated so many people on that day that they all blur together.” 
 
    “I said I was sorry, doc, and you accepted it,” the crewman said. 
 
    “Oh, don't worry, I understand. A surfactant flush is really disturbing.” Nick shook his head. “How are you feeling? Any symptoms?” 
 
    “None at all,” said Yost. “I feel one hundred percent.” 
 
    “I'd like to examine you, Yost,” said Nick. Nurse Jordan nodded emphatically, if only to get the doctor with two old bruises out of her sight. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nick lifted the stethoscope from the man's back. “No rales, no stridor, no crackles.” He shook his head.  
 
    The door opened after two perfunctory knocks, and Doctor Joswiak strode in. “Good morning Doctor. I've been talking to Nurse Jordan.” He shook his head and stared at Nick's head. “Good God, man, what happened to you?” 
 
    Yost looked at Doctor Joswiak. “I, ah, punched him sir. Right in the eye. I was out of my head. I'm sorry, and the doc, well, he said it was all right.” 
 
    Joswiak tore his attention from Nick's face to look at the crewman. “No, not the shiner. That nasty bruise in the center of his forehead. Did you do that?” 
 
    “What bruise?” Yost stopped and rubbed his eyes. “Where did that come from? Hey, what are you two trying to pull?” he said heatedly. 
 
    “Nothing, Yost,” said Nick. “I ran into a door on my first day, and now, three days later, people are finally starting to notice it.” 
 
    Joswiak was still frowning at the oddity when Nick turned to him. “Doctor, I'd like you to check this man out. He was one of the crew caught in the launch bay incident.” 
 
    Doctor Joswiak did the same exam that Nick had done minutes earlier. “This man is in perfect health.” 
 
    “I know. You may go, Yost,” said Nick. 
 
    “If it's all the same to you, Doctors, I'd like to stay.” 
 
    Nick raised an eyebrow to Joswiak, who shrugged. “Sure, stay if you want. Now, Doctor Hintz, what seems to be the problem?” 
 
    Nick toned down his objections because the patient was in the room. “I've never heard of treating vacuum injuries this way. Surfactant flush is only used for preemies and CF patients. It has no business in a vacuum injury. There's no lack of surfactant—but there's plenty of structural damage done to the lungs.” 
 
    “Yost, did you hold your breath when the airlock doors opened?” 
 
    “Hell yes,” he said. “That’s the only way to have any oxygen!” 
 
    “This man should not have lived long enough to get to Sick Bay,” said Nick. “Lungs aren't strong enough to hold air at one atmosphere against vacuum. Holding your breath makes all the alveoli explode in both lungs, with unconsciousness in five to nine seconds. Yet this guy limped down to Sick Bay and had enough strength to pop me one. I tell you, that's harder to explain than most of the ship not seeing this bruise on my forehead.” 
 
    Yost started rubbing his chest. “What do you mean, Doc? I should be dead?” 
 
    Nick shrugged. “You're in perfect health. I don't know why.” 
 
    Bloody foam appeared at the corners of Yost's mouth. “I knew it!” he coughed out, before falling over on his side. 
 
    “What the hell!” shouted Nick. 
 
    “Get the endotracheal tube!” said Joswiak. “Jordan!  Get in here!” 
 
    Nick ran to get the blood oxygenator, a compact machine with two rather large-bore needles hooked to tubes. He plugged it in, and deftly inserted one in the brachial artery of the man's arm, and the second into the femoral artery of his leg. He kicked the machine into life, and Yost's lips slowly lost their blue coloration. 
 
    “Just what the hell just happened?” asked Nurse Jordan. 
 
    “No idea. But I have a theory,” said Doctor Joswiak. He stuck his finger right over Nick's heart. “You are hereby ordered NOT to talk to any of the men about their lung treatments. I don't know what you did, but Yost believed when you said that he should be dead. Now I have to make sure he stays alive. You stay away from him, understood?” 
 
    “Clear, Doctor Joswiak.” 
 
    “Get out of here,” the older man said. “I've got enough to do with Yost here; I can't be cleaning up after your messes.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Dissemination 
 
    Toomba reported for his watch on the Bridge at 2200 hours sharp. He caressed the console through which he plotted courses through hyperspace. The math was so elegant; the curves had a beauty all their own. To be allowed to even be near such a wonderful machine… 
 
    “Newbie!” called the Watch Officer, a Lieutenant Commander Mumson. He was a short heavy man who had taken an instant dislike to the taller debonair ensign. “How about some coffee here? We're all about to fall asleep.” 
 
    Toomba repressed his sigh. He had heard about the hazing that went with one's first cruise out of the Academy, but he never thought it would happen in a war zone. 
 
    Strictly speaking, being in hyperspace means you're not getting attacked, so you're not in a war zone, so I guess it's open season on the n00bs. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” He looked around the Bridge. He already knew most of the officers and their preferences from the seven watches he had already stood, but the tense back of the person manning the Weapons console was new to him. He walked over to the station, and asked, “Sir, would you like coffee, and how do you take it?” 
 
    “I would like some coffee, please.” The chair spun around, and Toomba was staring into the depths of the darkest eyes he had ever seen. “And I take it black, like my men.” 
 
    Toomba was rooted to the spot. He had been fooled by the crew-cut hair and the smooth fabric down the woman's back. He gaped a few times, but no sounds came out. 
 
    “Ensign!” called Mumson. “Are you harassing my Weapons Officer? When do I get my coffee?” 
 
    Toomba spun around to face the wart. “Right away, sir.” He distinctly felt the woman squeeze his right buttock before he scooted out of range. 
 
    The ship was being run by lunatics! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Toomba's got a tumor, said the message. Freddie cackled. Chanelle was the older sister of his Academy roommate, but Toomba didn't know that. Freddie wondered how long he could push things, or how far Chanelle would go. He didn't want her to get in trouble, but he owed Toomba from way back in his sophomore year, when the bastard had glued tacks in his dress shoes, then hid all of the rest of his footwear. 
 
    Watch Officer's giving him grief, said another message. Think I should do the high-beam? 
 
    No, Freddie replied. More fun if they're spaced out. He thought for a minute. Do you like women? 
 
    Depends on the woman. Whatcha got in mind? 
 
    Freddie shook himself. This was getting way out of hand. Nothing yet. He must be going nuts. 
 
    I'm giving him the whole head-down, looking up through lashes routine. Here comes the coffee. 
 
    Freddie waited, bits of laughter breaking free at odd intervals. 
 
    Asked him if he put any of his special cream in it. He almost dropped it. 
 
    I think that's enough for today, typed Freddie. Don't want him to lose it on watch. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Toomba had distributed the coffee, narrowly avoiding another squeeze on his butt by Chanelle, and went back to the lovely hyperspace console. Half an hour later, the coffee performed its magic, and Toomba started looking around the Bridge.  
 
    Where was the bathroom? Wait a minute, the head? 
 
    All of the other Bridge officers were either deep in their work, or too far away to ask, and Toomba was definitely not going to risk alerting Mumson by wandering around the Bridge.  
 
    Mumson noticed him looking around, though, and that was enough. “What's with the gazearound, Ensign?” 
 
    “Sir, I'm looking for the head.” 
 
    “You're supposed to think of that before we left,” said Mumson. Toomba sensed the subvocalized laughter of the crew. “There's exactly one head on Bridge Deck, and that's in the Captain's Ready Room. Do you really want to disturb the Old Man?” 
 
    “No, sir. But it is becoming somewhat urgent.” 
 
    Mumson looked at him with disgust. “You are temporarily relieved of your post to go to the head one deck down. Make it a good visit, I'm not granting another for the rest of this shift.” 
 
    Toomba nodded his thanks and raced for the hatchway. 
 
      
 
    Five minutes later, he was back and reporting back to Mumson. 
 
    “How was it?” asked Mumson. 
 
    Toomba was shocked. “Er, odd, sir.” 
 
    “Odd?” 
 
    “Sir, the head appears not to have been used in weeks. There was dust on the surfaces, and the soap dispensers had dried solution encrusting the outlets. Come to think of it, sir, in the seven watches I have stood, I cannot recall anyone leaving the Bridge to use the head.” 
 
    “We don't, Ensign. We do these things before we report.” A flicker of strain crossed his face. “Something else?” 
 
    “The coffee, sir.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “It's a well-known, but unexplained phenomenon, that for a third of the population, coffee consumption induces, ah, defecation within fifteen minutes. Yet, nobody's moved.” 
 
    “Then you're the special case, Ensign. Report back to your station.” 
 
    Toomba saluted and returned to his console. He concentrated on the tasks there, when he heard the hatchway bang open. He looked up, stunned, as everyone on the Bridge exited the deck, walking with a peculiar gait he hadn't seen since he last saw his toddler cousin with a full diaper. He spun around. He was the only one on the Bridge! 
 
    Two minutes later, the intercom sounded. “Engineering to Bridge, Lieutenant Kubu. Urgent for the Watch Officer. Water pressure on decks one through five is zero. Sudden drop. Diagnostics underway.” 
 
    Toomba was stunned. Deck One was the Bridge, and two was the one with the bathrooms on it. Was he Watch Officer now, with everyone gone? He walked over to the Captain's chair, normally occupied by the Watch Officer. He looked at the angrily blinking light next to the intercom. 
 
    “Bridge, Lieutenant Kubu!  Is there anyone up there?” 
 
    That decided it for him. He punched the light for the intercom. “Ensign M'Lake here, sir.” 
 
    “Ensign?” said Kubu in disbelief. “What's going on up there?” 
 
    The hatchway banged open, and the first one through was Lieutenant Commander Mumson. He stared at Toomba, caught with his hand on the intercom button. 
 
    “Just what the hell do you think you're doing, Ensign?” demanded Mumson, stalking towards him. The other officers arrived, slipping quietly into their chairs, rubbing the residual water from their hands.  
 
    Mumson's hands looked bone dry. Toomba edged away from him in disgust. “Engineering called, sir, urgent message about zero water pressure for this deck.” 
 
    Mumson sat down and jammed his thumb onto the intercom button. “Engineering, this is Commander Mumson. You have a problem?” 
 
    “I thought I did, Commander,” said Kubu. A sudden flurry of voices was heard down in Engineering. “Correction, now I really do. Diagnostics reports flooding on deck two, around the utilities riser.” 
 
    Mumson looked up to see Chanelle pointing towards the Captain's Ready Room, where a dark stain was emerging from under the door. 
 
    “Better include Deck one, Boo-Boo,” said Mumson, to actual snickers. “And you can turn off the water,” continued Mumson, fixing Toomba with a hard stare. “Everyone up here has done their duty.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hiersey was scrolling through engineering logs, looking at the area where the Poon raider had exploded. None of the sensors had noted more than a slight increase in induced current from the tangled magnetic fields released when the raider exploded. No radiation, no shrapnel, no neutron activation. Maybe the sensors were fried from the event. She suddenly needed to know. 
 
    Keying into the intercom, she called down to Instrumentation and signed out a wide-spectrum radiation detector. She wanted a detector that could sense it all—alpha, beta, gamma, and neutron detection. You can't get that large an explosion without leaving traces. If necessary, she was going to put it on the inner surface of the exterior hull plates and get a reading. 
 
    “Ensign Rajah, please report to the Chief Engineer’s office,” burped the intercom. The Chief Engineer!  With a sinking heart, she made her way to the heart of the Engineering level and touched the annunciator. A Wilhelm Scream sounded on the other side of the nominal panel. 
 
    “Come in, lassie” said Commander Seamus O'Flaherty said, his voice barely recognizable under a meter-thick brogue. “Noo, what's aw thes ah hear abit ye searchin' fur radiation? Yoo're way tay yoong tae be huntin' radiation. Yoo've got tae hink ay yer wee ones, lassie. “ 
 
    Hiersey struggled to translate the Commander's gargling into English. “Ah, wee ones, sir?” 
 
    “Yer bairns, lass! Gie near radiation, an' they'll come it wi' tois heids ur waur! Lit th' ratings handle whatever ye need.”  
 
    Hiersey waded through the auditory onslaught and emerged, panting, on the other side of his latest comment. It left her nodding as she processed the essence of his message. 
 
    The Commander misinterpreted it as agreement. “Guid! Noo, aff wi' ye, back tae yer watch station. Lit someain wi' a red sark dae th' grottie wark.” 
 
    Hiersey left the Chief Engineer's office, her head spinning. What have I just agreed to? 
 
    She was sitting back at her station, trying to remember the incomprehensible pile of syllables from O'Flaherty, when a tall, earnest young man wearing a red uniform knocked on the wall next to her entrance. 
 
    “Ma'am, I'm here to take some sensor readings for you. Commander O'Flaherty sent me.” 
 
    “That was fast.” 
 
    “Well, when the Chief says 'Gie yer crease ower tae th' ensign reit noo', he means reit noo.” 
 
    “You understand him?” she asked. 
 
    “A bit. Mostly, the officers translate for us. How can I help you, Ma'am?” 
 
    Hiersey told him what she wanted measured. Unfortunately, she also told him why. Ten minutes after he started, he called her. 
 
    “I'm burning up, ma'am, and the readings are all off-scale high!  I…I…” The thud of his body hitting the deck plates was loud in her compartment. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Whit did ye hink ye waur daein'?” 
 
    Hiersey stood rigidly at attention in the Chief's office. “I warned him of the danger, sir, and I recommended he take precautions.” 
 
    “Oh, ye warned heem, did ye? 'en wa didne he wear onie shieldin'?” 
 
    Hiersey didn't say anything. She hadn't really understood the question. 
 
    “Gang tae yer quarters an' bide thaur until Ah caa ye. Ah hae tae report tae th' Keptin an' lit heem ken anither red sark died.” 
 
    Head in a whirl, Hiersey departed for her cramped berthing. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Then he told me to stop investigating the matter,” she said to Toomba, who stopped by after his shift. “I'm not sure how much trouble I am in.” She couldn't pace in the berthing—there was room for perhaps three adults to sit down, but that was it.  
 
    Toomba gazed at her with sympathy. “I understand. I was pulling molyblocs worth of sensor data from the Poon engagement, and damned but if the beams were missing. But I know that I saw them. I asked other officers, discreetly of course, and they all said they saw them, and were generally puzzled about why I was worried about it.” 
 
    “I heard from Nick,” said Hiersey. “He had a patient in for a followup, and the man almost died this morning. Nick was disputing the treatment ordered by his boss, and the patient turned blue and fell over.” 
 
    “Hmmm. I wonder how Freddie's doing.” 
 
    Hiersey looked at the wall chronometer. “He should be off shift, let's ask him.” She worked her communicator. 
 
    “Ensign Almanza.” 
 
    “Freddie, can you talk?” she asked. 
 
    “What's up? I heard about your redshirt; I'm sorry.” 
 
    Hiersey dropped onto her cot. “Word spreads fast.” 
 
    “Heard about Nick's near miss, too. I have a thought.” 
 
    “Come on up,” she said, giving him directions. “Toomba's here too.” 
 
    “Can't do a four-way: Nick's confined to quarters too. And I know how small our berthings are. How about I go to his and you two stay put? Ten minutes, and I'll call you back.” 
 
    “Before you go,” said Toomba, “what happened in your area?” 
 
    “Target practice. Before the drill, I was talking about the power situation with Warrant Officer Boaz. Now there's a shadow against the wall where he was standing when the busbars went.” 
 
    Hiersey had a look of horror on her face. “Did he die?” she asked. 
 
    “No,” said Freddie. “But he's got some serious burns all over. Fortunately, he had his back to the power conduit, so he's going to be sleeping on his stomach for a while. On the plus side, he never has to shave his back for the rest of his life.” 
 
    “Go, Freddie, before you get confined to quarters.” Hiersey pressed the disconnect button on the communicator.” 
 
    “Crazy,” said Toomba. 
 
    “Got that right,” she said. 
 
    “Makes sense, though,” said Toomba. Hiersey shot him a look of amazement. “No, really. Consider the circumstances. Nick gets some weird treatment orders from his boss. They shouldn't work, but they do. Later, when he questions them, the same patient starts reacting like he was right in the first place.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Hiersey. “I send a redshirt to take readings, and stress how dangerous it should be. Surprise, he dies from radiation.” 
 
    “Human eyes see laser beams, but they're not recorded on sensors. And for Freddie, they pump in a practice amount of power and blow out the busbars. You know what it sounds like?” 
 
    Hiersey looked worried. “Sounds like our worst fears are coming true.” 
 
    “To me, it's more like the laws of physics are suspended for everyone here, except us.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Excision 
 
    “You are to immediately quarantine all personnel that came in on that packet ship and send them back to Fleet Central,” said the voice from the communicator. On the screen, a silhouette with backlit Empire of Man flags nodded. “Also, find everyone with whom they had any sort of extended contact, load them on board a second ship, and send them to Elysium for two weeks R&R. This is not a suggestion, Captain. Fleet Admiral Lacewell told me personally to make it happen.” 
 
    The Captain was too stunned to reply immediately. In all his years of service, he had never heard anything like this. 
 
    “These are ensigns fresh out of the Academy!” he finally spluttered. “You're treating them like they have…have…Rigellian Clench-Rot.” 
 
    “What they have is worse, Captain. Get moving immediately. They are to have zero crew contact from this point forward. Meals by automechs, their transfer ship is to be a drone. Program it to land at the Reunion spaceport.” 
 
    “Wait—that's the penal colony. These people haven't done anything.” The Captain nibbled his lower lip in frustration. 
 
    “We know. But they don't. Program the drone to send them to Building 101.” 
 
    “OK. What's there?” 
 
    “Tell them to report to a Mr. O’Brian. That is all. Do not talk to them yourself—they are to be in absolute quarantine.” 
 
    “I don't understand,” said the Captain. “What will happen to them?” 
 
    “You don't want to know. In fact, if I tried to tell you, a remote control bomb in my brain would detonate. Please don't ask me again.” 
 
    The Captain tossed up his hands. “All right, all right!  Will I get my other people back? I mean the ones who just talked with them?” 
 
    “Maybe,” said the voice. “The ship for Elysium is to be a drone, too, and must drop everyone off at the Fleet Readjustment Central on the island of Fir-al-Fum.” 
 
    “Wait, that's the island with the active volcano, right? Didn't it just blow up and spew lava everywhere?” 
 
    “Good,” said the voice, quickly followed by “Yes, yes it did. But it's between eruptions right now. So send the second drone there. No questions, please.” 
 
    “I'll be very shorthanded. This might affect the combat readiness rating of the Sword.” 
 
    “Don't worry; replacements are being rounded up even now. Just get a move on, Captain, before we have to put your entire ship into quarantine!” A tone sounded, and the standard victory glyph showed on the screen. 
 
    The Captain shook his head and began issuing orders. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Well, at least they let us pack,” said Hiersey. “Although these accommodations leave a lot to be desired.” 
 
    The bare metal walls of the drone ship were quite cold to the touch, but at least the frost had melted during their time in hyperspace.  
 
    “Blankets made from glassified asteroidal rock and basic pattern replicators are not my idea of luxury,” groused Freddie.  
 
    “Still, it's better than a prison ship,” chipped in Nick. 
 
    “How?” asked the other three. 
 
    “We're not in shackles,” Nick replied. “And there aren't any guards.” 
 
    Freddie frowned. “In fact, we haven't seen anyone who wasn't a classmate since we were bundled down to the brig.” He looked around at the fifteen other people on the ship. “Is there anyone from our class left on the SOB?” 
 
    A variety of negative responses answered his question. 
 
    “That's it, then. Something about the class of 2360 is poison—so bad that they won't let us talk to anyone. I wonder if there were any other incidents besides ours.” 
 
    A swift survey revealed the extent of the damage. A total of seven crewmen had died or been severely injured as a result of interactions between the 'Sixties' and the crew of the SOB. 
 
    “Wait—I remember. Just before I got yanked out of Sick Bay, they were bundling off the injured to another drone ship. I remember one of the orderlies saying something about them going to Elysium. I didn't get a chance to question anyone, because an automech with a taser showed up, urging me to get to my berthing, then down here.” 
 
    Freddie shook his head. “We got cooties bad. I wonder how it's all connected.” 
 
    Nick held up a finger. “You know, there were a lot of vacuum suckers that I treated. But the only one with a relapse was Yost—he believed me when I was arguing with Joswiak about the surfactant treatment. I told him I didn't know how he was still alive, and damned but if he didn't fall over at that moment.” 
 
    “The only person I discussed my concerns about radiation with was the redshirt going off to take readings for me. There were other crew in the same area, and they weren't affected. What the hell?” Hiersey grabbed her head with both hands and shook it. 
 
    “Same thing with Boaz. The busbars didn't vaporize anywhere but around him—and I had him wondering why they weren't melted.” Freddie frowned. “I can understand why they ran us off the SOB. What I can't explain is how the laws of physics depend on your state of mind.” 
 
    “I assume they're going to tell us,” said Toomba. “Until then, we should just relax and enjoy the ride.” He fingered the bare accomodations. “Such as it is.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The flight was long and boring. Freddie, who most of the graduates respected, cautioned everyone against speculation. “Something very weird is happening around us, folks. Just suspend your suspicions, and don't make any definitive statements. The one thing that we know for sure is that when we believe in something, it tends to happen. So, who's got any booze in their duffel?” 
 
    It turns out that most of them did. They rationed it out, and for most of the trip, the graduates were generally too buzzed to do anything but raid the replicator for the plain cheese pizza and rock-hard mozzarella sticks. 
 
    As all things must, the trip came to an end. The transition to normal space was quite rough; the hyperspace field was poorly synchronized, and everyone felt crippling motion-sickness for an hour afterwards. 
 
    “Good thing the alcohol ran out two days ago,” moaned Hiersey. 
 
    “You're telling me,” said Toomba, who had by now acquired the unfortunate nickname 'Head' after the story of the Bridge flood became known. “Sixteen people with space whoops.” 
 
    “At least you're not getting sexually harassed on the Bridge,” said Nick. “And she was pretty. I can't imagine Nurse Jordan with an elbow glove, and evil smile, and announcing it was time for my annual prostate and testicular exam.” 
 
    Freddie looked at Toomba. “Uh, Tooms, we're in normal space now. That means we're close to landing. Any way to find out where?” 
 
    “Give me a minute, would you, Generalissimo? Things are still swooping around.” Toomba placed both hands on the bench seat he was occupying and gently pushed himself upright. “Whee!  And to think some people pay good money to get this screwed up.” He staggered to the forward console and fell into the seat in front of it. 
 
    The drone was equipped with an ultrawave radio and basic location routines, so that in the unlikely event of a breakdown, the occupants of the drone could call for help. 
 
    Toomba took an unusually long time working the controls. “Uh, Five-Star,” he called for Freddie. “We're lined for Reunion. We're screwed.” 
 
    “Five-Star?” asked Hiersey. 
 
    “In the Academy, Toomba gave me grief for my heritage. Serves me right, I ripped on him about his origins, too. He's been calling me either Five-Star or Generalissimo, since a lot of banana republics are run by military juntas.” 
 
    Nick snorted. “What do you call him in return?” 
 
    “I don't,” said Freddie. “We Latinos don't stoop to such common tactics. Besides, a history of using ethic-tinged insults would prevent me from becoming a real Generalissimo.” 
 
    “Told you,” said Toomba. “But what are we going to do now?” 
 
    “Nothing,” said Freddie. “We're talking about Reunion. It's an escape-proof prison, worse than the old Alcatraz. The only way here is by drone ship, and the only way off is by Fleet cruiser. Watch.” 
 
    He rapped on the console. “Drone ship.” 
 
    “Yes…” it replied in a gravelly voice. 
 
    “What is your next destination after Reunion.” 
 
    “I am to depart Reunion fifteen minutes after landing, then fly to the center of the system's primary, and await further instructions.” 
 
    “Thank you.” A click from the speaker signaled the disconnection from the brain of the drone ship. 
 
    Nick looked from one to the other of his friends. “Await instructions? It's going to try to fly to the center of the Reunion's sun, then wait there?” 
 
    “Apparently so,” said Freddie. “These drone ships are expendable. They don't give them introspection modules.” 
 
    “And it sure solves the escapee problem.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Your attention please!” The gravelly voice of the drone sounded from the intercom. 
 
    Everyone stopped what they were doing and stared at the speaker grilles on the ship's walls. 
 
    “I have instructions from the Captain of the Sword of Benares. Upon landing, the doors will open, and you will have fifteen minutes to vacate this ship. The ship will then seal and fly to the center of the system primary, there to await further instructions. You are to proceed to Building 101 and there meet with a Mister O’Brian. Speed is of the essence. It is now thirty minutes to touchdown.” 
 
    There was a mad scramble. The 'Sixties' had packed as soon as they recovered from the space whoops, because they knew a landing was imminent. But everyone was jamming their luggage with last-minute items they had used for the last two days. 
 
    “I'll be glad to get out of this thing, at least,” said Nick. “Hopefully, the accommodations will be better on Reunion.” 
 
    “Doubt it,” said Toomba. “It's a penal colony for the most hardened criminals. I just bet it's another way-station for us.” 
 
    “Fifteen minutes,” said the speakers, as the thin scream of air being shoved aside by the drone ship became an all-encompassing roar. Conversation was impossible, and everyone was lying flat on their mattress pads to endure the forces of reentry. 
 
    They remained lying flat while the drone ship went into long swooping turns designed to bleed off energy. Now was no time to become space-sick. 
 
    “Touchdown in one minute,” said the speakers, as the ride steadied down to a slightly bumpy landing flare. The 'Sixties' got to their feet, holding onto chair backs as the ship touched down. 
 
    The door slammed open, and a thin cold wind blew flakes of snow into the ship. The stairs dropped to the hot steaming pavement, reeking of baked concrete, and the first of the graduates made as if to run off the ship. 
 
    “Wait!” called Freddie. “The concrete will melt your boot soles.” Trucks approached with water cannon, hosing down the pad. In the background, the speakers remorselessly counted down the time remaining until relaunch.  
 
    After five agonizing minutes, the hoses stopped, and the graduates raced off the ship. The last one was off just as the speaker announced “six minutes, thirty seconds to relaunch.” The graduates fled to the launch bunker, prominently marked with flashing lights in the snow-swirled expanse. Urged by Freddie and Hiersey, they got behind the concrete walls.  
 
    An unguarded ship with an open door proved to be too much for some of the trustee inmates, who bum-rushed the ship and climbed aboard. The guards did nothing to stop them, but got on a bullhorn to remind them that the ship was due to fly into the sun. 
 
    “The hell with you, dumb screws!” shouted one. “You're lying to us—this is going back to Earth!” 
 
    The guards shrugged and continued the bullhorn announcements, right up to the moment when the doors slammed shut. 
 
    “What is that?” asked one, pointing to an object on the pad. 
 
    “Lemmy the Nose. Wasn't quick enough, the door cut off his foot when it closed. Doesn't need it where he's going,” laughed the guard, as they clustered behind the shelter as the ship counted down. 
 
    At blastoff, the shoe sole melted and the tackiness of the hot rubber held the shoe, with Lemmy's foot still inside, in the drive flame long enough to cremate the entire gruesome item. 
 
    The thunder of takeoff died, and the graduates emerged from the bunker to find the guards lining the route out. 
 
    “Building 101, Mr. O’Brian,” said Freddie. “Just point us in the right direction.” The guard pointed, the graduates walked, rolling their luggage behind them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Reorientation 
 
    “Something's familiar about it all,” said Toomba. “I've seen this film before.” The scratching of the luggage wheels against the concrete pavement was doing nothing to help his mental processes. “I've got a bad feeling about this.” 
 
    “We all do, Head,” said Joyce, a red-headed Scot. “We're supposed to. It's in the script of every bad movie there is. Why should reality be any different?” 
 
    Hiersey looked at him. “How did you get rid of your accent?” she asked. “I could never understand O'Flaherty.” 
 
    Joyce snorted. “We Scots can speak proper English any time we want to. Most of us don't want to. A lot, like O'Flaherty, ham the crap out of it. Gives them mystique, they say. Well, I'm not going to become any damned engineer, mucking around with engines and pumps and dealing with a plugged john right off the Bridge deck, eh, Head?” 
 
    “Bite me, Joyce. You Finance pukes make me sick. Already lining up a job on some starliner after you do the Academy-minimum service. Looking to make Purser on some first-class ship so you can stand around in a braid-laden monkey suit so that everyone mistakes you for the Captain.” 
 
    “Whadda you going to do outside the Service, Head? Astrogator? Glorified button-pusher, more like. Passenger routes are so well nailed down that the astrogator's job on a star liner is useless. But we have to have them on board in case the computer packs it in. Regulations.” 
 
    “Math makes me employable anywhere,” said Toomba. “I don't need to go into space. Anyway, who says I'm getting out of the service? Looks like this is the place,” he said, looking up at the sign on the side of the building. 
 
    101 was all that it said.  
 
    Freddie approached the glass front door and pulled. It didn't move. He pushed. Same result. A screen inside the entranceway lit up with the face of a man in his forties, handsome, with a thin moustache. The face was lit from above, so the eyes were hooded. 
 
    “No, that's not creepy at all,” said one of the graduates from the back of the group. “I think I'll just slide back, uh-oh.” The group turned to see a trio of guards, weapons pointed in their direction, standing fifty meters behind them. 
 
    “Yeah, we're not getting back that way,” said Nick, when with a click, the door unlocked. 
 
    “At least it's warm inside,” said Hiersey. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Sorry about the display,” said Mr. O’Brian, getting everyone comfortable around the table in a large conference room. “It's done to scare the crap out of the real prisoners, should any get this far.” 
 
    “Effective,” said Toomba. “So, what's going on?” 
 
    “Right. To business.” Mr. O’Brian seated himself at the head of the table. “First thing to understand: We can no longer use you in any ship of the line in the Empire of Man.” He paused to let that sink in. “You will never fly in one again. I'm sorry. The Fleet cannot use you in any ground-based operation, either.” 
 
    “What?” said one of the other graduates. “If I go home to China, I will be shunned. What did I do wrong to be cashiered?” 
 
    “You are not being cashiered,” said Mr. O’Brian. “In fact, you sixteen represent one of the best possible weapons we have against the Poon. You are more valuable than you know.” 
 
    “Then I want a pay raise,” said Joyce. “Pay us what we're worth.” 
 
    Mr. O’Brian made a note. “First, you must prove your worth.” 
 
    “Wait, but you just said that we are worth a lot,” said Hiersey. “What do we have to prove?” 
 
    “Hang on, people,” said Freddie. “Let's think this through. There's nothing wrong with us, physically or mentally. We know that a series of unusual incidents happened to a lot of us on board the SOB. The laws of physics seem to apply when we're around, but are a bit…looser…around other people. Somehow, that's what is so valuable.” 
 
    “Correct,” said Mr. O’Brian. “You are unique amongst your fellow classmates. No other 'Sixty' has had this effect out in the Fleet. In a way, this is a good thing—disappearing too many of you would be hard to explain away.” 
 
    “Something in our schooling, perhaps?” asked Freddie. “But that can't be—we've got our degrees in a variety of fields.” 
 
    “The entire educational histories for all sixteen of you are being scrutinized to find out how you came to be this way. So far, the only commonality is that you all came from the Academy, and you all went to the Prep School attached to that institution.” 
 
    “Guiney,” said Nick. 
 
    “Yeah. Had to be him.” 
 
    “Who? Who?” asked O’Brian. 
 
    “Shiney Guiney. You can't do anything to him. He died our senior year. Big funeral. I didn't take one of his classes, but I was part of his tutorial group,” said Nick. 
 
    “I went back to see him Freshman year,” said one of the other graduates. “Matrix algebra. What a nightmare.” 
 
    “I took Bonehead Math, and still needed to look him up. Brought him a pie from the training table,” said Moose Lambert. “Man was a genius.” 
 
    Mr. O’Brian was punching the pad furiously. “What did he do that was so special?” 
 
    “Self-esteem,” said Hiersey. “Not that stupid participation trophy kind. I mean the real thing. You'd get stuck on something; he'd take you back to first principles and help you reason it out. When you got the right answer, you know you earned it. Go through that enough, and you know you can tackle anything.” 
 
    “Not just that,” said Nick, “But he taught you how to think, and he said that was the first step on the road to learning. Whatever you learned stuck in your brain hard.” 
 
    “Then why isn't every one of his students like you?” asked O’Brian. 
 
    “Spec-and-dump, said Toomba. Mr. O’Brian looked around uncertainly. 
 
    “Most students are spec-and-dump. Memorize what you needed for the exam, then dump it—you're never going to need that info again,” said Lambert. “I got tired of being called a dumb jock, so I really buckled down and learned how to learn. Now look where it got me.” 
 
    Mr. O’Brian stood up and walked back and forth at the narrow end of the conference room.  
 
    “So, you learned a lot, valued your learning, and got so darn good at it that your knowledge hardened into a solid worldview,” he said. “Then you go out in the Fleet and find that things are...how shall I put it?” 
 
    “Insane,” said Freddie. “There's no way in hell that you can fire the energy cannons at such a high discharge rate on the dinky busbar sizes in the ships.” 
 
    “Laser beams don't show up as vivid green lines in space.” 
 
    “Don't get me started on the medical,” said Nick. 
 
    O’Brian held up his hand. “I get it, I get it.” He ran a hand through his crew-cut scalp. “Look, you are all thoroughly trained in the sciences, despite your varying degrees, right?” 
 
    Everyone nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Then it stands to reason that your strong worldview would force you to impose the truths of science on any situation.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” said Freddie. 
 
    “A couple more inferences. Consider how the typical youth grows up these days. Some science in school, some intramural athletics, and a whole bunch of…” 
 
    The graduates looked around at each other. 
 
    “Entertainment!” said O’Brian. “The average child, by the time they are ready for college, has been subjected to nearly four and a half hours per day watching the cube. What's on that?” 
 
    “Global warming.” 
 
    “Peak oil.” 
 
    “Save the whales.” 
 
    “War news.” 
 
    “We have a winner!” said O’Brian. “War news saturates the airwaves. Video from everything from Fleet actions to individual fire-fights are slickly produced, blinking arrows to show the viewer what to look for. The gorier or more explosive the shot, the better.” 
 
    “And people absorb the nonsense generated by the propaganda department,” said Hiersey in disgust. “They believe it, no matter how far-fetched or scientifically wrong. Lasers don’t go Pew! Pew! Pew!” 
 
    O’Brian nodded agreement. “I know personally one director who filmed the same shot twenty-six times, then trashed the whole sequence in favor of a computer graphics version. You can do anything in a computer.” 
 
    “And did,” said Freddie. 
 
    “Yes, and did,” said O’Brian. “The culprit here is not the propaganda ministry, but the very will to believe of the average Earther. They want to believe we are mowing down the Poon, and a little graphics go a long way of convincing them.” 
 
    “So reality, like maximum energy rating, or the invisibility of weapon beams of energy in space, or even the details of vacuum injury on the human body, are suppressed for the greater good.” 
 
    “Then we come along,” said Toomba. 
 
    “Then you come along,” agreed O’Brian. And mess up a whole lot in a short amount of time. You can't really be blamed; you're just doing what you were trained to do. It's all an accident of fate.” 
 
    Toomba stood up. “I can see why we cannot return,” he said. “I, for one, would still like to do something good for our planet.” Murmurs of agreement swept around the room. 
 
    “I am glad to hear that.” O’Brian pushed a button on the side of the desk. 
 
    A panel slid aside, and out leaped a Poon warrior in full battle dress. It aimed a large-bore weapon in their direction. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    O’Brian and the Poon warrior were still wiping tears from their eyes when the anger faded in the Sixties.  
 
    The warrior looked impressive, at least two meters tall, with hard gleaming fangs set in an out-thrust pair of jaws, bulging yellow eyes, and colorful wattles. A combat suit concealed most of the rest of the body, leaving behind an impression of a powerful frame supporting impressive muscles covered with fine alligator-like scales. 
 
    “Bastards,” said Hiersey. “Scare us half to death.” 
 
    “Fleet doesn’t do anything just for the dork of it,” murmurred Toomba. “I don't like where this is going.” 
 
    Freddie scowled. “Yeah. I bet I know what's coming up next.” 
 
    Nick fanned his face. “Freddie. This isn't the parade ground. I didn't know you were so scared.” 
 
    The other two joined in a quiet chuckle at Freddie's expense, while the latter growled at Nick. 
 
    “Attention. Your attention please.” O’Brian and the Poon were back in serious mode. O’Brian gestured to the warrior. “If you please.” 
 
    The warrior propped the weapon against the podium, reached up, and took out a large dental appliance. A taloned claw depressed a point behind a small earhole, and the head lifted off the shoulders, revealing a dark attractive woman with a close-cut cap of curly hair. 
 
    To the graduates' amazement, the woman wriggled out of the back of the warrior, stepping over the tail, and leaving it standing empty and discarded like a giant insect molting. 
 
    “Ladies and Gentlemen, may I introduce Lexie Broadbent. She's been on three undercover missions to the Poon worlds. She will be your primary instructor for the next three months of your life.” 
 
    O’Brian walked around the shell. “This is the latest marvel of mimicry in our arsenal today. The M49A3 Poon Suit, Warrior variant, is identical to the real thing in every possible detail, with the exception that it contains a live human inside. 
 
    “It will keep you alive and kicking long after a conventional spacesuit has run out of consumables. The M49A3 is powered by triply-shielded RTGs in each foot. The body of the suit is made of foamed aluminum struts, supporting a quasi-biological construct that responds to the suit computer's directions. Although it can assume any form, its resting form is that of a Poon warrior. With a subvocal command, you can change the color of the skin, alter the facial appearance, and even move mass around on the torso to project either extreme muscular development or incipient obesity.” 
 
    Lexi keyed a laser pointer, its red dot glowing brightly against the suit. 
 
    “I've spent the better part of two months inside one of these, without once getting out of it.” 
 
    “I'd rather spend two days in bed with her, and not get out of it, either,” murmured Toomba. Hiersey twisted around to stare at him, but he looked at her with wide, innocent eyes. 
 
    “The suit is designed to hold the average human for at least seventy days against the environment of a Poon transport ship. Waste is stored in the leg pouches, and the tail can accommodate any overage. Urine and feces is reprocessed via semi-permeable membranes to pure water, available in the headpiece. Food is highly concentrated pills. The pills are laced with specialty pharmaceuticals to reduce metabolic waste as much as possible. For example, the intestines are commanded to undergo a kind of suspended animation. The liver gains various metabolic pathways that reduce dumping of waste into the colon. I could give you a long dissertation on what happens to the body.” 
 
    “I'd like that,” said Nick. Lexi frowned. “I'm a doctor,” said Nick, and her face resumed a neutral expression. 
 
    “For you Engineer types, I can talk about all of the components of the M49A3, and for the bean counters, the price, which is something like seventy times your annual salary. Bring it back, or you're going to be really old before the debt is paid off.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lexi,” said O’Brian. “For the next three months, you will grow to love and hate your Poon suit. You will be able to diagnose, repair, and live comfortably inside the giant artificial womb of the M49A3, all the while collecting intelligence on the Poon, their movements, their intentions, and their capabilities. Then, at recall, you will be retrieved from your missions and debriefed. Then you get some vacation. Questions?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The weeks flew by. The Reunion world never got warmer, but that was a feature, not a bug. When you're wearing one hundred kilos of vapor-tight semi-living flesh, it's good to be in a cool environment.  
 
    An incontinent roaring noise sounded out in the dark fields behind the prison. The automatic translator piped in what Lexi had shouted in the Poon language. 
 
    “Come on, ladies!  Get your ass in gear!  You're stumbling around like a revant m'saelw after an acid bath.” 
 
    “A what?” asked Toomba. 
 
    “Some sort of lizard on their homeworld. Poon wait by the volcanic fumaroles for these brainless lizards to run by. When they get splashed, they act hammered, and the Poon eat them up. Supposed to be great fun.” Nick was humping along the side of the formation, guarding from an attack from the left. 
 
    “Ugh!” said Hiersey. “None for me, thank you.” 
 
    “I hear the new A4 suits have far better articulation in the face, and you don't have to wear this awful set of fangs,” said Toomba. “Then you could chomp through all of the…whatevers…and not ever have to taste them.” 
 
    “Move it!” Lexi roared again. “This is just strolling for the Poon. Wait until you're in some kind of forced march with them.” 
 
    “And here I thought we were going to be on spaceships, our earholes planted on our berthing walls, listening in on the comms. If we get stuck out with the infantry, then our posting is useless.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” panted Hiersey. “I'm putting in for bartender at the Poon Officer's Club.” She hitched herself a bit and tried to lengthen her stride. “Wish they'd turn on the boost in these things.” 
 
    “Not a chance,” said Freddie. “Not until they're sure we can make it without.” 
 
    The great suck continued. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They sat around on the outside of the penal colony walls, a small campfire keeping them company. 
 
    “You have to remember temperature all the time,” hectored Lexi. “Cold, light a fire or go to sleep. Seek out the hot.” 
 
    “That reminds me, Toomba. How's the budding romance going?” asked Hiersey. 
 
    “He keeps farting in his suit,” said Freddie. “Lexi can't tell if he's really good at imitating the Poon or just incontinent.” 
 
    “And the horse you rode in on,” said Toomba. “I can’t deal with those pills. I’m starting to take after Mr. Methane here.” 
 
    “Ensign M'Lake, am I boring you?” growled Lexi.  
 
    “Shit,” mumbled Toomba. “No, Exalted One,” he replied. The graduates were restricted in speaking to Lexi or the other cadre in strictly Poonian modes. “My nestmates are crap-flinging again.” 
 
    “Oh?” she said, stamping her way over. “What is more important than listening to me tell you how to stay alive for the next six months? How about you go first, Five-Star?” 
 
    Caught flatfooted, Freddie spluttered. “Sorry, Gnasher of Bones. It won't happen again.” 
 
    “Hmmm. Maybe I should take his friend Head here for some private interrogation. First question,” she smiled and polished her claws on her chest, “is where he got such an interesting nickname.” 
 
    “I'd, uh, rather not, Ripper of Throats.” 
 
    “True. We're still in training discipline. Pity.” She stomped away. 
 
    “I am gonna beat the crap out of you after this, Five-Star.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As all things eventually must, the training period was over, the tortuous exams were completed, and the sixteen graduates of the Academy Class of 2360, all of whom were personally instructed by Shiny Guiney back in Prep School, lined up in their Poon suits, the new and improved M49A4s, ready to head out on their first assignments. 
 
    “I'm gonna miss you guys,” said Freddie. The newest improvement was a marvel of a radio. It highly compressed the user's speech for the shortest possible transmission, then it broadcast on a set of calculated but random-seeming frequencies, in millisecond bursts. It was guaranteed undetectable by people who were not going to get shot if they were wrong. 
 
    “Keep your tail up, Hiersey,” Nick said, using a common Poon phrase. 
 
    “The answer is still 'no', Nick,” she said.  
 
    “All right, settle down,” called Mr. O’Brian. “We've never trained so many people at once, so we're a bit at a loss about how to insert all of you. I would think that the Poon would wonder at a dozen or more warriors suddenly appearing from the direction of the enemy. So, we're going to be a lot more indirect. Your radios are limited by light speed, of course. So don't be surprised if you are completely alone. Continue to carry out your mission. The A4 can keep you alive for four months, longer than the A3. So you can hole up and basically live off your internals if you must go into hiding. 
 
    “Drone ships will call here every few days, until all of you get shipped out. Infiltrate. Observe. Record. Then, when you hear the recall, assemble on the transport by any means possible. There will be three recalls, spaced near enough to each other so you will be able to get to them. Try to be on the first one, of course. 
 
    “Now, I want to give you the most top secret mission ever handed to an undercover agent. It is the orders of Fleet Admiral Lacewell that you talk to the Poon. Not in a grand lecture hall, but on board their ships. Talk to their senior officers if you can, if not, a chief petty officer is just as good—someone high up in the food chain of the Poon. Talk about science. Talk about the ships. Talk about medicine or fuel tanks or whatever your specialty is. Ask them how they are going to accomplish their mission on such inadequate hardware and operations. 
 
    “Try to replicate what was happening to the SOB. Move around, get transfers to various ships of the line. Keep talking, weakening them. Then come home. Questions?” 
 
    There were none. This was a rehash of the conversations of the past two weeks. 
 
    “Then you are released to get out of the Poon suit for perhaps the last time, take a nice long shower, and relax with your fellow officers until your drone comes. Dismissed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “No. And please stop asking.” Hiersey was starting to get angry.  
 
    “I'm not asking for that. I just wanted to know if you wanted me to hold the suit while you got out.” Nick shook his head. “Try to do a nice thing…” 
 
    “Sorry, Nick,” she said. “It's all a bit overwhelming. I mean, spies!  I never signed up for this. All I wanted to do was to get into the machines, work with them, understand them.” 
 
    “That's why you're perfect for this,” Nick said. “You've got an intuitive feel for engineering, like I do for how the human body works. This is going to be a bit weird for me, trying to be a nurse for the Poon.” 
 
    “Who'd have thought?” said Freddie ambling over. “Remember to turn down your RTGs, or your feet will burn off.” 
 
    The Sixties were all standing around in copper-meshed undergarments, looking like walking oysters in the middle of a monster convention. 
 
    “Let's get out of here. All the Poon suits give me the creeps,” said Toomba. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Freddie stared at his forkful of spaghetti. “Enjoy it while you can, folks. As soon as we're on the drone, it's purge the system and start on the concentrates.” 
 
    “At least I get to lose some of this baby fat,” Hiersey said, slapping one of her thighs. “Great diet plan—lock you in a suit, put you in massive danger, feed you pills, watch the pounds fly off.” 
 
    Nick wrenched his eyes away. He didn't want Hiersey to start ranting about him chasing her. He really wasn't, not any more. He was a doctor, a highly eligible bachelor, and the only women in light-years around were three of his fellow classmates, Lexi the hard-assed instructor, and maybe some prisoners three hundred kilometers from their training base. Life can be unfair. 
 
    His dental implant hummed. They all had the bioelectronics modules glued to their mastoid bones as an alternative to lugging around an actual radio. The Sixties called it the 'bonefone', and used it to send private messages to each other. He clacked his teeth together and tongued the second incisor. “Hintz.” 
 
    “No, your drone's not here, but you are needed in the Poon suit room,” said the voice of Lexi. “Come quietly and don't tell the others.” 
 
    “Roger,” he said. He turned to his friends. “Gonna go exercise that large intestine for a bit,” he said. “Carry on without me.” 
 
    “Right,” said Freddie. “Have fun.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nick entered the large room where they had left their Poon suits. They had all been through aversion therapy, where the fear of the Poon had been removed from their psyches. After all, it wouldn't do to be freaking out on a Poon ship. Still, there were subconscious traces of that long ago fear of the predator that could never be eradicated. The Poon looked like a bipedal crocodile, just with less snout.  
 
    “Over here,” said Lexi, standing near his Poon suit. “There was a warning in the logs about your waste processing machinery. Please get hooked up.” 
 
    “Really?” asked Nick. “Why didn't I see it in my Heads Up Display?” 
 
    “The problem wasn't yet at a level where the HUD would activate,” Lexi explained.  
 
    Brian shrugged and skinned out of his overalls. He was still in the copper-meshed undergarments. Months of this sort of thing had banished any modesty taboos. He slipped on the penile sheath and inserted the rectal device, then climbed into the suit. 
 
    He walked around a bit, getting the suit up to operating temperature. Following Lexi's orders, he urinated, jogged in place, then sipped from the water reserve. He walked the suit back to its station, hooked it back up to the charging and cleaning station, and slithered out. 
 
    “How'd it go?” he asked. 
 
    “Fine. How do you feel?” she asked. 
 
    “Uh. Oh,” he said, trying to focus on the blurring Lexi. “Spiked my water, did you?” 
 
    “You've been eyeing me ever since we got here, big boy,” she said. “Let's go have some fun.” 
 
    Nick found himself eager to go, and was pretty sure it wasn't the drug talking, either. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    He came to in his berthing, without a trace of grogginess from the drug. He felt worn out, but also had that freshly showered feeling. 
 
    He felt just like the priest who played golf on Sunday and shot a hole in one—nobody would ever believe him if he claimed that he had been doing it with Lexi. He almost laughed. In the middle of their encounter, Nick realized that while Lexi had technically broken the law, if she had just come out and asked him, he'd have leapt at the chance. 
 
    So there it was. She assured him that she was just as repressed as everyone else, but she couldn't resist. He thanked her, and inquired about rematches. Lexi looked sad for a moment, and then let him know there wouldn't be any, as she was going out on her own mission within a few days. 
 
    There was a knock on the berthing door. “You decent?” asked Hiersey. 
 
    “Give me a minute,” said Nick. He scrambled into a pair of shorts and a shirt. “Come on in.” 
 
    Hiersey came in similar garb and sat down. 
 
    “Look, Nick, I'm sorry about all the hassles I've given you.” 
 
    He stared. Not her, too!  “Uh, that's OK. I know I did pester you when we were in the Academy.” 
 
    “Yeah. I was really annoyed with you then. Well, with most of the guys. They just wouldn't take no for an answer.” 
 
    “I stopped asking, really, by the time we got to the SOB. Not because I found someone else to annoy, but because we were real-live officers then. I had to put away the college stuff.” 
 
    Hiersey looked sad. “I kinda missed it.” 
 
    Nick looked amazed. “But you were so pissed whenever things came close to that?” 
 
    “Yeah, well, that was jealousy. You were always a good one, Nick. I felt you pulling away from me, treating me as an officer. I suddenly realized that you were a decent guy, but I didn't know how to be a friend, instead of a pursuit object.” 
 
    “I understand, I think. I've always thought well of you, Hiersey, even when I stopped chasing you. If you want to stay friends, I'd like that. If you don't, that's your right, too.” 
 
    Hiersey looked at him directly. “I'd like to stay friends. We're never going to go, uh, there,” she said, her eyes flickering to his bunk, “but I am not opposed to an occasional hug.” She stood. 
 
    Nick stood and waited. She came up to him and slipped her arms around him and squeezed. He did the same, and stopped before she did. 
 
    “I'm glad we had this talk,” he said. 
 
    Hiersey nodded, a hint of tears gleaming in her eyes, and let herself out. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The days dragged on. The newly minted spies would wake up, eat an increasingly smaller amount of real food and more of the concentrates, and exercise the suits. Occasionally, a drone would appear, one of the graduates would board, and there would be one less M49A4 in the recharging room. Life went on.  
 
    Oddly, there was little talk about the mission. The reality of penetrating the enemy's forces, worming their way into the background, and gathering data was sufficiently scary that nobody wanted to dig deep into it. 
 
    It was like the Christians in the coliseum, thought Freddie. One after another, they would be pulled from the group, sent out, and never to return. Well, at least there were official plans for their return. Whether they lived through the encounter was another story. 
 
    “Hintz, Rajah, Almanza, M'Lake, report to the recharge station.” 
 
    The four friends looked at each other in amazement.  
 
    “Maybe four drones landed,” said Freddie. “I don't believe in luck.” 
 
    But it was luck. 
 
    “Your group has a good dynamic, and we don't want to break it up,” said Mr. O’Brian. “We've recovered a lifeboat from a recent skirmish, and we're sticking you four in it. Briefing tapes are in the computer. Get in, do your thing, then get out. You'll know when to go. Good luck. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Insertion 
 
    “How in the hell have these clowns gotten this far along?” asked Toomba, weeks later. Their drifting lifeboat was picked up by a Poon patrol, their cover story was accepted, and they were reinserted as replacements into one of the Poon's capital ships, the Fang of Um'quoth.  
 
    “Apparently, the Poon don't suspect a thing,” said Freddie. “Poon like us are just gifts from the gods. They don't have to recruit replacements, just plug us back in.” 
 
    “Fun,” said Nick. “But I get the itches whenever we use these radios.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said Hiersey. “I haven't seen anything in the logs, but that doesn't mean we're in the clear. I'm going offline, guys. Good luck.” 
 
    “Let's all go offline. Until morning, then, out.” Freddie double-clicked his radio off and concentrated on the main energy cannon. It was so similar to the ones on the SOB he suspected that there had been either major industrial espionage, or that the same manufacturer had been supplying both sides. In any case, he knew the flaws in this one. 
 
    He growled at his chief. He wasn't an officer, but more of a private, and the chief was his superior instead of a subordinate. 
 
    “What do you want, spratling?” growled the chief in return. 
 
    “I don't understand how the energy gets to the cannons, chief. I know, the busbars, but look at this. See, the power leads are two knashauls thick. Back where I worked in the factory, our smelter was running around the same power consumption, and its leads were ten knashauls thick. How does it work here?” 
 
    The chief looked at the leads. “It works. That's all you need to know. But, if you're frightened to work around the cannon…” 
 
    “I'm not, chief. I just don't understand how it can work, that's all.” Freddie held his breath. This was the critical time. Would the chief take the bait? 
 
    “I'll go ask the Loo. Meantime, you've got too much time on your hands if you're worrying about power ratings. How about you mop the floor around here until it shines? One stray shot, and this compartment would go up in flames.” 
 
    “Yes, chief.” The compartment was cramped, and having a tail didn't help either. Despite months of practice, Freddie still wasn't used to having a tail. It was forever getting caught in doors, being stepped on, and knocking things over. Poon noticed, and the wags were trying out various nicknames for him. 
 
    Still, he smiled to himself, a seed was planted. Doubt would fester among the gunners, and when action came…he really smiled as he cleaned the compartment. The first shot, and the certain explosion as the busbars arced and vaporized. He had to make sure he didn't stand nearby the power leads and get fried like Boaz did on the SOB. He cleaned with a purpose. He had to reduce the amount of combustible crap, so he'd have a good chance of survival. 
 
    He thought of the other systems that his friends would be working on. Nick was planting doubt in the Sick Bay, Hiersey was extending her version of reality in the Engineering spaces, and Toomba was probably getting his tail fondled up on the Bridge. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hiersey stood at rigid attention in the office of the Chief Engineer. 
 
    “Gang ower it frae th' top. Teel me again hoo ye managed tae gie a technician tae exceed his maximum radiation dose. “ The Chief Engineer stropped his claws on a strip of leather. 
 
    You gotta be kidding me. Does the Poon even have a equivalent for Scotland? I bet Freddie hacked my translation module on purpose. That would be his speed. 
 
    “Sir, I only asked him to get some readings on the last engagement. The Earth ship slammed into our ship and exploded. I wanted to make sure there weren’t any radiation issues prior to repopulating the cubic.” 
 
    “What's th' matter wi' ye? Ships crash intae us aw th' time. We're sae big an' massife they dornt dae us onie damage, apart frae a wee fire. We pit th' fire oot, weld some new plates ower th' hole, 'en paint th' scorch marks. Guid as new.” 
 
    “Sir, the radiation from the ruptured engines has to go somewhere.” 
 
    “It gits bloon it ay th' hole wi' whatever else was in th' spot it crashed. Pure, ensign, yoo're imaginin' things. Sae teel me hoo th' technician pure died. “ 
 
    “Autopsy says radiation damage. I'm not a medical type.” 
 
    “'at way, aye? Aw reit, lass. Dismissed.” 
 
    Here we go again. The Poon are as bad as Fleet! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “O’Brian,” burped the communicator. 
 
    “Here, sir,” said the head of the retraining school, now intently watching his monitors. 
 
    “How are they doing?” 
 
    “About as you'd expect, sir. Nobody's been found out yet, but they just can't seem to stop believing so hard about Science. It's having an effect. Already, there are orders to keep all patrol craft in launch bays until the enemy—that’s us sir—are sighted on long-range sensors. Seems they had a few of them get lost on patrol when their fuel tanks ran dry.” 
 
    “What about us? Have we recovered from the Unbelievers?” 
 
    “I wish you wouldn't call them that, sir. They're very strong believers.” 
 
    “In the wrong narrative.” 
 
    “Well,” said O’Brian, “Pure science makes sense to them, sir. It's the strange way that physics works for the Poon and us, instead of how it's supposed to work according to the text book, that has them all confused.” 
 
    “I still don't understand why their beliefs win out over everyone else's. Scary. But you're avoiding the question. Have our forces recovered from their influence?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. We had to take some drastic action with the Sword of Benares—send her to dry-dock and replace her entire crew, but she's back in commission and on patrol.” 
 
    “What happened to the crew?” 
 
    “Gave them three weeks on Elysium, had the hypnotherapists work them over when they slept, and if they think about the previous patrol at all, they remember the action and not the casualties.” 
 
    “Anyone resist?” 
 
    “Not for long, sir,” he said. “No additional deaths, but there's a bit of amnesia in about ten people.” 
 
    “Good work, O’Brian. We'd give you a medal…” 
 
    “I understand. Think nothing of it.” 
 
    “Fleet out.” 
 
    O’Brian went back to monitoring alien communications, helped along by the unmentioned functions of the M49A4. Why burden the ensigns with useless knowledge? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    On the telescreen, the Poon's Fleet Admiral was working himself up into a fine lather. “Our forces will crush the puny mammals like the kwadoweetz they are!” Toomba looked around the assault bay, crammed with Poon, who erupted in a fang-baring display of martial joy. 
 
    “The what?” said Toomba over the bonefone. 
 
    “Kwadoweetz are a cross between a monkey and a rabbit. Highly prolific, easy to catch, and a good snack,” said Hiersey.  
 
    “How do you know so much?” grumbled Toomba. 
 
    “You should get caught up on your Poon-o-pedia. We might be here for a while. Now hush, here comes the big surprise.” 
 
    “The invasion. Yeah, we sent the date out to Fleet about two weeks ago.” 
 
    Hiersey turned to him and growled softly. “They could always change it. Now hush!” 
 
    On the screen, the Fleet Admiral held up a small brown envelope. “I have here, in my formerly blood-stained fingers, the date we launch the invasion. Do you want to know when we get our revenge?” 
 
    The roars of the Poon sounded even louder with the bare metal walls reflecting the sounds back and forth. 
 
    The FA slowly tore open the envelope, extracted a stiff card from it, and held it close to his chest. “Look to your left and right. Make sure there's no spy amongst you.” 
 
    Toomba looked at Hiersey and Freddie. “And if there is?” he subvocalized on the bonefone. They kicked him surreptitiously. 
 
    “The date is…on the birthday of the Great Grawfultio!” 
 
    The roaring threatened to deafen the humans. Freddie looked at Toomba and shrugged. Freddie didn't even try to call his classmates. He'd get the rundown later. He lifted his muzzle and roared with the rest of the Poon. He had to—couldn't look suspicious. 
 
    He flowed out of the bay into the hallways of the ship. He was due for his shift shadowing the staff astrogator in auxiliary control in an hour, and decided to head down there early. 
 
      
 
    The Poon are very egalitarian in their military forces. Male and female Poon mix readily in the ranks, since the differences between the sexes is not very pronounced until mating season. Since mating season is triggered by a complex mixture of environmental signals and hormonal cues, the leadership is able to delay it for years just by keeping their troops in the kind of environment that lacks those cues.  
 
    So it was cause for consternation when Freddie walked the corridors through the throng. The tails of the M49A4 had limited musculature. They could be held erect, tucked in between the legs, or dragging on the ground. Each position gave off its own non-verbal signal.  
 
    “Hey, trooper!” growled a voice from behind him. “You been sniffing yanwik dust or something? Get your tail out of my cloaca!” 
 
    Freddie dropped his tail, then whipped it closely to his body. He almost stumbled over it, remembering just in time to curl it higher than his knee. 
 
    “Better. Do you know who I last had qidata with? The Captain!” 
 
    “Help me,” he messaged on the bonefone. “What's qidata?” 
 
    “Sex. One-on-one sex, a mating of equals. Super big deal. Who'd you piss off?” said Nick. 
 
    The outraged woman continued to growl at him, drawing a crowd in the hallway, while Freddie held the tip of his tail with his hand claws. 
 
    “Some woman who did it with the Captain. Don't know who she is. Uh, how do I get out of this?” 
 
    “On my way. Hang on. Act confused.” 
 
    “You trying to be funny?” said Freddie. “I don't think I could be more confused than I am now.” 
 
    Two male Poon were forcing their way to the center of the disturbance, Nick, and another warrior wearing field-grade officer's insignia. 
 
    “Just hold tight, Freddie, and don't say anything. I have you in sight. Oh, dammit, that's the Captain's orderly!” 
 
    The officer got there first, obviously. Nobody wanted to get in the way of a senior officer. Nick was trailing him like a lawyer chasing an ambulance. 
 
    “Wrhand, are you all right?” asked the officer. 
 
    “Yes, sir. This kwadoweetz was poking me in the cloaca with his tail.” 
 
    The officer slipped an arm around her, growled softly in her ear hole, then turned to face Freddie. 
 
    Nick slid to a stop beside Freddie. “Honorable Captain, my fellow castaway is still recovering from his ordeal and is not at full strength.” 
 
    The Captain looked closely at the pair. “You were in that lifeboat.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. My friend here was pretty banged up getting to the boat. Major concussion, but it's almost healed now. Give him a task to do, or a shift to stand, and he's perfectly fine. Let him alone, and he'll sometimes drift off and forget there are others around.” 
 
    “He spaced during the Fleet Admiral's message?” 
 
    “Oh, no, sir. That's duty, and he's always there during duty. He must have, ah, drifted while he walked the hallway, thinking of the plunder to come.” “Start mumbling about plunder, Fred.” 
 
    Freddie stirred to life. “Slice them open with the cannon. Do well, get picked for a boarding party. Then go from compartment to compartment, mmmm, collect the kwadoweetz. Feasting, dreadful feasting.” Freddie turned on the saliva pumps, and his fangs started dripping clear fluid. Nick looked around, and a few of the other Poon were also salivating. 
 
    The Captain seemed a bit dazed, along with his orderly.  
 
    “Turn it down, Freddie. And appear to come to.” 
 
    Freddie wiped an arm over his muzzle, then froze, turned and faced the Captain, and snapped to attention, pulling his right arm across his chest in salute. The Captain reflexively returned the salute. 
 
    “Trooper, do you remember anything for the last ten minutes?” he asked. 
 
    “The Fleet Admiral's message finished, and we all filed out, then, uh, I'm here speaking to you, sir.” 
 
    “Spaced, sir, like I said,” said Nick. 
 
    “What did the Admiral talk about, Trooper?” 
 
    “How we were going to tear through the enemy like they were kwadoweetz, and he announced the date of the invasion. I'd rather not say when that is, I don't know everyone here.” 
 
    “That's good enough. You, ah, what's your name?” 
 
    “Doctor Gnawer of Bones.” 
 
    “Doctor, uh, Bones, better stay with your friend until he's either on shift or back in his berthing. Wrhand, do you want to press charges?” 
 
    “No, sir. There's no intent, so I forgive him. Doctor, you better tell your friend to watch his tail.” 
 
    “Yes, Ma'am. I'll take him away now, if it's all right with everyone.” Nick snapped a salute, and Freddie replicated it.” 
 
    “Get out of here, and never touch this woman again,” said the Captain. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I want a case of Jack when we get back to Earth, Five-Star,” said Nick over the bonefone. “We're safe, but Generalissimo here isn't going to be in command of anything until his 'concussion' heals.” 
 
    “This guy should be in the movies,” said Freddie. “You never saw such acting in your life. He had me believing I had a head injury.” 
 
    “Enough,” said Toomba. “We've got to get you under cover. Sticking your tail up the crotch of the Captain's mistress. What's wrong with you?” 
 
    Hiersey said, “I'm going to click off. If someone's going to chew out someone else, I don't need to hear it.” 
 
    “Yeah, I've got to concentrate on this astrogation,” said Toomba. “Earth's going to need good info. Chew away Nick, but make sure Freddie's rehabbed in time to blow up the cannons or some of our guys are going to get it.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A giant armada coalesced from a number of different directions. In the giant marshalling system of Beta Upsilon Gamma, the Poon Fleet assembled. From the core of great capital ships, vessels of every size and function appeared, were slotted into the formation, and began training together. 
 
    The Sixties got extremely busy. The large ships were already fully manned when the faux Poon were rescued from their strategically placed lifeboats and drones. They had no real jobs, but were shadowing other officers doing their jobs. Along the way, they had managed to infect ship staff with their peculiarly strong attitude towards pure science. It had the same effect among the Poon as it once did to the SOB crew.  
 
    The faux Poon were transferred from ship to ship, helping out their fellow Sixties as the need arose. The Poon command didn't realize it, but sharing the Sixties among all the ships was exactly like handing out dirty needles at a methadone clinic. Every ship of any importance soon developed odd failures. Equipment that worked perfectly well in the past would explode under full load. Crew would drop with crippling radiation sickness. Doctors, using well-worn procedures handed down for decades were surprised when their patients started dying on them. 
 
    It had to be sabotage. And it started as soon as they got in the Beta Upsilon Gamma system. Thus, the best way to stop it was to leave and start the invasion early. 
 
    Toomba kept his face impassive as his M49A4 suit translator package processed the argument in the Captain's Ready Room into a form he could understand. 
 
    It was an all-ship exchange, and it was more like a top-down order from the flagship of the armada to every vessel above corvette-class. The invasion was moved up to next week. The elaborate Fleet maneuvers were scrapped in favor of grappling with the humans, while the Poon still had an armada that could do it. 
 
    Toomba quickly informed the rest of the Sixties, and the information was transmitted to Earth. The Sixties kept up the pressure, questioning everything, leaving their peers, subordinates, and superiors distrusting the very basis of every action that violated basic physics. 
 
    For the Sixties were the Unbelievers. The world of the Poon Fleet was dependent on the mass belief of the spacemen that everything they had done in the past was scientifically valid. When the crew came face to face with the impossibility of a cable a couple of fingers wide carrying terawatts of power, reality reasserted itself. The cable vaporized like a huge fuse from the power forced through it, and the cannons died. The Sixties hurried to spread that unbelief as far and wide as possible. 
 
    Until Theo, their reactor man, went up in a ball of fire.  
 
    “You know,” said Freddie, “if we do our jobs correctly, what does that mean?” 
 
    “You mean, get the Poon to question their preconceived notions and get down to real science?” asked Hiersey. 
 
    “Yeah. I've never really thought about it all the way through. I was too busy trying to fit in as a warrior.” 
 
    “You mean like trying to fit your tail into the yeoman?” asked Toomba. 
 
    “Bite me. But think about it. We're in this giant armada. We're weakening it by the day. The only reason we're still heading towards Earth is because there's been no action to test how bad off everything is. But assume the Poon have completely lost faith in their ships and armaments.” 
 
    Nick pursed his lips, deep inside the Poon suit. “We're sitting ducks for our own ships to blow us away with the rest of the Poon.” 
 
    “Exactly.” The single word vibrated off their mastoids, ringing in their heads. 
 
    “We're screwed,” said Toomba. “Theo, right?” 
 
    “We don't know what actually happened. Theo had been warning us about how the reactors are running with one tenth the shielding necessary, and using a design that is more dangerous as the power level drops in the reactor. He said the morons believed they were running an advanced design reactor.” 
 
    Hiersey raised a claw. “I bet he convinced enough of them that they were in trouble, they got radiation sickness, the chief got scared, and dropped the power level into the danger zone, and the whole thing went up. Theo had been mumbling about positive void coefficients, meaning as the water boiled into steam bubbles, the reaction actually sped up.” 
 
    “Sounds about right,” said Freddie. “What are we going to do about it, though?” 
 
    “Jump ship. It's the only answer.” Hiersey folded her arms in front of her and tried to project defiance. 
 
    “In what? There's nothing big enough to carry us out of here. Sure, we can grab a cutter and blast it out of the drive bay. Two hours later, even limping along, and we're out of fuel. We'll be target practice for both sides. And what about the rest of our classmates? Do we abandon them here?” Freddie was pounding one clawed fist into the paw of the other.  
 
    Nick held up a single foreclaw. “Hang on. Squall line of a brainstorm sighted on the horizon.” 
 
    The rest of his classmates waited, somewhat impatiently. 
 
    “Okay, what about this? Can we phony up some orders for the rest of our classmates? Get them to gather on one ship? We'll need one with a fairly big cutter.” 
 
    “You're talking about the flagship, the Spine Ripper,” said Toomba. “I could maybe get some orders stuffed into the system. We astrogators have some time on our hands. So we're all hiding out on the flagship, working our mischief. Then what?” 
 
    Nick spread his hands slowly, like a magician. “Why then, we disappear into deep space.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Transposition 
 
    It took an agonizingly long time, during which the armada got within a day's travel to Earth, but finally all of the Sixties, except for the vaporized Theo, were snugly aboard the Spine Ripper. 
 
    Nick hit his bonefone for an all-hands transmission. “Count off,” he said. “Use the same numbers we did on Reunion.” The count skipped over Eight, Theo's number, and showed that everyone was receiving the bonefone. 
 
    “Anybody who can't answer? On shift, or surrounded by Poon? Count off, 'no' followed by your number. Just click if you're being overheard.” 
 
    Three of the classmates were otherwise occupied. 
 
    “All right, everyone, I'm going down to the boat dock in full doctor garb, including mask. It's quarantine time. Everyone else, tipclaw down there. If you're on duty, you have to hit the head. Be very amazed that no Poon uses the head during their shift. Be convincing. Then race past the head and get down to the boat dock. We'll have a magic five to ten minute window when there will be nobody manning the controls.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” said Maria. “They'll have weeks of crap backed up.” 
 
    “Then everyone will flush, Engineering will overcompensate, then the plumbing fixtures explode. Wild fun,” said Nick. 
 
    “Sounds like you've done this before,” said Maria. 
 
    “Why don't you let me tell you sometime later?” 
 
    Toomba broke in. “Nick. Boat dock. Then what?” 
 
    “Make for the cutter. I'll be in full hazmat, waving you on. If anyone tries to stop you, tell them that it's diphtheria, but you're immune and they're not, so back off. If they persist, tell them it will sterilize them.” 
 
    “That's the mumps,” said Toomba. 
 
    “And they're Poon, Toomba, so let it go. Just get on board.” 
 
    Freddie clicked in. “Fine, so we're all aboard. I guess you've got some way to bypass security and launch the thing. Then what? We don't have the range to get back to Earth.” 
 
    “We will. Trust me. I can't tell you how, but it will work.” 
 
    Eleven voices jammed the bonefone channel, as they argued back and forth. Nick let them get it out of their system for a couple of minutes, then pounded on the point of his chin, causing a small explosion of sound in everyone's mastoid. 
 
    “Look, you're either going to join me, or try to survive when the Earth forces come carving through. Guess what the biggest target is. I don't know about you, but the Earth johnnies could be showing up any second, blasting. I'm getting really antsy to be away. 
 
    “So, here's how it's going to be. Ten minutes on the dot, after I give the signal, I'm taking off. You can either be on board, or you can be left behind. I'm going to head down to the boat deck now. I’ll give the signal is when I get inside the deck. 
 
    “It's been a pleasure serving with you all. I hope to see everyone on the cutter. Nick out.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It's a good thing my voice box is powered by a nuclear generator and not my lungs. I've been shouting for the past five minutes. 
 
    “Brainless qaathand!  Do you want to see your hemipene turn white and fall off? That's what's going to happen if you don't open this door and let me tend to the ship that just arrived!  A nice caustic soda wash on the outside, the warriors, even the bay attendants, must be quarantined down in Sick Bay. You too!  Now, open this up before the ventilation system spreads it all over the ship!” 
 
    The warrior blanched as Nick waved a half-meter syringe in front of his face. He spun the wheel on the hatch and yanked it open. Nick burst through; his lungs wound up to eleven, and got the bay cleared in three minutes flat. It wasn't pretty, but with a few surreptitious injections of tranquilzer that would have knocked T Rex off his feet, the mood in the launch bay turned to one of imminent stampede.  
 
    Just in time, too, as the Sixties were appearing from every access tube, racing to get inside the cutter. Nick counted them off. All fifteen were present, and well before the ten minute mark. 
 
    He dove into the pilot's seat. Toomba, in the copilot's seat, had already sealed the hatches to the ship, and started the scavenging pumps on the bay to make sure they stayed closed. When the bay was in vacuum, the space doors opened easily, the cutter drifted out, and launched in a direction that kept them in the blind spots of all the laser cannons trying to shoot them. 
 
    Six minutes, and they were beyond immediate danger. Nick turned to Toomba. “Stay with the bird. Keep us out of trouble. I have some work to do.” 
 
    He left for the galley, where the rest of the Sixties were getting out of their Poon suits for the first time in three months. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “There was never any radiation,” he intoned, absently scratching under his arms. “The Poon who died were already sick.” 
 
    “…already…sick…” 
 
    “We can make it to the Earth side in two days without a problem.” 
 
    “…without…a…problem” 
 
    “Tell me why.” 
 
    “Okay.” Maria was a little glassy-eyed, but eager and cooperative. “The cutter is one of the new ones, ultra-efficient, and can get three times as far on the same amount of fuel.” 
 
    “How much fuel do we have?” 
 
    “More than enough.” 
 
    Nick smiled. “You're doing really well, Maria. Do we have enough of everything to get to the Earth forces?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Not a problem. Got months of supplies, air, water, the works.” 
 
    Nick straightened up. Working with the hypnotized, it was really easy to fall asleep, and that would be disaster. 
 
    “On the count of three, I'll snap my fingers, and you'll wake up. We've been talking about Earth for the last twenty minutes.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “One, two, three.” Nick snapped his fingers, and Maria closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and looked at him.  
 
    “Sorry, I must have blanked out for a minute. Where was I?” 
 
    “You were telling be about your hometown. It's all right; I've got to get back to work. Could you send in the next one?” 
 
    “Sure,” she said. “Uh, just two more.” 
 
    “Good!  Thank you, Maria.” 
 
      
 
    “Nick. You better have a good explanation.” 
 
    “Hello, Hiersey. Why did they send us to the Poon in the first place?” 
 
    “We were a danger to our own Fleet. You already know this.” 
 
    “Stay with me a little bit. What, exactly, was the danger?” 
 
    “The Fleet was deluded!  Years of heroic stories, over and over. No Fleet could have done all the things ours had done—not if reality had anything to say about it. But everyone heading into the Fleet already believed in its mythos, so strange as it might sound, that mythos became the reality.  
 
    Nick nodded happily. “Then we came along, the Unbelievers, and our reality, well, it was the only reality backed by science, suddenly took hold, and everything turned to crap.” 
 
    “Right. The we were sent to the Poon to undermine their reality. That meant we were sitting ducks. So we're in this deathtrap instead.” She fumed at him. He looked at her and smiled faintly. He had faith in her. 
 
    She stopped grousing and sat very still. She turned to him, started to frown, then broke up laughing hysterically. “You bastard!  Of course!  Freaking brilliant, actually. How is everyone taking it?” 
 
    “Very well. There's just you, Toomba, and Freddie left. Do you trust me?” 
 
    “In this, absolutely. I won't fight you, Nick. Let's get going.” 
 
    He produced a shiny disc tied to a string. “Look at the disc, Hiersey. See how it's spinning. It spins to one side, then stops and unwinds, spinning to the other. You're so tired from this mission, Hiersey, you could watch this disc for hours. You feel like you're floating, like you’re drifting on a cloud. So peaceful. Your eyelids are heavy, you can close them. Just listen to the sound of my voice. You're getting sleepy, Hiersey. Sleepy.” 
 
    He told her the same story he told the other eleven classmates: the cutter was impossibly stocked, they could live for weeks on board, and could go to Earth and back without refueling. She accepted everything he told her. After all, she trusted him. 
 
    He did the same to Toomba and Freddie. While he was at it, he also tried to cure Freddie's farting problem. The air scrubber in the cutter wasn't really up to the task. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nick even auto-hypnotized himself, leaving nothing to chance. They all got out of their M49A4s, leaving them lined up and ready in case they had to dive back into them.  
 
    Soon enough, the Earth armada showed up on long range sensors. Nick suddenly remembered a specific code sequence he had to broadcast. He went to the radio room, only to find seven of the Sixties there ahead of him. 
 
    “Wait a minute. We all suddenly remembered a code we just had to broadcast? Then it's a signal to the armada that we're the good guys and don't shoot.” 
 
    Smiles broke out all around. 
 
    “Three weeks in this thing—I can't wait to get out of here!” said one of the grads. 
 
    A small voice in the back of Nick's mind whispered, “Not bad. Three weeks in a ship that was supposed to last three days.” Nick had no problem banishing the voice. 
 
    “Barbecue. That's what I want when I get home. Even if I have to throttle the pig myself.” 
 
    Hiersey gave him a hug, and didn't let go. Nick smiled and hugged her back. They might just make it back to Earth after all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
    —  —  — 
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