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Asylum

By Erin Lale
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I waited on the cement porch. If only it were raining, the slightly run-down grey street of apartments would have suited my mood perfectly. I could have ordered up a rainstorm if I really wanted to, of course. The holographic sky on the station ceiling could be set for all kinds of weather conditions.

I told myself, “He’ll be out when he’s done. Don’t be clingy. Don’t be so damned insecure.” Feelings overwhelmed me, recent events, old memories. Tears tried to start in the corners of my eyes. “Don’t cry out here. Just hang on.” 

Finally, the door opened, revealing a young, slender man in an old-fashioned, Earth-style button front shirt. 

I wasted no time on small talk. “Take me to the Place of No Mind.”

“What’s wrong?”

“Can I tell you later, Razor? Right now I need it.”

“Heather...”

“Please. I need it. I need a fix.”

“Alright, come in.”

The apartment was awash in old fashioned furniture, all warm wood and embroidered silk, and women swooned over every available surface: tables, divans, overstuffed armless chairs, benches, and of course, fainting couches. 

“You’re going to need a staff. A receptionist/secretary, a nurse to take care of the ladies afterwards, a maid.”

“And which uniform do you want to wear, Heather?”

I appreciated the joke, but I just wasn’t in the mood to laugh. I followed him through the house as he checked on the various ladies, with a tender word for each. There was no place else left to put another play partner, so we went all the way through to the balcony. It faced a holographic image of a view of mountains, identical from both sides, for this building and the one across the air flow space. The projection blurred the other building to a watery surrealistic smear.

“What has you so upset?”

“There was another attack.”

“Damn them! I thought that was over, now that you and the Patience Council hired the Dorsai to protect the station.”

“The aerial bombardments have stopped. There are still a few bombs on the ground. And I don’t think today’s attack had any political intent. Never mind, I don’t want to think about it, that’s why I’m here.”

“Alright. We can play first and talk later, if that’s what you want.”

“I want. Please. Please.”

“Then put your hands on the railing.”

I bent over and leaned on the white metal balcony rail. He pulled up my blouse to expose my back, in such a way that my breasts remained covered. Then he pulled up my skirt and let it hang down in front, and pulled down my satin panties. This left my backside bare facing him, but my front side protected from stray eyes.  So considerate. He was always so considerate.

Razor took a flogger from a convenient hook on the wall and began flogging. Stinging strokes landed on my back, buttocks, and thighs. Each blow was as stimulating as the shock of a cold lake on a summer afternoon. I could almost hear the birds. 

He rained blows. They were thunder and lightning and the snap of driven sleet. I held my breath and the world started spinning. There it was: The Place of No Mind.

Subspace. Dimensions shifted around me, endlessly changing fractal geometry suffused in hazy golden light. Traveling without moving. 

Then the flogging stopped. I became aware of my body, my sweat going cold in the chill wind of the station air circulation pumps moving up between the buildings. Razor helped me stand up with an arm around my waist. He fiddled with my clothes, concerned for my modesty while my mind still turned in the age-old swoop of the spiral galaxy.

He arranged me on a deck chair. Now I was part of the collection of swooning ladies. After making sure I was settled, he made his rounds again, checking on the day’s previous recipients of his ministrations. He checked on me several more times as the world spun around me. I lost myself in the beauty of the holographic mountain, an artwork I, myself, had designed. 

But the return of thought was as relentless as time. Bad old memories again. Old Baggage, iteration, what, 5.8 by now?

But he must never know. Must never suspect. I would not sully his purity with the dark tide of my past.

He checked on me again, and saw I was awake and aware. He asked again what’s wrong.

I stood and stretched, leaning a little against the balcony rail to steady myself.

“When I founded Asylum, I knew some groups wouldn’t get along. I knew some people would bring grudges here from their own world. But I never imagined how many different worlds would try to make war on us from outside.” 

That wasn’t it, of course. This most recent attack was random street crime, not war or terrorism. But I had been rejected before, for what lay inside my mind. Damaged goods. I couldn’t risk that again. 

“What are you going to do?” Razor asked. He came to stand beside me at the railing.

I shrugged. “The Dorsai can keep the station from being blown out of space. I don’t have a good answer for ground attacks by infiltrators. I’m certainly not about to turn Asylum into a police state. Freedom is wild and woolly.” 

He patted me on the small of my back, precisely where he had avoided striking to protect the kidneys, where my skin was untouched and not sore. So considerate. Always, so considerate of my physical and emotional wellbeing. Small gestures like that are why I love him so. 

“You’ll think of something. You always do.” 

It was day again in Asylum. On? In. I could never decide; Asylum was a space station, but it was built inside an asteroid. And now, parts of it had been built up beyond the irregular stony surface, some low and squat warehouses and docks, and some ridiculously thin spires like glittering fairy castles growing into the forever night. 

The main passenger locks just off the commercial port were a little of both, practical dock spaces and pretty tourist galleries with broad transparent windows affording views of the stars, and of the lights on the moving ships.

The Line always reminded me of an exclusive nightclub. Except that instead of a bouncer, admittance to the sanctuary of the station was granted by three members of the Patience Council. 

A redhead shimmied her way through the crowd. “Ass-CUSE-me!” That was Katie, the third member of the Tuesday Triumvirate. We began interviewing prospective station residents and guests.

The first person—individual? Yes, the first individual we admitted was a gengineered human who thought he was a robot. To his credit, he had been told so. What a convenient fiction that must have been for his creators. His name was David-7. 

The next beings in line were a pair of short fellows with green weskits and furry feet.

“Tired of Valinor?” I asked them.

“Just here to shop, your ladyship. The Thither Shores have many wonders, and it’s not for the likes of me to criticize, you understand, but good weed is not among the pleasures to be had, and it does my Master such good, don’t you know. Not that I turn my nose up at some fine Old Toby myself, begging your pardon.”

I smiled. “Go right on in.” There were many such things to be had in the station bazaar, but I had never sampled them. The high I craved came from the cells of my own brain, assisted to burst forth into rapturous flood by skilled Tops such as darling Razor.

A rather short fellow approached us three Wyrd Sisters. “I’m here to meet a female? Delta?”

“Welcome to Asylum. Go right on in.”

Next was a man with a Roman nose. “Name?” Katie asked him.

“Do-Si-Do.”

“Origin?”

“Gor.”

“No pulp fiction allowed. Classics only.”

“You let the giant cockroach in!” he protested.

“That’s Gregor Samsa. He works here.” 

“Doing what?”

“Quality assurance testing of hydroponic apples.” 

After door duty, the three of us moved off through the bazaar, debating where to eat. 

“The We for some piroshki and syrniki?” I suggested.

“Nah, that’s boring,” said the blonde, “nothing but Stoli to drink.”

“There’s always the Martian place,” suggested Katie, the redhead.

“That’s even worse! Nothing but water!”

In this trio, I was the brunette. “As long as we stay away from that silicon-based life form place.”

“Agreed!” chorused my two compatriots.

“The cantina?”

“Oh, that’s such a dive!”

“Not dressed for Titania’s.”

“And I’m not about to, either! Imagine, enforcing a dress code that calls for pearls and wings!”

Then we saw David-7 standing in front of the closed real estate office, looking forlorn.

“He’s so hunky,” said the blonde. 

“Looks like he arrived too late to get a rental,” I said. “Wonder if he’d like to stay in one of the empties we’ve been renovating ‘til the office reopens?”

“We do have hotels here,” Katie pointed out.

The blonde put in, “True, but that doesn’t give us an excuse to do him a favor. Let’s take him home and order in pizza. We can use the new transporter to bring it to us hot from New York.”

“Clear from Earth,” Katie marveled, shaking her head a bit in wonder at the latest technology we had imported. 

“I love it when a plan comes together,” I said. 

We approached him—well, we surrounded him. The blonde did the talking. “Please allow us to offer you the hospitality of the station tonight,” she began in formal phrases. Then she reverted to her usual ways and added, “There’s no furniture, but the tri-D projector is built in, and we can have a pizza party.”

He quickly assented, and soon we were in one of the flats undergoing remodeling. In this unit, the ladder and construction mess were in the kitchen. We ordered in the old-fashioned pepperoni pizza, very hard to get now even on Earth, what with the rarity of animal ranching.

After pizza and beer, Katie got the party rolling. The blonde and the redhead had sex, but I just got high. David-7 made a great top. What a buzz! When we reached our maximum fun level, we all collapsed in a pile of curves. He plopped down with us and we watched a tri-V show. 

This was the life. The work of running the station was by turns boring, terrifying, and frustrating, but nights like this made it all worthwhile. 

The next day Katie and I were in the station control room, adjusting a finicky atmosphere cycling plant. The control room had started as a grey, sterile place with lots of blinking lights, but we had decided early on that the standard sci-fi bridge image wasn’t really a nice place to work. So we had added paintings and cloth hangings on the wall, and lots of potted plants.

A man stalked in. He wasn’t a member of the Patience Council. He was rugged looking, with a slight scar on his face. There was no one feature that could be called beautiful, except perhaps his Earth-sky eyes, but the whole added up to an indefinable handsomeness. 

“Where’s the replicant?” he demanded.

“The who what?” Katie asked.

“The replicant!” he repeated. He grabbed Katie by the hair and dragged her out from behind her control console. “David-7. Where is he?”

“Oh.” Her eyes widened, and she looked at me.

I ran for the alert button, but the man with the scar—Deckard—pulled Katie along with him and grabbed me, too. He had both of us by the hair. 

“What do you care?” Katie asked. “This isn’t Earth.”

“Never mind why I’m after him. Just tell me where to find him.” 

“Never!” Katie sang.

“Oh gods, Katie, cut the bravado!” I said. “He’s not playing.”

“Where?” Deckard repeated.

“He left at dawn. Into the bazaar.” I said. “He could be anywhere by now.”

Deckard looked like he was trying to decide if that was the truth.

Katie tried to draw his gun. He clamped a hand on her arm and whirled us both to the floor. I kicked his legs out from under him and he fell, but he was on us before I could stand up. He pushed us down and drew his sidearm.

“Freeze! That’ll be enough, you two. Just tell me where the replicant is and I’ll let you go.” 

“I’ll never talk!” Katie shrilled.

Deckard’s gun hand never wavered as he knocked Katie back into the station console.  “TELL me WHERE is the REPlicant!”

“I don’t know!” Katie screamed. 

I moved my hands a little, preparing to try to jump up and fight. He sighted in on me and commanded, “Stay still!” 

Then another being entered the control room. It was bipedal and generally human-shaped, but completely enclosed in armor. The armor had an odd little flag on the helmet like the red metal signal on a mailbox. It pointed its ray gun at Deckard.

“At last I have you, Solo.” His voice was deep and grating.

“Do I know you?” Deckard asked.

“What a wonderful bonus for me. I came here thinking I was going to get paid twice for the same trip. One bounty for Comrade Bork, and one for Captain Nemo. You are a special prize, Solo.” 

“Sorry, neither.” Deckard rolled away and squeezed off a wild shot to distract his opponent.

Boba Fett fired his blaster at Deckard, sinking smoking bolts of energy into the deck plates and station consoles. Deckard escaped out the door.

Fett hesitated between chasing him and looking at us. His masked head swiveled back and forth.

“Thank you,” Katie said.

“The bounty on Nemo is worth a lot more than personal vengeance,” said Boba Fett. He turned back to us as we rose from the floor. “Where is Capt. Nemo?”

“Who?” Katie asked.

I groaned a little, realizing it was about to start all over again.  I thought of trying the old “just let me pull up that info on the computer” routine and to try to get to the panic button, but I couldn’t get words to come out of my mouth.

Fett held his blaster on us as he clanked closer. With his left hand, he withdrew a device from his utility belt. He pressed the button and showed what it did: it lit up with a tiny tongue of miniature lightning. 

“Where’s Nemo?”

“Where’s Waldo?” Katie replied.

Fett regarded her for a long moment. Then he pressed the device against my chest. Zap!

I had thought I was too scared to squeak, but I roared, “Oh holy frack!” as I fell to my knees.

At that moment, the viewscreen came to life. A Dorsai ship captain began a rapid report, “The station is under attack by a fleet of—ALERT! Ground forces respond to station control!”

Boba Fett cursed and fled.

“He went down the shaft to the computer core!” Katie cried. “After him!”

I struggled to speak, but could not.

The Dorsai captain said, “Telepaths are hanging off the station.”

“Telepaths?” Katie asked. “What did we ever do to them?”

I shut my eyes and reinforced my mental shields. It was only a stopgap measure, I knew. Shields drew attention. The best defense against telepaths was to be totally wide open and think nothing at all in order to look uninteresting. I needed to descend to the state of No Mind. 

Katie and the captain handled details of the defense while I recovered my wits and my voice. When the viewscreen clicked off, I told Katie, “I have to protect station passwords and security from the telepaths. I need to blank my mind.” I knew what I needed, and I knew who could give it to me. “Computer, locate Razor.” 

The computer’s voice—I had programmed it to sound like Max Headroom—responded, “A debit to Razor’s account was recorded 34 minutes ago at the Mining Tunnel.”

“Ah. Indulging in some guy time.” I pressed the button to open the giant window, and stepped onto a Disk. “Katie, please clear me a route through the traffic pattern.” Then I flipped up the Disk and pushed up at an extreme angle, dropped through the lines of aircars, past grey concrete and flashing glass buildings and Las Vegas style moving flat screen billboards touting the latest Geisha Gummies, Clockwork Orange Julius, and Denham’s Dentifrice.

The Mining Tunnel really was a mine once. It was still a warren of bare rock tunnels, starkly lit by work-lights in places, dim in others, with nary a potted plant to be seen, decorated only with obsolete mining equipment piled haphazardly in various tunnel-ends, and not kept exceptionally clean. That was half its attraction for the largely male clientele. The other half was the bar and poker tables. If it were on a planet, it would have been smoky inside. Of course, Asylum had to manufacture its own air, so releasing pollutants into the public air was strictly forbidden. Asylum had a reputation as a lawless place, but even bedlam had to bend to the needs of the life support system.

I found Razor, David-7, and a tall, dapper black fellow in a private side tunnel, playing a game of Antares 5-Card. The stranger in the purple sharkskin suit was asking David-7, “Well, do you follow the 3 Laws?”

“What 3 laws?”

“You’ve never heard of them?”

“No.”

“Then you aren’t a robot.”

I announced my presence by putting my two bits into the conversation, though not into the poker pot. “It would be kind of hard to top as a 3 Laws type, I’d think. Hello, gents.”

Razor grinned at me and his eyes twinkled. I would never get tired of that smile. 

“Pull up a chair,” invited David-7. “I’ll deal you in.” So, it had not taken him long to find a place for himself in the society of Asylum. He was a dealer here now.

“Sorry. No time.” I turned to Razor, handsome as always even in the terrible lighting of the Mining Tunnel. How did he make his brown agate eyes glitter like that under these awful work lights? “Telepaths are attacking the station. I need to white out my mind.”

“Aw, sweetheart. Telepaths?”

“I can shield, but that only makes me a more attractive target. I can’t hold it forever. The best defense is to convince them there’s nothing here to find. Once they’ve seen the inside of my head while I’m in a state of No Mind, they’ll cross my particular mental flavor off their list and go sniffing for something juicier. And by the time they realize their error, hopefully, the Dorsai will have driven them off.” 

He nodded. His expression turned serious, the way he looked when concentrated upon his art. “And here I was winning, too.” He stood up and swept all the cards, poker chips, gold nuggets, and spaceship title certificates to one side of the table. “Get your butt over here, babe.” 

As I bent over the green felt poker table, Razor and David-7 pulled off their belts. Soon the tunnel resounded with two slightly different whapping sounds. I felt my mind sinking toward subspace. For a moment I flashed on thousands of tiny, glowing gold wires sliding through my body. Not like the insides of a computer, but something else: a sort of universal holonet, communicating with all its parts, but more than that, more ancient, like the web of wyrd becoming visible.

The man in the sharkskin suit whistled appreciatively. “The folks back home are never going to believe this.” 

Like drummers at a drum circle, Razor and David-7 fell into synchrony. Rhythm, rhythm, rhythm like the heartbeat of creation.

I sank into the lake of all-potential. The water transmuted around me to otherworldly ether. Currents drifted across the darkness, eddying around glowing planets. Impossible fairy-beings flapped slowly through space with delicate wings and a faint chime of bells. 

My last coherent thought was, that’s not the way you fly in space. Then I reached it: The Place of No Mind. 

Consciousness returned slowly. I was lying on something cold and hard; it must be the stone floor. I was curled up like a napping cat, and something had been stuffed under my head for a pillow. I opened my eyes. No one was sitting at the poker table. Razor and David-7 were sitting under it, eyes glued to the curve of the tunnel. What in space? 

A furry creature darted around the corner, saw the two humans under the table, and dived in to join them. Then a large insectoid scuttled by, heading for the dead end just around the corner from the poker table.

The apelike alien asked, “Who’s the BEM?”

“That’s no BEM, it’s a Sandking,” said David-7.

“And who are YOU?” asked Razor.

“Flying monkey.” 

“I see,” he replied.

I thought, oh oh, what could make a Sandking and a flying monkey run away? I decided that I really didn’t want to be awake again. But I was station administrator, and that made whatever this was my business. I stretched experimentally. I didn’t know if I would still be dizzy if I stood up, but that didn’t sound like a particularly smart idea anyway. I rose to hands and knees and crawled under the table with the two men—the black guy was gone—and the flying monkey.

“What’s the situation?” I whispered.

“Not sure exactly,” David-7 replied, “but some barfight turned into a bomb scare.”

“Sapper charges,” said the flying monkey. “I was there when the numbskull whipped them out. He’ll collapse the tunnel if he sets them off. Best we all stay under this table.” 

“Damn,” I said. “Any sign of station response?”

“Not that I’ve seen,” replied the monkey.

Razor asked me, “How long before you’re missed?”

“What?” I responded. My mind was still a bit scattered.

“It’s nearly three now. If you don’t report in, how long before the Dorsai show up?”

“Why would I arrange a safecall to go play with YOU?”

“Oh. Oh, Heather.” He put a caressing hand to my waist. “Sweetie, have you got a communicator with you, or a weapon?”

“No, nothing. I didn’t prepare for this. When I left the control room the only thing on my mind was turning off my mind.” 

“Let’s jump him,” said David-7. “Four against one.”

“Three and a half,” Razor corrected. “Heather’s in no condition to stand up, let alone fight.” 

“True,” I agreed. “I’m drunk off my ass!” For some reason I found this observation exceedingly witty and proceeded to giggle and snort myself halfway to an asthma attack before Razor helpfully slapped me quiet. I leaned against a table leg and recovered my breath.

“That’s it,” said the flying monkey. “That’s a beautiful plan!”

“What is?” asked David-7.

The monkey gestured at me and Razor. “They distract him by pretending to have a fight. You sneak up behind him and grab him, and I’ll soar in and take away the blasting charges.”

“Sounds simple enough,” said David-7. “But we’re in a tunnel. How do I sneak up on him?”

“Side tunnel. The one that goes to the wine cellar. He’s standing on the bar, or at least he was when I saw him last.”

“Ah! Of course. Of course. I think this might work.”

Razor thought a moment. Then an evil gleam came to his eyes. “OK. You two go get ready to spring the ambush. We’ll give you ten standard timeparts before we start making noise.”

David-7 and the flying monkey went off to get into position to spring the trap. Razor plucked the cards off the table and idly shuffled the deck for a while. Then he stuffed his winnings in his pockets. He had a really sadistic grin on his face.

“Ready, babe?”

I nodded. 

We crawled out from under the poker table. He stood up, inhaled deeply, and started shouting. “Drunk again! I always find you here!” 

He turned a chair over loudly. Then he gave me a hand up and helped me walk down the tunnel, shouting all the way and kicking things over. I did my part by shrieking when he knocked something down. When we got near the bend in the tunnel just before the main bar, he picked a bottle off a table and smashed it against the wall. The tinkling sound of glass shards hitting the stone floor was following by more shouting from the both of us.

He whispered, “Let’s get you back on the floor,” and let me down. Then he took me by the hair and led me around the bend in the corridor. He shouted, “How many times have I found you here now? Seven? Eight times?”

“Nooooo.” All eyes were on us. We had just become the main show, for sure. “I’ll be good, I promise.” Briefly, I was embarrassed to realize some of the bar’s patrons were people I knew. But as long as the bomber didn’t realize we were acting, and kept his attention on us and not the ambush, that was just something I’d have to ignore.

“You will, huh? That’s what you said last time! I think you need a good spanking!”

He pulled off his belt again, and I started breathing hard— and definitely not from fear. It took me a second to remember I was supposed to be struggling. I grabbed for the hand on my hair. “No, please, honey! I’ll be a good girlfriend!”

He let my hair go, moved around and let fly with the belt in front of everyone. Smack! Smack! Smack! Blows hit my back through my clothes. I scuttled toward the door to the street, tried to stand up and swayed right into a table, knocking it over and ploughing into one of the terrified bar patrons.

That was when David-7 and the flying monkey made their move. There was a shout from the crowd, and I looked over to see David-7 with a firm chokehold on the mad bomber, and the monkey perched on top of a table with the sapper charges, looking like he knew what he was doing with them.

The bomber bent and threw David-7 over his head. David-7 landed and rolled back to his feet, coming up in a karate fighting stance. The bomber dropped into a wing chun position. Razor came at the bomber from another angle with an aikido move.  They fought and circled, throwing kicks, punches, elbows, karate chops, all countered by the smooth circular defenses of the wing chun energy ball hand. 

It was up to me to represent kung fu, but at the moment I was sure I would have to abandon my usual tiger style, because I doubted I could pull off anything but drunken monkey. But there was more than one way to win a fight, if there weren’t any tournament judges around. 

I crawled around behind the bar while Razor and David-7 kept the bomber busy, pulled myself up, grabbed a bottle of Romulan Ale, gathered as much strength and balance as I could, rolled across the bar, staggered over to the fight, and bashed the bomber over the head with the bottle.

He didn’t go down, but he did stumble dizzily, and that was enough for Razor and David-7 to grab him and take him down. The fight was over. Razor was kneeling on the bomber’s back, with the man’s wrists in his hands. 

I fell to the floor and exclaimed, “Wheeeeeee! Now that was fun!” 

About a week later, the whole station prepared for celebration. Purple and orange Foundation Day bunting hung from balconies all over Asylum. There was a parade, complete with floats. There was even a marching band. And ponies. Well, not actual real equines, on a space station, of course, but, well, pony girls. Dressed up with glittery headstalls. It was an Asylum parade, after all.

It was the private Foundation Day party that the Patience Council was throwing only for special friends that was the highlight of the day, of course. We took over one of Asylum’s largest hotels. My date hadn’t arrived yet, but I enjoyed seeing everyone, and watching the festivities. 

A boy and girl appeared at the party. “Are you two old enough to be here?” I asked.

“It’s her 18th birthday.”

“Really? Well, then, we’ll have to find someone around here to give you a birthday spanking.”

“Preee-CISE-ly,” said the boy.

They were a cute couple. I introduced them around and fetched up by the snack table. The girl said, “Look! They have strawberries.” 

Of course, we had to sample the fruit. I looked around as I snacked. Nope, he wasn’t here yet.

I was sufficiently recovered from the previous week’s exertions to join in a game of Strip Poker Musical Chairs (because we couldn’t just have an ordinary party game to celebrate the inmates taking over Asylum, after all.) I tripped over my panties trying to compete for a lap while the refined strains of a Beethoven melody blasted incongruously from a floating musicube. I missed the lap I was aiming towards and fell down laughing. I had to leave the game, but it sure was fun! I had a light buzz on. I was smiling as I pulled my panties back on. 

I looked around again. He wasn’t there yet.

There was a giant spray of snapdragons in the middle of a table. Of course I smelled them, and they had the most exquisite scent, just like they’d been in an English country garden drenched in Earthly sunlight. It was hard to get snapdragons to produce their signature volatiles in a space station hydroponics garden. I made a mental note to commend the station gardeners.

I drifted over to the wet bar and poured myself a lime and tonic. I found Katie and a few of the other Council members deep in a discussion of whether Daedelus should be admitted to Asylum. He was currently housed in the next hotel over, where the Council stored folks it wasn’t quite sure about. 

Dr. Frankenstein was turned out nattily in a pinstripe suit. He was the only member of the Patience Council who came from the classics rather than being one of the latter-day authors who mostly produced stories for the amusement of other members of the Patience Council. The good doctor was vehemently in favor of declaring the inventor of the flying contraption to be an example of science fiction.

I joined the discussion but kept an eye out for Razor. At last, I saw him join the party. I broke away from the literary committee, and so did Katie. He was already playing by the time we crossed the crowded room. We dragged up a couple of chairs and settled in to watch him play. Parades were all well and good, but this was the show we wanted to see. Oh, how sweet it was to watch him, and to share this delicacy with Katie.

We watched him flog Ms. Metropolis (who was not really a robot, she just thought she was. How she figured she could enjoy a high off human brain chemicals without a human brain, we didn’t know, but no one ever said anything to her about it. We were all mad here, after all.) We watched Razor switch and take it hard. How delicious he was to see! The perfection of every limb, the blank canvas of his back side being painted red, and the smile that went all the way to his eyes. 

He went away with his latest play partner, and Katie and I left our seats with twin sighs. We mingled our way to the snack table and noshed on station-grown celery sticks. “Next time let’s bring popcorn,” I said.

Katie laughed. “Good idea.” 

David-7 spirited Katie away from the food, and I struck up a conversation with another Council member on some light subject, carefully staying away from real station business. I didn’t want to think about our trade balance, or the proposed ordinance ban, or the threatened air workers’ strike tonight. Tonight was I going to break my long fast. Tonight was I going to fully reclaim my stolen sexuality, for the first time as a whole person, for the first time since fitting the jagged puzzle pieces of my mind together, a decade ago.

But then the party wound down, and he did not appear again. Could I have misinterpreted him? But no. Weeks ago, I had said, ‘I wonder what it would be like to make love in subspace.’ There was no misinterpreting his words. ‘Try me.’ Surely I could not have so mistaken their meaning. 

And ‘I love you’? But I had never read anything into that. I knew he said that to all the ladies. His was a free and non-possessive love, a pure love, without expectation or jealousy. The very highest kind. 

My own love fell short of that ideal. 

Partiers drifted off to their rooms or exited the hotel to return home. I sighed. It was futile. But—there were still a handful of Earth strawberries, imported at ghastly expense, on the snack bar. Shame if they went to waste.

Everyone was gone. I was dead tired myself, being up way past my usual bedtime. Finally I admitted to myself that the party was over, and I walked out into the night—or the dimmed lighting that simulated night on Asylum. I needed to go home and sleep. 

I walked through the trashed streets of the grey city.

“Razor is one of those people like my big brother, whom you can trust with your life as long as he’s in the same room with you but can’t be counted on to show up at a particular place and time.”

I was talking to myself. Well, I was sleep-deprived, and still spinning in subspace from party spanking. And myself was a good listener.

“Oh, why oh why did he have to remind me of my brother? Damn. He even sort of looks like him, a little. Lean, brown-haired, brown-eyed, vaguely British features. Of course, there are differences. Big Brother wears his hair in unruly curls, like mine.”

I turned a corner and cut through the now-deserted bazaar. The marketplace looked forlorn with all the stalls covered up with tarps. Or, perhaps I was projecting.

“Did I just fall out of love?”

Foundation Day confetti covered the ground. When it was falling, no doubt it looked festive. Now it just looked like a mess.

“Well, good. What a relief. Inconvenient emotion.”

I mentally probed the new wound. “Still like him? Check. Still want to play with him? Check. Still want to fuck him? Check. Still love him? Yeah. Yeah, I do still love him. Just not ‘in love’ with him. Good. Better that way. Love should be happy, selfless—no, wrong word. Contented? Wrong again. Universal.”

I cut down a side alley to shorten my walk home.

“Don’t you dare fucking cry.” My vision blurred.

“Don’t have to stop loving him just ‘cause he reminds me of my brother. I love Big Brother.”

I wasn’t really looking where I was going when I rounded the corner chuckling through my tears, “OK, OK, that one was a cheap shot.”

My eyes were closed, and I was wiping a hand across them when the cold circle pressed into my back.

I froze. A dozen possible kung-fu moves flitted through my mind, each rejected for the same reason: I wasn’t fast enough to dodge a laser beam. 

“Walk to the elevator,” ordered the enemy.

I started walking. How could I have been so stupid? I knew how much random street crime there was in Asylum. It didn’t used to be this way. These streets used to be safe, back when there was nobody here but us nuts and freaks. But then we’d let in a whole bunch of sci fi characters, villains included.

I should have been paying attention. I shouldn’t have walked down a dark alley in the first place.

“I know why this station is called Asylum. I know why the station government is called the Patience Council.”

“A lot of people know that,” I said. 

“I know you changed the spelling.”

“Who are you? What do you want?” Not random street crime, after all. I didn’t know if I ought to be relieved, or not.

He said nothing more until we reached the elevator. It was part of the original mining complex, even before the old tunnels had been taken over for use as a warehouse for those desperate enough to ask strangers for help. People like me, back then. Long before the Council, and Foundation Day.

The old mine elevator was little more than a cage and a cable. The gate screeched as its long unoiled metal moved. 

“Going down.” He pressed the button to start the descent with his free hand.

In his moment of distraction, I whirled and chopped at a pressure point in the arm holding the gun, but he dodged back and wedged himself against the corner of the cage as the elevator started with a clang and a jerk. He brought the gun back in line before I could advance past his guard. “Don’t try it,” he grated.

I noted the gun was not a beam weapon at all, but an old fashioned twentieth century gunpowder pistol. Then I forgot all about the gun as I noticed the face.

Or, lack thereof. There was a hole between his collar and cap. For a moment I thought, invisible man, but no. His hand had been clearly visible reaching for the button. I glanced at it again, to be sure. Yes, a flesh and blood hand.

I whispered, “Faceless... You’re the Faceless Bureaucracy.” It was the old enemy again, the one whose defeat I had just celebrated for Foundation Day.

“No. I’m a Tralfamadorian.”

“How did you get in here? Slaughterhouse-5 isn’t science fiction! It’s a psychological thriller. Or, a psychological something. Or, well, it just isn’t science fiction, despite what the author said!”

“But you can’t deny it’s a classic.”

“Yes, yes, it’s a classic, but it’s a totally realistic portrayal of the inside of the mind of a traumatized person.”

“And you would know.” 

The elevator stopped at the lowest level. The original delving, the very first part of the station, before the Patience Council took control of Asylum. The actual Asylum. 

“No! This is MY fantasy! It’s supposed to be filled with things I like!”

“You abandoned fantasy for raw emotional truth two pages ago.”

“I want to wake up now!”

“You’re not asleep, Heather. This Is Your Mind Without Your Meds.”

He gestured me to get off the elevator, but I was frozen in place. He grabbed my arm and pushed me off the elevator ahead of him.

Clawing at the doorway, I tried to scream “No!” but it came out a pathetic voiceless whisper.

A short trip down the corridor. I wanted to fight. I wanted to scream. I couldn’t. I slipped back into the old responses. I hated this sense of loss of control, loss of will. Silent tears rolled down my face, just like ten years ago.

There it was. The scuffed-up door, that didn’t shut with any dungeon clang but was far more ominous in its run-down, government-issue, dirty chipped paint. 

“This is where it all began,” said Faceless.

No, I thought. But I had already lost speech. This was the primal state of submission, that had nothing to do with trust or love or pleasure. Just like the last time I was here.

This was not where it had all begun. It began before memory. But this was where I lost my illusion of safety: the self-deception that I was safe because I was an adult now; because I was big and strong; because I had studied the martial arts, and shooting, and learned to control my inborn berserker gift. None of that mattered.

A decade, after the last time I was here, spent thinking, What the hell’s wrong with me? Why didn’t I fight back? I knew how. I knew how to fight. I just hadn’t.

But nothing is wrong with me. It simply isn’t my nature to defy, to resist. I had come to that conclusion when I built the higher portions of the station and began my pursuit of the perfect subspace. I had accepted myself; I had let go of my guilt at not having resisted. I had begun to explore myself, and find my friends, and my bliss. 

Why then was I back here, now? Had I not let go of this?

But this time, I wasn’t helpless, or hopeless. This time, I had friends on my side. This time, the hunt would be up for me if I didn’t show up to work this morning at station control. 

My feet propelled me down the dingy white hallway. Fight, move, something, do something, I told myself.

I managed to choke out words: “Are you one of those telepaths who was attacking the station?”

He didn’t answer. The hallway opened out onto the observation ward. Beds. Beds with leather restraints. With metal locks. I couldn’t face this again. Once in a lifetime was already too much.

He gestured with the gun for me to keep moving, and I did, hating myself for my obedience. But this time, I did not despair. This time, I knew I was still within my own fantasy, not in the cold real world where no one in places like this care about the emotions of those living within.

This was still MY world, MY fantasy, despite being dragged into darkness by this telepath or whoever he was. Like magic—like the Matrix—I could affect this world simply by willing it so. And I willed to be rescued. I willed to be rescued from the evil hospital like that military truck driver woman, whatshername.

The world whited out with a roar and a peculiar scent. It wasn’t subspace. It was a flashbang grenade. When my sight returned, the room was full of US Marines.

They had Faceless’s horrible non-visage covered by a black hood. Yeah, I thought. See if he likes a taste of his own medicine.

I wiped off my tears, coughed a couple of times to recover my voice, and smiled upon the Marines. “Thank you,” I said.

“Aw shucks, Ma’am, it tweren’t nothin’.” 

Later that same day, I was directing a robot cleaning crew in the lower levels. I spoke aloud, but not to the droids, mostly to myself.

“Pitch it all out. The mental furniture needs to be changed. Out with the scuffed door. Out with the locks. Out with the terrible, banal, horrifying, ordinary, chairs and beds and lockable leather. Out with the charts and the checklists and the Faceless Bureaucrats’ inability to see a human being with human feelings inside a patient’s gown. Get rid of it all. I need to be free. I need to be free.”

A woman I recognized from the Foundation Day party appeared in the doorway. 

“You’re throwing THAT away?”

“You want it?”

“Oh, hell yes!”

“It’s yours.”

I grinned, and muttered, “That’s perfect. That’s it. Not throw away, give away. Giveaway. Giveaway is a sacred rite. Let those who enjoy such things have them. Get them out of the rummage-room of my mind.” 

I called out to her, “Spread the word. Everything in here is up for grabs. I’m pitching out the dusty files, but the file cabinets and computers and everything, and most especially the furniture, is all for giveaway.”

Before long there was a horde of people in Asylum’s lowest level. Some were carrying things themselves, others were directing the robots to help them load things on hover carts. With a start, I saw a familiar military burr that wasn’t on one of the jarheads. Razor was helping a pair of women lift something onto a cart. Pressed into service by whoever he happened to be with when the announcement was made, no doubt.

I thought, ‘He shouldn’t have to see this place.’ But then a new thought occurred to me:  ‘What in space makes me think he’s pure? People don’t just magically grow a taste for subspace like mushrooms growing in the green dank of a moldy-leafed summer forest after a rainstorm.’ 

Soon the lower level was stripped of everything anyone had a use for, and I was finally free of it forever. Free. 

I reflected on freedom as I rode the old mine elevator up to my home level. I thought out loud, “Maybe it’s time for free elections. Get a debate going, generate some ideas on how to solve the station’s problems. Yes.”

I called in to station control and told them I was too shaken up to come to work today. Then I arranged a snack tray for myself with chips and salsa, a lime and tonic, and a carton of French Silk chocolate ice cream on a stay-cold plate and called up a holo. A Razor movie, of course.

The doorbell rang. Who could it be, at this time of day, when I was supposed to be at work?

It was the flying monkey. “Hi,” he said. “I’ve been thinking since I met you. Can I come in?”

“Sure.” The movie played in three-D in the center of the room. “Ah, I’ll pause that. Just a second.”

“No, let it run,” said the monkey. “This is sort of what I wanted to ask you about. See, I was at that Foundation Day party. I was kind of shy, so I just hung out on the chandelier. But I liked what I saw. I think I might be one of you. Spankos.”

“Really? Sit down.” We settled on the sofa. “Snack?”

“Don’t mind if I do.”

“What’s your name?”

“The witch never gave any of us names. Just called us all Flying Monkey.”

“Oh. Well, how about if I call you Fly for short?”

He grinned a wide monkey grin. “Hi, I’m Fly. Yeah, I like that.”

“So which part in this movie would you like to have?”

“Oh, I could never top. There’s too much real violence in me. I’m afraid if I let loose I’d end up really hurting someone.”

“Oh, Fly, that’s exactly how I feel too! Though, I was going to try switching. Once the seed of the idea was planted in my mind, it took root and grew. It will bear fruit someday. I thought, if I try it with someone I love, to please them, then I would be able to keep their pleasure in mind instead of just going off on them. As long as it’s someone I really care about.”

“What about trying it with someone who can’t really be harmed at all? Like a flying monkey?”

I smiled. “But with all that fur on your butt, how could I tell how red you were getting?”

“Really, I’m nearly invulnerable,” he claimed. “A collapsing mine tunnel might do for me, but a human being is really unlikely to be able to do me any harm without meaning to.”

“Alright. I’ll try it. Come here, Fly. Over the lap you go.”

I moved his wings aside and started spanking, lightly at first, then getting harder. He squirmed just a little, then settled in and relaxed. He turned his head, and I could see he was smiling contentedly. He was also watching the movie.

“You’re my buttmonkey, aren’t you, Fly?” I asked.

“I sure am Heather Ma’am!”

We both grinned and divided our attention between each other and the 3-D holo images in front of us. 

Ah. This was the way to unwind. Chips and salsa, chocolate ice cream. Watching a Razor movie.

Spanking the monkey. 

The End
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Light in the Dark
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The fires around the downed helicopter filled the air with the stink of burning fuel. That, and the smell of burning meat. She ran. Grabbed a pack and with four others and ran after the fleeing aliens across the Sahara sands. They'd come down first, shot out of the sky by their gunship, but it, too, was lost in flames, and burning aliens smelt no less roast-like than the humans.

Leaving the desert was a blessing and a curse to Sasha, the new sergeant and field promoted leader of the motley crew. The scorching sun quickly turned to the wet heat of dense jungle and the threat of a swift death at alien hands. Sasha halted her men and waved them to take up cover positions either side of her. She wasn't confident in the action as this was her first day in command, but the men did as she indicated without question, so it was a start. The tracks from the downed Dark Craft led this way, and she was self-assured they were in the right place, she just hoped the Darks weren't heading for a base.

Through her range finders, she detected hot spots, small and regular, and given the calls and squeaks, she would guess monkeys. Since the Darks had attacked Earth and did their best to eliminate humans, the animal life was making a comeback. Twenty years of war didn't bother the wildlife in Africa, and she wondered if it was because they'd been so used to it before the Darks fell to the planet. She adjusted the glasses, tuned out the reds and whites and tried to highlight the darks or the excessively dark patches that made up the life signs of the aliens. The cacophony of animal noise made it hard to think, and she longed to switch from external audio to the muffled internal network of the headset.

She waved them forward again, and they ran into the jungle, each offering little contact quips on the headsets for location. A Speader opened, and she dropped down. The others followed suit.

"Clear." It was Ahmed.

"Contact?" Sasha asked.

"Leopard."

"Bring it in close on my position," she said. "If they didn't know we were after them, they know now." Standing prone amongst low ferns was dangerous, but, as the new commander, she had to show some backbone if she was going to keep the moral of the remaining four soldiers up. Captain Garret would have called it stupid, and the Lieutenant would have scowled and maybe written something in their action report, but they were both dead, blasted to smouldering meaty bits in the sands eighteen clicks back, along with their helicopter, extra armour, and supplies.

She lowered the glasses; the other blacks were absent, and for now, they were safe. With discomfort, she dropped to a crouch and again assessed the blood-soaked area of her fatigues. The wound tingled where the nano-med bots did their best to heal the injury; only she had to dig out the fragment of the helicopter before the wound would start to make sense to the machines. Muscle, blood, and cells it could handle, thick steel was a problem.

"Calling for rest up, Commander?" Lisa asked sidling up to her. "I can dress that, have some corps med training."

Sasha didn't want to stop. They had to find the Darks and capture at least one if they could. They'd come down from one of the big ships in orbit, and not from one of the bases on the planet. The hope for some new technology to examine and Intel was more important than whether she was bleeding. She considered the tired eyes of the corporal and saw her face, young and afraid and on their first real foray. She looked at the top of the trees and the mottled light coming through the canopy. The heat was oppressive, and she was soaked through, but at least the bite of the sun wasn't ripping into their backs and cooking their heads in the helmets.

"Ahmed," she said, connecting to the unit's coms network. "You watch while the rest of us rest up." It wasn't official speak, but he would know what she meant.

The corporal attended her leg as she sat back against a tree and gave herself a moment of rest. Twenty dead before they even hit the ground. What a mess. What a fuck up. Support wouldn't come because the whole front of the helicopter had been ripped off in moments and while the fall to the sand wasn't exactly far, it was violent. The Dark weapons tore into the armoured metal of the craft as if it was paper and the armour they wore proved useless as spinning stars of metal cut them to pieces during the twenty-metre drop to the desert. Captain Garret had called them immediately into the fight once they could stand and one Dark was brought down, its suit spewing yellow gas as it collapsed. The alien craft was on fire, deliberately set by the Darks so getting one of the three-legged creatures alive was their new objective.

She winced at the searing pain in her leg. Lissa was applying the dressing. After a few moments, the pain settled to a cool and comfortable throb. She looked down and saw the corporal had a piece of metal the size of a small coin on a blue blood pad near her boot. Sasha considered herself lucky; the metal could have shattered her shin bone or torn an artery. From her chest pouch, she took out a pack of clear, fingernail-sized capsules and popped one in her mouth and bit down. The hydration cell filled her mouth with a water-like freshness and coursed through her body like an evening rain. For the next few minutes, her body would be absorbing moisture from the air rather than perspiring it out against the heat. The corporal followed her lead, packing away her gear and sitting down and going through the same hydration process.

"Hydrate," Sasha said over the network. Ahmed would hydrate, but it would be harder for him as he'd have to fight the chills while on alert. There was no other choice; they'd lost a lot of water on the run through the desert, and their canteens only had enough water for a few hours. Use when desperate was the standard protocol. Desperate or dying, was the truth of it all.

Dare she close her eyes? Lisa sat opposite; her pack returned to her shoulders and the big, thick-barrelled Spreader 12 placed across her knees. Her head was back; eyes lost behind tracking goggles and seemingly calm. She tried to close her eyes but saw only the flames of the crash, the explosion of the ammo cases, and the disintegration of Garret's head when the alien projectiles tore into him. Ever since the coming of the Darks, in their shadowy ships, the world has been in the endless battle for survival. 

In the brilliant greens of the jungle, the grey and blue fatigues stood out and if she stared hard enough, she could see each of her men scattered in the undergrowth. As far as the scientists knew, the aliens weren't very good in forested areas and preferring the desert air, but that didn't stop them from establishing bases in the jungles of South America and Asia or the forests across Europe and Scandinavia.

"In ten," she said as she opened her wrist map. They were at the current edge of the Sahara Desert. She needed a satellite ping for a location for the digital screen, and that was unlikely, but the plastic wrapped map would work well enough for the time being. A red circle indicated the proximity of the crash in the desert and given they'd covered eighteen kilometres and were now in the dense jungle; they were on the inner edge of the New Congo. 

"No Congolese military communications on the networks. Probably all dead," Sasha said, starting to feel better from the hydration. She tried not to move too much, or she'd over chill.

"Said as much when we were coming in, Med." It was Jojo, a short man who carried the heavier cannon. "The desert's grown some I'd say, but not enough to bury everything yet."

"We need a bird," she said, shucking her pack and checking for a drone. They all were supposed to have one, but given the crash and subsequent battle, it could easily be misplaced when they had to grab what they could from the wreckage and run. In the bottom of her pack, amongst some food bars, was a silver box big enough to carry a shoe. On the face, it looked fine until she turned it over and saw the points of a star sticking out with a seeping residue around the edges. She was thankful it had taken a flechette for her, but the battery was leaking. "Mine's dead. Any of you gather one when we headed out?"

Lisa was shaking her head. Sasha looked up into the trees; it was a good eighty metres up she guessed, and she doubted any of them had enough rope for a climb like that. Besides, they needed to be higher than the trees to see anything of use and going back into the desert wasn't an option. The Darks’ tracks were clear and easy to follow through the understory. Without that, they would never find them.

"I've got one," Jojo said. Sasha sighed with thanks, but they would still have to wait a few minutes before walking about, the hydration was ebbing and with it came a slight risk of passing out if they moved too fast. Everything they did came with a risk, even taking a crap at night could see you disemboweled by a Dark. Which she always thought was an odd statement as far as she knew the Darks didn't fight hand to hand. It is more hiss, chop, chop, chop; you're dead.

"Take your time assembling it, and we'll put it up before heading out," she said, the prickle of the heated day returning. "Ahmed, get to Schlecker, take some recovery time, we have two minutes. Schlecker, when ready, take point, fifty metres up-track and wait. The noise of the jungle was horrendous, and if it wasn't for the coms, she doubted they could even hold a reasonable conversation without yelling. The sound was as thick as the air. The air smelt oddly green and just wet; if wet had a scent, this was it.

"Yes, sir," both men replied. Ahmed wouldn't be as refreshed, but he could bring up the rear and hope they didn't encounter the Darks too soon. 

Sasha checked her weapon and made sure she had an explosive round in the launcher and full clip ready in the Spreader. She flipped the tab from a three-round burst to a full spray of fifty rounds in a couple of seconds. She would have preferred a rifle, more accurate and a bigger calibre, but Darks rarely gave you time to load, point, and shoot. The Spreader sprayed a lot of small calibre rounds in an oval field. If the five of them were pointing at the same target, then that was a lot of overlay.

She stood, adjusted her helmet and goggles, then looked into the jungle for her men. The flechette caught her on the side of the head. She went down in pain and fighting unconsciousness. Something hot pressed against her ear. She rolled and screamed and grabbed at her helmet straps. The helmet came off, and the burning ceased, but her ear stung with pain. Spreaders were firing all around. Lissa was on her back nearby, her chest a bloody mess, but she was breathing. The world of the jungle was alive the sounds of weapons fire. She gathered up her Spreader, lay on her back, and closed her eyes and listened for the hiss of a Dark's gun. With eyes still closed, she pointed her weapon in the direction of the last hiss and fired the explosive shell. In a moment the explosion washed over her, grit and leaves slapped at her face. More Spreader fire rang out, but slowly chattered to silence. The Darks were coming back for them. Now she had survival to contend with as well as capturing one of the ugly things.

"One down!" she yelled, the stillness just as unnerving at the firefight had been. She slid over to Lissa and checked her wounds. Her armour had taken most of the damage, but it was evident a few of the razor sharp flechettes had got inside and cut her up. "Hang in there, Lissa," she said, clicking away the fasteners and lifting away the ceramic armour. There was a lot of blood.

"Use...a patch...thigh pouch," Lissa murmured, obviously in pain.

Like her leg, any metal needed removal before the nanos could repair correctly. She ripped open the corporal's shirt, then ripped open her undershirt. The blood was flowing from three cuts in her stomach region.

"How fast is the flow?" Lissa asked, directing Sasha.

"Dribbling," she answered, and looked harder and confirmed, "Yes, just dribbling."

"Good, nothing serious..." Lissa coughed. Sasha started. That wasn't good. "Smoking," Lissa laughed softly. "Dig out the metal then slap the patch on."

Sasha drew her knife, the thin blade dull in the jungle light.

"Not with that," Lissa snapped. "Use the forceps in my med-pouch."

"Got a wounded Dark," Ahmed said stepping through the jungle. "How bad's she?"

"Fuck off, Ahmed; you just wanted to see my tits." Lissa's voice was firm.

"You still got your bra on." Ahmed laughed. "Nothing to see here."

Madlyne pulled the first flechette out, and Lissa winced but didn't cry out. She let the corporal rest a little before going for the second. "How wounded is it?" She asked, seeing Jojo come up behind, his big gun over his shoulder and a sidearm gripped tightly in his right hand.

"Hissing gas through a few holes in its suit. Schlecker is patching them. It's lost a leg and can't stand, so it isn't going anywhere soon." Ahmed was still looking at Lissa.

"You go back and help Schlecker, Jojo. Ahmed watch over us."

"Got your six commander." Ahmed knelt nearby and took up a defence position, scanning the forest with his glasses in one hand and his Spreader ready in the other.

"Ugh," Lissa coughed again.

Sasha ignored it and pulled out the second piece of metal; there was a little more blood. She wiped it away with her hand before ripping open a gauze pack and mopping the blood. "It's bleeding faster," she said, finding she couldn't stem the flow. "What do I do now?" She looked to Lissa, who had her eyes closed.

"Nothing," she sighed. "I felt the piece move and then a kind of release." When she opened her eyes, she looked determined. "I'm going to bleed out, nothing you can do with a field kit and no immediate EVAC."

"You aren't going to die. You aren't going to die, corporal..."

"Commander," Lissa hissed. "I am going to die, and you are going to step aside and let me choose the way."

"The nano's..." She stared at Lissa and knew what she meant. The bots could repair most injuries over time, but fast blood loss wasn't one of its better repair systems.

"In the pack, the yellow pill bottle with the death's head on the lid." Lissa reached up and grabbed Sasha by the arm. "It's peaceful and quick, Commander. And as the administrator of my consciousness, I choose this way."

"What's she talking about?" Ahmed asked.

"It's time, Ahmed," Lissa said a little louder. "You still owe me three hundred hours, so spend them with my kids when you get back to base."

"Lissa, I... I..."

"Enough," she said, increasing her grip on Sasha's arm. "I feel a little cold, so hurrying up would be nice, Sash."

Sasha took out the pill bottle, removed the cap and shook out one of the black pills. Even its colour looked final. She didn't want this to happen, but as the commanding officer, it was her duty to follow the last request of a dying soldier. She handed Lissa the pill then sat back and watched in despair. Lissa smiled, winked at her then swallowed the capsule. Lissa closed her eyes, took two more breaths and then she was gone.

She sat and stared at Lissa's body for a long time, ignoring the requests of the others. She'd seen many killed in action, even the Captain and most of the helicopter attack force, but this was personal. Sasha subconsciously knew she'd have to make such a call when she assumed command, but handing over the pill made it her action as much as it was the final decision of Lissa. Leaning forward on her haunches, Sasha pressed her thumb against Liss's neck and removed her service profile from the network. She would be the one who logged her death and removed her friend from duty when they returned to base; the same process she'd have to do to the dead in the desert should she ever get back to the crash site. She looked up and saw Ahmed standing close by; his lips were moving in a silent prayer. As a Christian, he would see the passing differently or the same. She wasn't religious, and neither was Lissa, but to each their own, she thought.

"The prisoner," Ahmed said, catching her eye. "We have what we need."

Sasha stood, picked up her helmet and assessed the damage. The flechette had torn part of the side panel off and obliterated the communication module. Ahmed handed her a helmet.

"Lissa's." He didn't need to say anything else.

She took the helmet, jammed it on and pulled the straps tight under her chin. She logged in with her command access to bypass Lissa's restricted network access.

"Lost one," she said over the comms. She followed Ahmed to Schlecker. "You take up a position over there," she pointed out to her right. "Jojo, flank left on Ahmed's signal." The man nodded and moved away, she didn't see Jojo but knew he would be taking up his protective position.

Schlecker crouched over the alien, his grey fatigues strangely garish compared to the dark, slightly patterned armour of the alien.

"How is it?" She levelled her Spreader at the thing and fought down the urge to just kill it then and there. Lissa was dead because of this creature. The urge to pull the trigger was greater than she expected. That was another thing about command: it wasn't personal, it wasn't supposed to be personal. She had to get this Dark back to base.

"I patched the leg stump with some sealing paste," Schlecker said, pointing to the black stump covered in green. Red blood stained the top, and there were splashes on the ground. Did red blood mean oxidised blood? She didn't know, but bleeding red meant something. They had a similarity in that regard. That and they could die. "I also patched some of the holes in its suit with nano gel, figured it couldn't hurt. Biology is different, but the bots might find something amiss and fix it. What's the worse that could happen?"

"It could die," she said. "And we need it alive."

The Dark's helmet fully enclosed its head, which through the misty three-sixty degrees faceplate looked head-like. There were two eyes, some slits that would probably pass for a nose or gills, and two gashes that, if you squinted a bit, could be its mouth. The head was a good thing to look at as its arms, three in all, radiated around its torso, each set an equal distant apart, like its legs about its bottom half. The armour it wore encased the Dark in a shell, not too dissimilar to her body armour. Sasha could see why it would have trouble walking; its balance would be entirely off. She studied the helmet area for what might be considered a speaker grille or come kind of communications purpose. About where the two slits were was a green-black box that looked promising. The alien eyes were looking at her, she thought.

"Speak," she said, indicating her mouth while talking. "Can you understand me? Do you speak?" The strange eyes stared up at her; the colour lost in the yellowish haze that filled the helmet. What did it breathe and if it didn't breath oxygen, why the hell invade Earth in the first place?

Crouching a couple of metres away she indicated her mouth again but made a motion with her hand suggesting speaking. She thought it mimicked a Persian bow quite nicely but would it work on the Dark?

The creature lifted two of its arms, made some gestures with its hands. She snapped the Spreader to ready but didn't fire. Schlecker jumped back, reaching for his sidearm. A hissing sound came from the box. The arms remained up. The third arm lay pinned under its body. The head looked like it could move owl-like and she wondered how it regarded her. The hiss continued as the hands mimicked her gesture.

Okay, Sasha thought, it can copy me. Her main problems were she wasn't in the loop on alien communications and how far anybody had gotten with them. That was the Captain and the Lieutenant's roles.

"Can it talk?" Schlecker asked keeping his hand firmly on the gun's grip.

She pointed to the sky, or the tree canopy, and made a drawing down motion with her hand slowly closing into a fist, then shrugged. The alien's arms did nothing, the hands of seven fingers, of six and a thumb-like appendage remained open, but the three shoulders shrugged. Was the shrug universal? Was this simply a regular soldier with about as much idea about things as her?

"This is pointless; the experts need that thing." She stood, shouldering her weapon. "How heavy is it?"

Schlecker also stood. “Easy to move with two of us, but if the thing helps a little, just a shoulder would be enough."

She looked at the Dark; it was bigger than the average human, and while not bulky she was surprised to hear it wasn't heavier. She accessed the headset.

"Ahmed, Jojo, bring it in." She looked to Schlecker who was helping the alien stand. The Dark didn't fight and leant on him as if this was something normal for it to do. "Where's its weapon?"

"Over by my pack," he said. "Also what looks like replacement cartridges. Kinda like our Spreaders but different if you know what I mean?"

The alien stood taller than Schlecker; its rightmost arm reached well over his shoulder to grasp his upper bicep. The eyes stared their greenish, maybe blue, stare and its paired lips vibrated. The hiss was short and followed by a sound like a snort. Was it saying thank you? The situation isn't personal; she reminded herself. A military operation is never personal; she had completed part of the objective, and it was time to find the EVAC point. With the urge to kill, the Dark holding tight in her throat she opened her wrist map and looked for the second marked location or one of three identically circled places. All three were in the jungle and were in a different direction from the crash site and their possible location. These EVAC locations would be old Congolese military and pickup would be Congolese. Their coms were down, but these places held equipment they could use to call in support. They had the alien; now they just had to find a secure location to keep it. 

She hated the device, but she fished out her compass, flipped open the brass lid and found north. Then, located north on the map and plotted a direction. She'd grown lazy with modern tech doing all the location work for them, now the aliens owned space and satellites and probably all the comms towers. She had to use something she'd had to become proficient with in basic training but had never used in the field.

"You sure you can use that thing?" Schlecker offered, but there was no humour in the tone.

"Just be thankful I don't make you do this." The sun was well-shaded though the air was hot. She would have liked to strip down to her undershirt and trousers, but the risk was too high. She turned a little left then right until she had the map and compass aligned. It was evident they weren't beyond the pickup sites so thinking about how long they'd spent walking into the jungle she calculated the distance at ten clicks, maybe fifteen, if the map was out by a few updates.

Ahmed and Jojo joined them, both looking a little fresher than when she'd last seen them. Must have taken extra hydration. She would wait until their next rest to bite another cell and let it change her body for a few precious minutes.

"Thought you would have killed it?" Jojo said, his square features crusted with harsh beard growth.

"The mission first," she said, pointing in the direction they had to walk.

Both men looked to Schlecker holding up the alien. There was distrust in their eyes and yet a sense of duty in their stance. They wouldn't kill it unless she said so, but if she went down and one of them had to take command would the Dark be shot out of hand?

"Jojo, you take point. Fifty metres that way. Don't worry about leaving tracks, we're going to need them to follow. Schlecker and I will bring the alien, and Ahmed, you drop back, bring up the rear by another thirty metres." 

Sasha checked the compass again to ensure she's got the direction right. Jojo set off, the canon gun over his shoulder. She waited while Schlecker checked the patches he'd put over the alien's suit. They'd trained in jungles like heat in the Everglades in Florida, but they were nothing like this. This was thick air, thick undergrowth, and heavy shadows. She looked up. The canopy was ropey and dense and what light came through was verdant. She looked to Schlecker and Ahmed.

"The Captain would have had you on some report by now," she said to Ahmed, "I'll settle for you just being alive. Think you can stay that way?"

Ahmed nodded then squatted; he had to wait a little before they were far enough away. She didn't know if the aliens set traps, but it was wise to keep her small force well apart. She'd accept a rescue over being dead or a prisoner.
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Greenery rained down like confetti as flechettes tore up the jungle. Sasha pressed down low behind a log. She took a star in the shoulder and it stung. Jojo looked dead a few metres forward of her location. Schlecker sheltered the Dark in a ditch. He was waving his hands at the creature, and it waved back. She didn't know if they were fighting or trying to stay out of harm's way. Whatever was going on, it was clear Schlecker was trying to protect the alien. If the aliens moved from their current firing positions, he would be prone. She pushed up her Spreader and pumped out an explosive round. The air hissed above with flechettes, and more of the jungle flew apart like like fat, green raindrops. Schlecker had their prisoner's gun which at this point was useless until he knew how to fire the thing.

She looked down the track. Ahmed was still down there somewhere, or someplace else to be of help she hoped. She slid towards Schlecker; there was a gap between the logs they were both sheltering behind, and the darkness combined with the vibrant stink of bleeding plant life was doing little to settle her anxiety. She didn't want to die like this. Schlecker caught her eye and motioned he was going into the foliage to come around. She shook her head. Wait or freeze, she held up a closed fist. Medlyn pointed down the path. He knew Ahmed was somewhere and would be making his plans. She tapped the side of her helmet and brought up the IR. Darks wouldn't show but maybe their weapons would. The small HUD that came down over her face was limited, but it would have what she needed. In the haze of greys were the weak points of red, weapon's heat. She counted three and signalled three to Schlecker. It was difficult indicating locations from them while on your back and flat against a log, but he got the message then pointed at the alien gun.

The thumbs up were for yes, use it as well as an 'I hope you know how to use it'. Another sustained hiss and raining greenery showered them. Was this what it was like standing in front of a mulcher? Schlecker was over the alien, protecting it. She would commend him for the act; he didn't have to protect the creature.

Schlecker lifted the big gun, did something on the top and slapped the bottom of the stock. The Dark must have shown him because she didn't think he could have worked that out himself. He lifted to one knee, the gun supported by the log and the stock against his hip. The hiss was immense, and the whine of the weapon so close caused her to put her hands over her ears. She supposed he was aiming their way but the gun was pure destruction. Sasha had heard rail guns spewing death but nothing like this. The gun fell silent, and she assumed Schlecker had emptied the ammo. Looking over, she saw him slumped over the log, the gun tilted away from him. The air was alive with flechettes, and half the fire she had heard was coming back at them.

"Shit!" She wiped her face and looked at the blood soaked shoulder of her suit. From her med packs, she took out the sealing goo and squeezed a gob into the hole; it wasn't ideal, but it had to do for now.

The hiss and confetti stopped again. It was time to bug out and just leave the destruction and alien to its own; only she couldn't be sure her men were dead. The captain had been natural, no head, and Lyssa took her life with witnesses, but she had two down and no confirmation.

"Damn it all to hell!" she yelled, pumping an explosive shell over her head and into the jungle. The following boom didn't help, and the return flechette fire only made things worse.

"Sasha," she heard in the headset.

"Ahmed."

"You better be free ‘cause breaking silence at this point is going to be messy."

"Two down, I'm hit but active." She sighed. The silence was automatic in a firefight, and while she would take him to task about it later, right now she'd kiss him. "You see them?"

"Three, down low. You are a direct line. I can see Jojo." He was whispering. "Nearly on them, so going off again. Pump some shells thirty degrees. Maybe three of you have them."

He was going to round on them and needed noise. She fired one shell and waited for the explosion and the subsequent shredding. Then another with the same result. On the third, no flechettes came, and she remembered to breathe.

Her Spreader was wrenched from her hands as she was lifted into the air. Her feet kicked about in front of a Dark. She lashed out, tried to drop into a crouch, but another grabbed her from behind and wrenched her arms back. She screamed with the pain.

The two Darks were huge, nothing like the one they'd captured. Their suits were different. They looked more like thick steel plates than standard armour. Were these the same Darks that came down on the ship? The one behind her wrenched her up, so she stood on her toes. She stuck out her chin. Defiant in her fear.

The Dark hissed something, and a series of clicks followed. She has wrenched up again. Like human soldiers, she was expected to know the language of the enemy. She grunted and shook her head. The alien in front of her clicked some more, and the one holding her allowed her feet to touch the ground.

Through the face plate, she could see this Dark wasn't like the one they captured; it only had one mouth slit, and its neck was thick and ropey; it didn't have the owl like movement. Was this why the downed ship was necessary? A different class of Dark.

She was released and stumbled forward and onto her knees. Her shoulders screamed in pain and her back ached. The alien held a large weapon in one hand and aimed it at her chest. It hissed and clicked, and the gun came alive, then the Dark exploded outwards with the sound of flechettes ripping through metal and flesh. Sasha threw herself flat as the hissing filled the air and the clang of metal on metal vibrated in her teeth. The noise ended quickly. She listened as the silence invaded. Now all she could hear was her ragged breathing.

After a long time just staring at the patterns of shredded leaf litter on the ground, Sasha pushed up against the stinging in her shoulder and eyed the remains of the two Darks. They were in more pieces than she wanted to think about and only their books remained upright. They'd both taken a full blast of a flechette weapon. She turned to look at Schlecker. He was face up on the ground, and the alien they'd capture hunched against the log with the weapon hooked in its arms. She climbed to her knees and didn't know what to do. The gun still pointed in her direction, so she raised her hands in surrender.

The alien lowered the gun and slumped back against the log next to Schlecker. Her heart was pounding. Death had seemed too clear, so near. The end didn't come. She closed her eyes and listened to the silence, then the slow return of bird and animal sounds in the jungle, then soon everything was overlapped with the chirping and scrape of insects. She was alive. She didn't hold back the tears as they exploded out with a sob. She was alive, and the alien had saved her. 

Things needed doing. She stood, wiping the tears away as fast as they came. Sniffing, she picked up her Spreader and side arm, which the Dark had taken from her. Sasha loosely aimed her weapon at the alien as she approached, kicking its weapon aside as she crouched to check on Schlecker. He was alive. Blood was on his face, but he was breathing naturally and evenly. Just unconscious then. She checked for other wounds but found he was okay. Backing away from the slumped alien, she found Jojo, and knelt beside him and searched his neck for a pulse, expecting him to be dead. His armour had its covering shredded, and the ceramic plate gouged. A large chip said a piece of metal had got through. She hoped it wasn't going to be another Lyssa. She had to secure the area somehow, and she knew there'd been three aliens on her HUD. Jojo's pulse was strong and there didn't seem to be a lot of blood seeping through the hole in the armour. From Jojo's med-kit she took out a stim-patch and pressed it against the man's neck.

"Ahmed?" She said into her mic. Even without radio silence, he wouldn't have been able to hear in the firefight. "Ahmed." She checked the HUD. It didn't work. She took off her helmet and noted a large gouge through the side which must have severed the power cables. So, no comms there. Jojo's helmet was a mess with bits of metal sticking out at all angles. He must have walked head-on to a maelstrom. She was still breathing hard, but the emotion had passed, and the hardness she needed was taking control. The dead helmet was better than no helmet, so she jammed it on and went back to Schlecker and the Dark. Like Jojo, she took a patch from his kit and pressed it at the base of his neck. The alien, slumped low, didn't look so good, but then it didn't look very good in the first place. Blood was seeping from a few holes in its torso. Red blood. She used the sealing goo and plugged the holes. The alien hissed and clicked but otherwise didn't move.

"I'm not dead." Schlecker's eyes didn't open, but his voice sounded weak.

"You'll live, I think," Sasha said, turning her attention back to him. "There's a bit of blood on your face. Cut above the left eye, messy but nothing bad. You notice anything else? Can you move? Can you sit up?"

"Yeah, yeah, and yeah and that's in whatever order you like." He opened his eyes, and they were bloodshot, one more bloody that the other. "How's Bob?"

"Bob?"

"The Dark. Our alien friend. It was him who saved us, wasn't it?" Schlecker eased up onto his elbows and shuffled back to rest against the log next to the Dark." He coughed and looked at the alien before looking up at her. "Once you work out the extra finger stuff he does a pretty good sign language."

"And it said its name was Bob?" How did Schlecker know it had saved her life, all of their lives?

"No idea what its name is, but it showed me how its gun worked, then said something like help, or help us. Kinda missed some of the finger flicks there, but I learned it is oddly on our side." Schlecker was on his knees now and looked to Jojo, who was coming around. His hands were searching his chest before he sat up.

"I think Ahmed's dead," she said, thinking how close she'd come to killing the creature.

"Nah, he's gone after the one that ran away, ain't that right, Bob?"

The Dark hissed and squeaked and clacked waving its hands in front of its face in a mad flurry.

"Close enough, close enough."

"What did it say?" Sasha watched Jojo get up, pick up his weapon and shuffled over to them.

"No idea," he sighed, "It's thankful we saved its life and stuff. I just happened to see one of those things run and then I saw Ahmed after it. Took my eyes off the others, got hit in the head."

"How do you know the alien saved us?"

"We're not dead." He smiled, pointing to boots standing amongst a hot mess of metal and meat. "And that kinda gave it away. A Spreader won't do that. I was out, and you didn't know how to use the alien weapon. Ipso facto obviouso and so on, so on. Bob." He waved towards the alien. "And I think this Dark was meant to communicate with us."

"There's a base three clicks that way," Ahmed yelled as he crashed through the jungle and into their shredded clearing.

Sasha caught her breath and eased her finger from the trigger of her Spreader. She'd nearly mowed the fool down. Ahmed shone with blood, and she suspected it wasn't his own. He took off his helmet and stared at the alien. He raised his gun.

"Stop." The alien hissed.

They all turned to the Dark, who was using Schlecker's Spreader as a crutch. The tripodal thing looked comical if not frightening with its plugs of green goo dotted about its torso and missing leg.

"Did that thing just speak?" Jojo removed his helmet, took one looked at its damage then threw it into the underbrush.

Sasha raised her hand to silence the men.

"Stop," it hissed again, making slow movements with its free hands.

She looked to Schlecker; the man looked as shocked as everyone else, and he knew the alien wasn't a danger. Schlecker stared for a moment then started making marks in the leaf litter with his heel.

"It's crude, and I don't know if I've got it right."

"I don't care what right is, I just want to know what it's saying," Ahmed said, lowering his gun.

"Bob says, talks and emissary, or teacher or speaker. The speaker is closer to what I think it means. Those waving gestures can mean share or sharing, and the hand over its chest is a personal symbol of care or love or welcome." Schlecker sounded like he was trying to think through everything on the fly. "Look, it could mean unity or harmony for all I know. Not all sign language is the same, so I can only guess what it is saying."

"It wants peace?" Sasha said, pointing Jojo to take up watch. "Ahmed, help Jojo. Check ammo." The two men grunted then went about their responsibilities.

Schlecker made a few hand gestures of his own; only they looked more precise and determined. He chopped across his hand pointed to himself and gestured with open palms towards the alien. The alien opened and closed its hands many times.

"There are many like him, I think." Schlecker shrugged, the alien shrugged. "The crashed ship was meeting someone else, and we got in the way. They fought back because we were not friends, known, or connected. I think it means connected, and that would make sense. If we are not the ones Bob has come to speak with then naturally they would be afraid."

"They attacked us and killed Lyssa," Sasha said feeling a tightness in her chest. She wanted to see this day to its end and go home.

More waving, more gestures, and even more shrugging. She worked that one out quickly enough; that was when neither of them had any idea of what they meant.

"Planet family is not space family," Schlkecker said. "These units are not for the unity, group or agreement. They are the enemy. They killed and took the others, the family. Now, something about something in a place of..." Schlecker threw up his arms. "I'm sorry, Sergent but it's getting too complicated again. I only know a little because my ex-wife was deaf, and I don't think signing some of the things I said to her would be helpful."

She pulled at her face and looked to Schlecker. "How's your helmet?"

He frowned, took it off and handed it over. Considering he'd taken a hit in the head, there was only a nick in the brim. She swapped her broken one for his, entered access codes, and waited. There was no pickup or EVAC outside of the designated zone, but she had had enough of shredder country, and she had an asset more valuable than command probably expected. She turned her back on the alien and left it waving its hands at Schlecker.

"China Doll, this is Hunting Dog, do you read. China Doll, this is Hunting Dog." She would bring a missile strike down on them, or someone would answer. "We have an emissary," she added. "Repeat, we have an emissary. A Dark emissary and it wants to make peace." It didn't hurt to add a reason for the call. She wasn't that stupid.

In the distance, the jungle rumbled, and the wash of blast wave whooshed through the jungle and around them. A missile strike.

"Hunting Dog, Hunting Dog, do you read?" The voice sounded panicked. "Hunting Dog, do you read?"

"I guess the last bit changed your mind?" Sasha said, closing her eyes and feeling another heart-pounding moment rush through her.

"EVAC on your current location. Reach you in two hours. Is the emissary comfortable?" She said nothing. How many times did she need to get close to death before she decided being a soldier wasn't for her? "Hunting Dog," a new voice. "This is General Hastings, is the emissary safe?"

"China Doll, this is Hunting Dog. We even welcomed it with confetti. See you in two. Out." She took off the helmet and put it on the ground for the EVAC crew to signal in on. She didn't wait for a response. She joined Schlecker and his hand waving and looked upon the strange alien with a different light. This odd war had cost a billion lives she thought, and she wondered if it was because they couldn't communicate with each other. She knew that wasn't true; the simple things rarely are, but it would do for now.

"Schlecker, ask Bob what it thinks of Earth."

THE END
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Hoplite

By Patrick S. Baker
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When I was a man, my name was Ryan Dean MacLeod; when I became a ship, my name was Hoplite. 

I was an Assault Carrier—335 meters long, 125 meters wide, octagonal. I carried a crew of 3543 naval personnel and 819 Marines. I had 36 Vampire aero-space fighters, 26 Banshee aero-space attack craft, 41 Puller Marine landing and support boats, and 4 shuttles. I also had thirty-two 2000mm Space-Martel missile-launchers, sixty-four 150mm cannons, forty Sparrow-hawk anti-fighter/self-defensive missile launchers, and forty 24-megawatt self-defense lasers. 

Parts of my human brain were still alive and connected to various systems of my metal body. I knew what I was and still felt like a person.

“Hoplite,” Captain Tran addressed me. “Ready to tunnel?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“How many first timers?” she asked.

“Twenty-three.”

“What’s the pool running?”

“17,015 adjusted dollars. The most popular pick is ten will vomit.”

“I hope it’s that few,” the captain chuckled.

“On my count: three...two...one...go.”

The navigation computer threw us into the weird, not-quite-right dimension of Hartman Space. While I was unaffected by faster-than-light tunneling, some of my crew were not so lucky. Many bio-humans felt a variety of effects: nausea, body pain, headaches, and, in some cases, temporary blindness and paralysis. The navy runs recruits through a short tunneling trip to test them. Twenty-two percent of recruits have such a strong reaction that they cannot serve on tunneling ships, although they are allowed to work on ships that use the fixed-point jump-gate system. In the Solar Union, all warships always travel by FTL tunneling. Giving any enemy, or potential enemy, a single, fixed entry-point into a solar system to attack is a very bad thing. 

Then we were back in normal space. Twelve of the new crew-members had vomited; the winner of the pool was Marine Private Patel of the Marine Recon platoon. I informed the captain and all the bettors at once.

“How far out?” the captain asked.

“Fourteen light-minutes,” the navigator responded, proudly. “Right at the Hartman limit.”

“Ma’am,” the coms officer said. “No signals from the planet. No timestamp update. The automated beacon appears to be down.”

Each settled planet had a satellite in orbit that constantly broadcast.

“I don’t like that. Shape a course for the planet. Launch recon drones. At 30 light-seconds out, launch fighters.”

A chorus of “aye-ayes” came back.

I checked all the ship’s functions. I was nominal.

We set a course for Asgard and boosted. Asgard was the fourth planet from 28 Draconis A, a mere 46 light-years from Sol. The planet was prime real estate. A single mountainous continent that was a bit cooler than Earth average, but it had almost no axial tilt, and thus no seasonal shifts. Also, Asgard had no native land life, except some lichen equivalents. The standard terraforming packet had been a huge success and the human colony of more than 100,000 people was starting to show a return on investment. They had just gotten a jump-gate terminal for regular trade and communications.

At 30 light-seconds from the planet, we launched twelve Vampire fighters on a sweep. There were still no signals, not even commercial chatter from ground stations. This was worrying. The last ship to visit Asgard had been my sister ship, Samurai, ninety earth-days ago. She had set up the jump-gate and then left to continue her patrol. She had reported nothing unusual. 

“Ma’am, you should see this,” the Visual Intelligence officer said as she shunted a drone feed to the captain’s screen. Of course, I saw it too.

One of the drones swept in a low orbit over the planet and it showed a crater where Valhalla, the largest city on Asgard, had been. The city once had a population of more than ten thousand. It had also been home to the planetary Marine garrison and the planet’s nuclear power plant.

“Get the drone lower and take some radiation readings. We need to know if that was a kinetic or nuclear strike.”

“It could be natural; an asteroid,” Chu, the executive officer, offered.

“Damned odd it would hit the largest population center,” Tran replied. 

The drone showed it hadn’t been just one strike that had wiped out Valhalla, but three. Each crater overlapped the others. One strike had targeted the Marine base, another the power-plant, and the third, the town center. These strikes could not have been natural. The smaller towns showed signs of destruction, like burnt buildings and scorched ground, but they otherwise seemed intact. There were no living people, nor even any animals visible. There were no bodies visible either. Also, each town had a smoldering, circular pit in its center; purpose unknown. 

The first fighter squadron returned from its sweep of the planet, reporting nothing. We launched a second flight as a Close Space Patrol. We continued toward the planet. 

The recon drones reported no higher radiation than that when a nuclear power plant was destroyed, but not the kind of rad count expected from a nuclear bomb. So, the strikes that had taken out the capital hadn’t been nuclear, nor had they been natural or accidental. 

I went into a polar orbit while Captain Tran received a briefing from the intel officer with her senior officers. The chief intelligence officer concluded: “Ma’am, if this was hostile action it seems unlikely this was either the Tran’ji or the Corvo. The Tran’ji are slavers, but a dozen motherships couldn’t have captured the whole population. The Corvo generally obey the Laws of War as we understand them, so they would not have struck Valhalla proper, although they would have considered the Marine barracks and the power-plant legitimate targets for a kinetic weapon attack. Ma’am, there is no historical precedent for this. I coordinated this briefing with Hoplite and he doesn’t have any record of a similar event.” 

“Is that correct, Hoplite?” Tran asked me after the intelligence officer finished.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Ideas? Suggestions?” Tran asked her subordinate officers. 

“I want to send down a Marine recon team to each of the four largest intact towns,” Marine Lieutenant-Colonel Josho Van Dorn suggested. “Also, I’d like to use the rest of the Pullers to scout other locations looking for the inhabitants?”

“Very well, Colonel,” Tran readily agreed. “Do it.”

“I want one squadron of Banshees configured for anti-shipping on catapult alert, just in case,” the Commander, Aero-Space Group, Wilhelmina M’Boto, spoke next. 

“Sounds good, Commander. Do that, too,” Tran responded. “Anything else for now?”

There was nothing else.

Each “Chesty”, as the Marines called their Puller landing-boats, could hold twenty Marines— with two carrying a platoon of forty. The Pullers were also armed and armored for close air support of the Marines. Van Dorn put one six-man recon team in four different landing-boats and dispatched them to the planet’s surface. 

If I had wanted to, I could have followed any of the various craft down to the planet and even “looked in on” any individual Marine. Instead I put my main consciousness at the Combat Information Center, while the rest of me answered the hundreds of small requests and actions from the crew.

The Pullers fell on ballistic paths until they slowed enough to deploy control surfaces, then they flew like other atmospheric craft. All the boats quickly closed on their targets. The four Pullers carrying the scouts landed some distance away from their targets to unload the troops.

The VI officer had set up multiple screens in the CIC so that the raw vid feeds from the Marines’ vid-cams were shown in real time. 

The town was called Njord, after the Norse god of the sea. It sat on a natural bay just 300 kilometers south of Valhalla. The town’s population was supposed to be just under 1,500, but as Second Squad, Recon Platoon, 112th Independent Marine Battalion, approached, they couldn’t see anyone. Second Squad took a position on the crest of a small hill just outside the town. 

“Sergeant, you’d better come see this.” Private Patel said over the squad net. Squad Sergeant Guzman hustled forward and dropped down beside Patel. 

In a small field just below the hill and right next to the first house were the remains of a Chesty. The two forward weapon mounts that gave rise to the vehicle’s nickname were still recognizable, but the rest was a shattered hulk. 

Recon squads only had six members, including the squad leader. Guzman split the squad into their standard three two-man teams and ordered them forward. Patel was his partner.

The door of the house next to the destroyed landing-boat hung from its hinges in a smashed door frame. Guzman gingerly peeked in and saw at least ten dead Marines, still in body armor, piled in the middle of the floor. The dead Marines’ weapons were piled near the bodies. He reported this to higher and was ordered to continue. If they got the chance, the bodies would be recovered and given a decent burial. 

The teams moved deeper into the town. A few blocks from the waterfront they found evidence of a battle: burnt buildings, small craters, expended Solar Union Defense Force ammo cases and magazines, and red splashes that looked like human blood. They also found chitinous pieces of something that looked a lot like insect armor near pools of purple-black dried liquid. The Marines collected samples of both. They didn’t find anything that looked like weapons’ detritus—no unknown casings, or strange weapons magazines. 

Finally nearing the center of Njord, Guzman and Patel got a good look at the pit. The vid stream showed a mass of charred bones, both human and animal, including human skulls of all sizes, mixed in with cattle, sheep, dogs, and cats. Patel turned his head, lifted his face-shield, and vomited from the sight and the stench. 

“Captain Tran,” I said, using her private channel. “Please order the Marines to get a closer look at some of the bones.”

“Josho,” she ordered Lieutenant Colonel Van Dorn, “have Guzman get a better look at the bones.”

“Aye, ma’am,” the Marine officer said.

Guzman was a good sergeant; he didn’t order his men to go into the pit and he went in himself. He slid down into the pit as carefully as possible and randomly collected some of the larger bones and brought them up into better light. He then slowly held them up one at a time to his vid-cam so everyone could have a good look.

All the bones had cut-marks and some had what looked like serrated saw marks. These looked familiar to me, so I ran a search of my databases. 

“Ma’am,” I said over Tran’s private channel again. “Those bones show classic signs of having been processed for food.”

“Processed for food?” she subvocalized.

“The muscles have been cut or sawed off.”

Tran’s jaw clamped down, no doubt in disgust and anger. 

“Josho, order your Marines home with the samples.”

“Aye, ma’am,” the Marine commander said through tight lips. “Ma’am, the other three recon squads and the other Pullers are all reporting similar findings at their locations. Whatever happened in Njord, looks like it took place all over the planet.”

“Order all your Marines home.”

“Aye, ma’am.”

“Ma’am, I’ve got Hartman radiation at five light-minutes from us, three from the sun,” the space sensor officer announced.

“That’s not possible,” the XO stated. “The Hartman Limit is no less than fourteen light-minutes from a star.”

The sensor officer checked her readouts again. I checked them too; they were correct. 

“Definitely ship emergence at five light-minutes from us. That puts them inside the orbit of Asgard.”

“Nav, keep the bulk of the planet between us and the new contact. Wilhelmina, keep the CSP in tight and I want relief out when that ship gets to a light minute. Launch a passive sensor drone. Let’s see what they do before we let them see us. I want us at battle stations fifteen minutes before they enter orbit or flyby. If they enter orbit, I want to be ready to break orbit. Also, ready a message drone with continuous info update to go through the jump-gate on my order.”

The new ship came in hot and fast, traveling at about 25 percent faster than my top speed. Using only the passive sensor drone, it was hard to get a good reading on the rapidly approaching vessel. It was about half my size and appeared to be a blunt cylinder with irregular bulges. I didn’t recognize the configuration. It used a highly-tuned ion drive. The Solar Union didn’t have ion drives on crewed ships; the radiation they generated would fry humans in minutes without heavy and expensive shielding. But we did use them on missiles and automated ships. 

“Battle stations. Weapons tight,” Tran ordered as the incoming vessel slowed and maneuvered for a polar orbit. 

The loud wail of klaxons and my recorded voice announcing “battle stations, battle stations” rang through me. The crew moved quickly and quietly to their stations. In two minutes, all weapons, defense, damage control, and other stations reported green. Then, in shifts, the crew got into their pressure suits, which took nine minutes and twenty-two seconds. 

The newcomer entered orbit. 

“No hiding now,” Tran said. “Break orbit.”

The alien ship broke over the horizon and we came into view of each other. Eight seconds later the alien ship fired.

“Multiple launches,” the sensor officer said, nearly shouting with excitement. “Seventeen missiles inbound.”

“Weapons free,” the captain ordered. “Launch missiles. Too close to launch anti-shipping strike.”

This was knife fighting range for spaceships. The twelve Vampires of the CSP moved outward and started to engage the incoming attack, launching their Sparrow-hawk missiles. The enemy projectiles were twice as fast as ours and the Sparrow-hawks were having a hard time homing in on them. The CSP knocked out five of the enemy weapons before the inbound strike was by them and closing on me. 

My defensive lasers started to fire, accounting for eight more of the enemy missiles. Then my 150mm cannons, firing on automatic, accounted for two more. The last three enemy missiles exploded like giant shotgun shells, each spraying 13 one-meter round metal spheres at me. These metal balls maneuvered independently under their own power. They went for our engines. We knocked down thirty-six of the sub-munitions with laser and cannon fire, but three impacted on my Number One engine port. The explosions were high-energy chemical detonations, not nukes. Still, the engine room was ripped open to space and the engine controls were destroyed.

“Major breach in Engine One. Fusion core safeties destroyed,” the damage control officer called out.

I ejected the fusion core before the captain gave the order. 

Our first wave of thirty-two missiles closed on the enemy. Their self-defense systems were auto-cannons, not lasers. Five of our missiles managed to detonate near the enemy, the nuclear explosions bright, but noiseless, in space. They managed to damage the enemy as I detected oxygen and carbon dioxide belching from its hull, but the foe kept coming.

“Enemy ship accelerating, right toward us.” 

“Engage with lasers and cannons when in range.”

The enemy shot by me at twice my damaged speed. Our lasers fired but made no impression on the enemy hull. Our 150mm cannons fired armor piercing shells as it flew by. No self-defense weapon could engage the cannon shells. I detected several small breaches in the enemy hull. And then it was past me, heading into deep space. 

Another wave of missiles, this time only twelve, erupted from the damaged enemy. We had gotten the measure of the speed and managed to knock all out all but two from the second wave, and they, for some reason, attacked the jettisoned fusion drive section, which disintegrated under the pounding. 

The enemy opened an FTL tunnel and entered, escaping the battle. 

The captain ordered us to head to our Hartman limit, while the crew started repairing my damage and the fighters returned to rearm and refuel. She also ordered the message drone launched.

We lost twenty-two people when Engine One had been struck. That number would have been much higher if everyone had not been in suits. There was also a number of injuries from impact shocks, mostly broken bones and contusions.   

Tran ordered the last two engines to 100 percent to get our speed up as to as fast as possible, since we had no idea if, when, or in what numbers this new enemy might return. The captain also ordered everyone to stay at battle stations with weapons tight until further notice. Twenty-four of my Vampire fighters were kept on a rotating CSP while the remaining twelve were configured to escort an anti-shipping strike and kept on launch alert. All my Banshees were still armed for an anti-shipping strike.

Meanwhile, the intelligence staff analyzed the battle. The enemy was fast, much to our disadvantage. But they used no penetration aides or electro-magnetic spoofing to help their attacks, which was why we had managed to destroy most of their missiles before they went terminal. Also, they seemed to have no high-energy defenses. They didn’t seem to have nuclear weapons either. We had seen no fighters, but that might be because we hadn’t gone up against a carrier. 

We were thirty-eight percent of the way to the Hartman limit when four enemy ships emerged in normal space sunward of us and three more emerged outward, all appearing to be the same class of ship as we had just driven off. 

“Weapons free,” Tran said in a dead calm voice. “Launch anti-shipping strike on the three outwards. We’ve got to get to the tunneling limit. We need to blast through them.” 

Twelve Vampire fighters and twenty-six Banshees leapt from the launch tubes and accelerated away from me at top speed. Each Banshee carried four Long-Lance anti-ship missile and two Electronic Counter-Measures pods. The enemy accelerated as well, closing at half again my top, undamaged speed. The enemy behind fired their missiles. A moment later the squadron in front did the same. One hundred nineteen missiles were inbound. Their missiles had at least twice the range of mine. Two more waves the same size followed. Then the enemy maneuvered away from me. 

“Ma’am,” the coms ensign said. “I’m scanning the electromagnetic spectrum per SOP.”

“Spit it out, girl. I’m busy,” the captain uncharacteristically snapped.

“They’re using radio to communicate.”

“Radio? Are you sure?”

“Yes, ma’am. It is a fairly-narrow band, but definitely radio. I can’t read it of course, but the coms computer says it is language and the sources are those ships.”

“Can you jam their signal?” 

“Jam?”

“Transmit on the same wavelength, interfere with their coms?”

“Oh yes, ma’am.”

“Do it.”

“Hoplite,” the ensign addressed me. “Please bring up a selection of sounds to help ‘jam’ the enemy.”

“Yes, ensign,” I said and shunted her some of my favorite audio files. Cruxshadow’s “Citadel”, Tchaikovsky's 1812 Overture, "Bismillah Allahu Akbar", “Der Panzer Leid”, “On Silver Wings” and others. She began to broadcast them on the same frequency as the enemy used. When they jumped to another, the coms computer scanned until it found the signal and the ensign started to jam them again.

Now that we knew they used radio, we had managed to spoof many of the missiles into going off course or exploding prematurely. The CSP, using the short-range Sparrow-hawk missiles, accounted for even more. Only one enemy missile managed a direct impact on me without deploying its sub-munitions. I knew in an instant we were all but done for.

“Ma’am,” the damage control officer reported. “Our Hartman drive is destroyed. We can’t FTL tunnel.”

Captain Tran sat stock still for a moment, her jaws clenching and unclenching. 

“Shape a course for the jump-gate,” Tran ordered navigation.

“Aye, ma’am.” 

The destruction of the Hartman drive also cost the lives of fifty-eight crew members.

The strike wave attacking the outward enemy continued unmolested until it was within Long-Lance range of the enemy. The Banshees split their fire three ways. Two of the enemy were targeted by thirty-five missiles and the last one targeted by only thirty-four. The Long-Lances had their own spoofing and internal guidance, aided by the Banshees ECM pods. The enemy self-defense auto-cannons didn’t seem to be able to deal well with them. Just before the Long-Lances impacted, the three enemy ships launched fifty-one of their own missiles. The three enemy ships were then obliterated by multiple nuclear warheads. 

My strike package turned to head home when the enemy missiles began to attack. The fighters started to explode—one, then two, then another one, then the Banshees were attacked. The enemy was using their anti-ship missiles to destroy my Vampires and Banshees. The small craft started to maneuver at random, hoping to avoid the attacks. But an impact by only one of the enemy’s sub-munitions was enough to destroy the small ships. None of the Vampires survived the attack and only five of the Banshees returned.

“Captain,” the CAS-G called Tran from the flight control center. “I want to arm some of my remaining fighters and the last of the Banshees and try for a strike on the inward enemy.”

Tran knew that, by their nature, fighter jocks were highly aggressive. After all she had been one at the start of her career. 

The captain thought for a moment. 

“Very well, Commander M’Boto, you can do so, but no more than one squadron of fighters.”

“Aye, ma’am.”

M’Boto relieved one Vampire squadron from CSP and had it refueled, while Third Squadron took over patrol duty. The remaining five Banshees were rearmed. Being a good officer, Commander Wilhelmina M’Boto led the strike herself. As the fighters launched, they formed into four 3-fighter “V” formations with the five Banshees in a line behind them. Each fighter carried six Sparrow-hawk missiles. Forty-seven seconds after the strike was launched, the enemy ships changed course and headed toward us, as well. The strike package and the enemy ships closed on each other. 

“Enemy missile launch, thirty-four missiles inbound,” the sensor officer reported.

“Half the size of the other salvos,” Tran remarked.

“Ma’am,” the sensor officer went on. “Something odd about their course. It looks slightly off. Not exactly on track for us.”

“Damn! They’re going for the strike package,” Tran said. “Order it back.”

The XO did some quick calculation on her board. “It’s too late, ma’am. They won’t be able to turn back.”

“At least warn them,” the captain ordered.

By the time they got the warning from us, M’Boto had, of course, already detected the enemy launch and had come to the same conclusion as the captain and the XO. There was nothing to do but bore in and try and take some of the enemy with them. 

The enemy missiles raced in. The Vampires launched their Sparrow-hawks as a volley and destroyed twenty-two of the oncoming enemy weapons, which left twelve enemy missiles targeting just seventeen ships of the strike package.

“Break formation, jamming on,” the CAS-G ordered.

The fighters and Banshees maneuvered, taking seventeen different vectors. The commander plowed straight on. 

“Launch at will when in range.” M’Boto ordered her pilots.

The enemy missiles blasted their sub-munitions at the attackers; 286 spheres maneuvered to attack the tiny craft. One by one, the Vampires were blotted out and then the Banshees.

By some miracle, M’Boto and the Banshee following her were spared. The two lonely attackers bore onward toward the enemy. One of the enemy vessels fired seven missiles at the two surviving craft. Commander M’Boto didn’t even have time to turn before she joined her squadron mates. The Banshee fired its four Long-Lances and followed them in, providing ECM cover. The four Long-Lances flew straight. Two were destroyed by enemy defensive fire, but the other two impacted one of my adversaries and sent the enemy tumbling away, out of control. One down. The last Banshee was destroyed three seconds after missile impact.

The remaining enemy ships continued on course toward us, firing fifty-one missiles in each of the three waves, but the enemy’s firing was less coordinated than before. Maybe the jamming was working, or M’Boto’s attack had taken out the command ship.

The remaining six fighters of the CSP and my laser and cannon defenses managed to get all but four enemy missiles of the last wave. The missiles deployed their sub-munitions and killed forty-five more members of my crew and destroyed one of my last two engines. 

We were still on course for the jump-gate, but we had to slow to enter it. With only one engine, we’d have to start decelerating soon, giving the enemy more chances to attack. Also maneuvering my mass into the gate would be a struggle with only one engine. If we went in at the wrong angle we’d merely pass through the physical end without jumping to another star system.

We began to decelerate. The enemy did not close for another missile run. 

“Captain Tran,” I said over the private line. “Do you know why someone like me is here?”

“Of course,” she responded. “After the AI Wars, a human, moral element had to be introduced to advanced computer systems to prevent attempted takeovers. Also, you’re here to provide advice and expertise on subjects that the crew would otherwise not have access to.”

“Yes, that is part of it. But also, I have the ability to operate the ship, including in combat, without the crew, if required.”

“All captains are briefed on that, of course, but I thought the capacity is strictly limited.”

“Not really all that limited. Check the ‘Thermopylae protocol’ in the secure files.”

I waited while she read the file.

“Is that what you want to do?” Tran asked.

“Want to? No,” I said. “But I certainly can, if you think its best.”

She sighed deeply, another rare show of emotion for her.

“I think it is the best we can manage,” she finally said.

The captain called her senior staff together and outlined the plan.

“Ma’am,” Flight-Lieutenant Deborah Bar-Lev, the acting Commander Aero-Space Group, said. “My people and I would like to take another shot at the enemy with Long-Lances.”

“No,” Tran responded. “All your fighters will cover the evacuation.”

“Yes, Ma’am.” 

We slowed and approached the jump-portal. The wounded, medical personnel, and everyone not absolutely vital to the plan were packed into the Pullers and shuttles. Still the enemy implacably followed but did not close. 

The CSP was replaced and the relieved fighters quickly serviced and relaunched so all twelve surviving Vampires were on patrol as we came to a stop relative to the portal. The jammed-full Marine boats and shuttles were launched and made straight away for the portal. 

The enemy accelerated and started to close the distance between us.

After the first wave of evacuation was through the gate, one by one the section chiefs entered a unique code into the control computers, turning control of that part the ship over to me. Then they loaded into life pods and ejected. The life pods were programmed to make for the gate and safety. 

The enemy continued to close, passing their maximum missile range. The evacuation proceeded smoothly. 

“Hoplite, do you feel anything, like fear?” Tran suddenly asked me as the command crew evacuated.

“Fear is largely a matter of glands and hormones; I do not have either,” I said. “But, yes I have what I think is a normal range of human emotions. I have likes and dislikes. I feel loyalty to you, affection for the crew. I still have memories of people I have loved and feel the ache of those losses.”

“So, you’re not afraid?”

“Captain, I’m over three-hundred years old. I fought in the Unification Wars. I was Major Ryan Dean MacLeod, Republic of North America Air Force then, and a pretty good fighter jock. You can look up my war record when you get back home. I had a beautiful wife and four great children which I helped raise. I still have ancestors I keep track of. More than one hundred are in the Solar Union Defense Forces, and others are doctors, artists, writers, scientists, and business-people. That is a pretty nice legacy for anyone. As a ship, I have fought the Corvo and the Tran’ji. I never lost a battle and most of my crews made it home alive. That is another good legacy. If it is my fate to die here, then it is. After all is said and done, I can hardly complain about how my life, as both human and ship, ended up. No regrets.

“Time for you to go,” I reminded her. “The last life pod is waiting on you.”

“Right,” she said and entered one last code that gave me total control of myself for the first time in a long time.

“God go with you, Hoplite.”

“And with you, Captain Tran.”

She walked from the Command Center, boarded the last life pod, and it launched. 

When the last pods slipped through the jump-gate, the fighters turned and followed, leaving me alone with the fast-approaching enemy. 

A radio signal came in from my nemesis in Basic English. They had some good computers to translate the language this fast just from my jamming.

“Feed us, soft-skin, we are the True Beings, you are food.” Then it repeated four more times.

I sent back a reply to the enemy: “Molon Labe.”

I started up my last engine and turned toward my enemy, spitting fire and defiance. I shot my last message drone into the gate with my last intelligence update and the message: 

“To every man upon this earth, Death cometh soon or late and how can a man die better than facing fearful odds, for the ashes of his fathers and the temples of his gods, and for the tender mother who dandled him to rest, and for the wife who nurses his baby at her breast, and for the holy maidens who feed the eternal flame.”

And I added, “Hoplite may die, but never surrenders.”

THE END
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The Girl on Platform Two

By Ray Daley
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All rookie drivers got an older trolley-car to start their career on the Overhead, and I was no different.

"She's waiting for you at platform two, Magnus. Go easy with the rear steam brakes, she's overdue a service check on those. No quicker than third gear, and I mean that. We're still effecting repairs on the track, between Lens and Ypres. Remember to bleed the valves at every other station, before you stop. Now button up that collar and get going. It simply won't do, to leave late on your first trip in charge."

It's odd, the little things you still recall so vividly over fifty years later.

I can remember how Bertrand used to treat me like a child. Admittedly, I was so green on my first day as a solo driver. Not quite as green as my uniform, but still pretty clueless about life on the Overhead.

She had been waiting for me on platform two, just like Bertrand had told me. Omnicar 109, now over some eighty odd years in service and still going strong, if slightly frayed at the edges a little. But after eighty years of doing anything, what wasn't?

The trolley-car wasn't the only thing waiting for me at platform two, either.

"Excuse me kind sir, is this the omnicar to Bruge?" She was stunning. Her jet-black hair pinned tightly against her head, not a single lock out of place. Her delicate white lace parasol in danger of being discoloured by the smoke billowing around the station. She looked like she was about to go to one of those high class dances they hold in Paris in that white satin gown of hers.

She certainly didn't look like she belonged at a public Overhead station. A woman like her surely had her own private trolley-car with a driver ready and waiting, whenever she wanted them?

I checked the door controls twice, making sure the previous driver hadn't rigged them to either blast me with a jet of steam or squirt me with lubricating oil. Older drivers were well-known for hazing the new boys. And they certainly didn't come much newer than me. The door controls were safe to use though. This time.

"Sir? Is this the omnicar to Bruge? Please? I simply must know!" Her voice fluttered like the wings of the starlings that roosted in the high glass ceilings of the station.

"Stand back a little please, Miss. I wouldn't want your dress to be ruined by the steam. This is an old trolley-car and therefore liable to vent without notice. If you please, I'll get inside the trolley-car and then I'll answer your question. One moment, if you wouldn't mind?"

She backed a few steps away from the trolley-car, regarding the conveyance nervously.

Once I had checked all the systems, I applied the secondary parking brake. "Now then Miss, as to your query. Yes, this is the nine o'clock local omnicar return service to Bruge, calling at all stations. Did you wish to purchase a ticket?"

She smiled sweetly at me. "No, sir. I was curious as to what time you might be coming back here? I'm waiting for my sweetheart to come home from the war."

I did the math in my head. Then I had to do it all again, remembering that Bertrand had just limited my trip to a maximum of third gear. "On a normal day it would be ninety minutes, Miss. However, today the service will be running under speed limitations due to safety concerns on other lines. So today we should be back here in two hours."

She curtseyed and smiled at me. "Thank you, kindly. In that case, I shall retire to the ladies waiting room and await your return with my dear sweetheart."

I assumed that she made her way back to the main concourse by way of the electrified elevators. A modern young lady such as herself was no doubt comfortable travelling on the latest technology.

I adjusted my hat. No matter how I positioned it, the scar across my left eye was all too visible for my liking.

"Don't let it worry you, Magnus. You wouldn't want people thinking you'd taken a soft job on the Overhead while your country is at war, would you? Those old Madams with their white feathers, they really know how to hurt a man, how to make him feel ashamed." Bertrand was only the Station Master because all the other young men were up the front fighting the war.

They weren't to know just by looking at him that he had a weak heart. The four feathers pushed into his top pocket had already told me more than enough. We both knew he wasn't a coward. I'd heard enough stories about his time during the last war to know. That, and the obvious bullet scars across his back I'd seen as he was putting his shirt on one morning, spoke volumes.

I'd been nervous when I had come to the station for my interview as a driver. Would they really hire an old soldier with one good eye? I'd worn my uniform that day, it earned me my fair share of stares. Mothers pulling their sons and daughters away from me as they asked innocently, "What's wrong with that soldier, Mummy?"

I stopped smiling at people after the fifth or sixth person asked what had happened to me.

Bertrand made no such enquiries, much to my relief. There was the small matter of a mobility test. Could I climb to the top of an eight-rung ladder? Did I mind heights? Could I read the chart on the wall over there?

Bertrand didn't bother to trouble me with the results of those tests either. I clearly passed them all to a sufficient enough degree as required by the Overhead. He merely shook my hand, congratulated me, and welcomed me to the Overhead. I was given a locker containing a uniform formerly owned by one S. Gaston. It almost fit me perfectly.

From the look on Bertrand's face, I knew not to enquire after the fate of the original owner.

Then I was introduced to Lady Grace. "Magnus, this is Lady Grace. Your Ladyship, our newest driver to be, Magnus Simone."

Lady Grace was the wife of a Lord who was commanding a unit on the Belgian border. His return wasn't likely, our side was taking massive losses there. That was also where I had ended my own particular war, after only four days up on the line. "A pleasure to meet you, Magnus. I trust he passed all the tests, Bertrand? I'm sorry to have to ask, it is a requirement."

Bertrand had shown her a couple of pages in a brown folder, my personnel records I later discovered, when I received my first reprimand for speeding.

"Good enough, good enough. Well, Magnus, do you have any issues about being trained by a woman?"

I smiled at her, "No, your Ladyship. I'm eager to learn. I don't care who teaches me, as long as I can be useful to the country in our time of need."

She dismissed Bertrand as if he were some kind of servant. "I'll be giving you training on the maintenance and upkeep of your omnicar. I think Mademoiselle Dubois will be an excellent tutor to get you driving as quickly as is safely possible. You won't see many men working on the Overhead Magnus, it's not a reserved occupation like many of them thought it might be."

Mademoiselle Dubois turned out to be a feisty young lady who had grown up around the Overhead, her father and grandfather had both been drivers. She'd learned to drive an omnicar before she was even tall enough to see out of the front windows.

The large majority of the other drivers were female, too; women whose husbands had all been called off to war. The few men I did see were far too old to fight anymore. Not that it had stopped them trying to join up. Almost all of the male contingent from our station had gone to the recruitment office, en masse. And almost all of them were welcomed with open arms.

"Not you, I'm afraid gentlemen. Father Time has not been kind to you. We need young men to fight at the front. Fit men. Healthy men." It didn't matter to the Sergeant at the recruitment office that all of the men he was now rejecting were not only capable of fitting a sixty-kilogram cog whilst hanging over three-hundred feet above the ground, but they spent their days pushing omnicars when the power went out.

While the young men were being fitted for their uniforms, the old men had been sent back to the Overhead station with their tails firmly between their legs and their heads hung in a shame; that wasn't deserved. They had already done their part. It was time for the young men to do theirs, now.

Life at the station had gone on as normal with the women gradually assimilating into the roles of their men.

I got to drive my first omnicar the same day I arrived. Mademoiselle Dubois showed me around the trolley-car of number twelve. It was the newest machine in the whole fleet. She took us out of the station, careful to point out each of the controls as she used them, and what they were for. Then she steered us into a siding, where I was allowed to take the helm.

At first, she stood a little way behind me, stepping forward now and then to guide my hands across the console, to move the trolley-car forwards and backwards. Then she shifted us to a disused section of line where I finally got to go through the gears, getting us up to a decent rate of knots. "If you watch the guide poles, you'll be able to see that each one has a certain number of lines around it. Either one, two, three or four lines. Those lines denote which gear you should be using to cross between them."

Ten miles outside Lens, I crunched the gears, as I tried to slow down much too quickly. Mademoiselle Dubois wasn't quite fast enough to grab the travelling straps that hung from the roof for Third Class passengers and she ended up flipping over my chair, landing in my lap.

Where she kissed me. Firmly and passionately. Then she slapped my face. Hard. "Don't brake like that ever again, Magnus! Passengers aren't to be tossed about the trolley-car like rag dolls. We take customer safety extremely seriously here on the Overhead!"

Between Mademoiselle Dubois and Lady Grace, I was deemed ready to take out my first passengers three days after I started. Two young schoolgirls visiting the museum, a lady travelling to the market in Mons who I had to politely inform that she would have to change and catch a second omnicar, and an elderly gentleman visiting the graveyard at Lens.

I quickly worked out routes in my head. "I'm afraid there are no services going directly to Lens today, Monsieur. We had a derailment, and the track is damaged. However, if you alight with this lady at Mons, you should be able to use the local branch lines to get close. We at the Overhead apologise for the inconvenience."

I had no complaints about my driving, or the fact that we spent most of the journey in third gear. The only complaint was directed at the schoolgirls, from the lady heading for the Mons market. She was upset that they were chatting so loudly and laughing. I politely called back to them over my shoulder to kindly moderate their volume. Which had the desired effect. Children were clearly still being taught to respect men in uniform at school!

The journey to Bruge wound its way across the border several times but we made the terminus with less than thirty seconds to spare. At least I didn't arrive late.

I did the required turnaround checks. No bags left behind, the trolley-car was completely clear and secure. Then I opened up again, waiting for any passengers for the return journey.

Of which there were none.

I wondered to myself what had happened to the young lady's sweetheart. Had he been delayed somehow? Or perhaps he had tried to reach her sooner travelling across the branch lines, once he had found out about the derailment delays?

There was another possibility, too. He was never coming back to her again. Ever. That he had lost his life in the war, much like I had lost my eye.

I sat patiently, watching the clock on the platform until it reached the hour. Then I operated the door mechanism and pulled out from the station.
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I made good time back to the depot. Although you'd never know it from a visual inspection, there's a slight incline on the line up to Bruge. And it was downhill all the way back for me.

When I reached platform two, I could see her perched near the edge, twirling her parasol in her hands, eyes firmly fixed on the incoming omnicars. The smile on her face could have outshone the sun itself, when she saw and recognised my number. She gave me a little wave as I approached, slowing finally to a complete halt.

How it hurt my heart to see her face drop, when I opened the door to an empty trolley-car.

This time it was her voice that fluttered, like a butterfly buffeted in a hurricane. "Have you seen him, kind sir? Have you seen my sweetheart? Did he miss your departure? He has such a terrible memory!" I could see her scanning every last seat inside. Only mine was occupied.

I gave her my very best smile, to try and reassure her mind. "No passengers on this trip I'm afraid, Miss. I didn't see anyone at the Bruge terminus at all, I'm sorry to say. Perhaps he was delayed on military business? I'm an old soldier myself, Miss, injured out now, but I know how the brass like to sneak work onto men at the very last minute. I'm sure he'll be along on the very next trolley-car. Just you wait and see!"

And wait she did.

She was there for each of my return trips that day, all twelve of them. She only left when Old Alphonse finally came down to lock up the station for the night.

She was there, all day, every day. Patiently waiting for her sweetheart to return from the war. Three months passed by, before I found the courage to ask one of the others at the station about her.

It was Lady Grace who finally told me. "You mean Marion? She's still coming here every day then? After all this time?"

They knew who she was? "Marion, your Ladyship? Then people here know who she is? Is her sweetheart dead?"

Lady Grace nodded. "I'm afraid he died on the first day of the war, Magnus. But Marion isn't quite what she seems."

I shrugged. "So, she's not a young lady, living in the hope of seeing her dead sweetheart once again?"

Lady Grace shook her head. "I'm afraid not, Magnus. Did you get close to her at all? Did anything about her seem unusual to you?"

I hadn't really taken that much notice of her when I'd boarded the omnicar on my first solo drive. "She seems a little overdressed for a place like this?" It was all I could think of.

Then Lady Grace smiled. "Exactly that, but something much more, too, Magnus. Does she seem lifelike to you?"

I tried not to laugh at that. "Of course, she does. She's full of life, for one who might have lost their love."

Lady Grace patted me on the shoulder. "Wait until tomorrow, Magnus. It's Wednesday. You'll find out the truth then."
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Marion was waiting on platform two as I approached the omnicar. But unlike all the other days that I had seen her, she wasn't quietly singing to herself or twirling her parasol. She wasn't moving at all.

In fact, she didn't even appear to be breathing.

At the Overhead, we take customer safety extremely seriously, so I checked her pulse.

There wasn't one. She was cold to the touch too.

Was she dead?

I was about to call for help when I saw Lady Grace standing a few feet behind her. "Not dead, Magnus. You can only die if you were alive. Lift her right arm to eye level."

I did so. "What am I looking for, your Ladyship?"

"You'll know when you see it, Magnus."

She was right too.

The tiny steel key set into her right armpit was impossible to miss once I had seen it. "She's...?"

Lady Grace nodded. "Clockwork, Magnus. Constructed by a young clockmaker to keep him company in the darkest hours before combat. She comes here every day to wait for him. None of us have the heart to let her know that he died."

I felt confused. "But Marion talks to me every day?"

"Have you never wondered why we call her that, Magnus? Marion. Short for Marionette. She's just an expensive toy, Magnus. A toy without an owner now. We keep her wound when she runs down. Alphonse says she lives in an apartment near his home."

It felt cruel, not to tell her the truth. Even if she was little more than cogs and carved wax.

But we had a duty to our customers. So, I wound Marion up, and quickly stepped back.

She went straight into her pre-set spiel, as she always had. "Excuse me kind sir, is this the omnicar to Bruge?"

I nodded. "Yes, Miss. This is the nine o'clock local omnicar return service to Bruge, calling at all stations. Did you wish to purchase a ticket?"
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She'll be waiting there at platform two when I get back today, just like every other day. My last ride, then I finally retire, after fifty years of loyal service to my country.

I'm going to walk Marion home tonight. And then I'm going to break the news to her gently. After which, I'll politely invite her inside to join me for tea.

We value our customers safety at the Overhead. Living or not.

THE END.
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Give Up the Ghost

by Julie Frost
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"Let me get this straight," Russell Fisk said. "You people have dug up an abandoned cemetery to make room for a shopping center, and you want to hire my ship to take the coffins and headstones out to the edge of the system and space them?"

"Precisely, Mr. Fisk. But we need it done now. Can you?" the potential client on the other end of the link said.

"At least it's not live cargo this time," Russell muttered. "And, just to make sure we're on the same page, you'll pay how much cash? In advance?" 

She named a figure that seemed ridiculous for such a simple job. He'd just gotten off the horn with a nasty loan shark named Marsden who'd threatened dire consequences if he didn't get paid soon; he'd run out of options. "Deal." They set up a meet, and Russell headed to the cockpit of the Inquisitive Tamandua to tell his people the good news.
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"I don't like it," Charlie Crane, the big blond mechanic, said. They all stood in the cargo hold, surveying the goods. "The dead oughta stay where you put 'em. Nothin' good ever comes outta disturbin' graves."

"They're dead, Charlie," Ss!kct pointed out. She waved her pedipalps and clacked her mandibles as she ticked off the items on the manifest. A doctor wasn't necessary when the cargo was made up of coffins and headstones, so the insectoid Pyralis had been press-ganged into record-keeping. "By definition, they can't be disturbed." 

"Yeah?" He waved at an antigrav pallet. It had expired in a spectacular explosion of sparks and flames while loading the cargo. "You think that's a coincidence?"

"The thing is twenty cycles old and way past its expiration date. Yes," Russell said. "That being said, do you think Bradaigh should be messing around in its guts?" The young blue dragonet was buried up to his stomach inside the pallet's engine, making grunting noises and sending the occasional unidentifiable part flying out. 

"Only way he'll learn mechanicin' is by doin' it," Charlie said.

Mandy frowned at her sometime boyfriend. Russ didn't like his crew fraternizing, especially when part of that crew was his daughter - but she was a grown-up and made her own choices. "His mom, the dragon princess, will not be happy with that kind of language," she said. "Seriously, Charlie, what are you teaching him?"

Charlie was unperturbed. "Part of the job is swearin' at the equipment."

Ss!kct closed the datalink. "Everything here and accounted for, sir, and we've been paid."

"Great. Mandy, take us up. Should be a quiet run."

"Famous last words," Charlie muttered. 

"How's the rest of the ship holding together?" Russ asked.

"Secondary pressure latch in the cargo bay is still cracked, but the hydraulics're holdin' it right enough. Should be good 'til we hit a real port for repairs." He huffed and turned to Bradaigh. "C'mon, squirt. Let's head to the engine room and make sure nothin' else goes boom when we take off." He stomped away, mumbling to himself, while Bradaigh galumphed in his wake.

Russ eyed the dragonet sourly. He was growing like a particularly noxious weed, and they were going to have to figure out bigger quarters for him. His head was up to Charlie's chest already, and the only place in the ship he could spread his wings comfortably was the cargo bay.

Well, with what this job was paying them, maybe he could afford some modifications. He followed Mandy to the cockpit and sat in the co-pilot's chair while she started her takeoff sequence. "All systems go," she said, pushing a lock of long brown hair out of her face. Then she frowned and tapped a readout, which blipped back to green.

Russ frowned. "Has it been doing that a lot?"

"First time in a while," Mandy answered as they broke atmo.

His mouth twisted. "Keep me posted. I'm going to go get something to eat and hit the sack."

Rummaging through the cabinets in the galley, hunting something more appetizing than protein-flavored protein, he thought he caught motion out of the corner of his eye. A shiver skittered up the back of his neck. "Ss!kct?" he said.

But the galley was empty. He shrugged and grabbed a meal bar to take to his quarters.
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Russ came out of his room after a few hours of sleep to find Ss!kct staring in bemused fascination at the bulkhead in front of the medbay. "What's going on?" he asked, sipping his coffee.

She gestured. "Any idea where that came from, sir?"

The word "STOP" had been scratched into the metal in half-meter-high letters, at waist level. Russ nearly choked on his coffee. He had a sudden thought. "Charlie!" he hollered toward the engine room.

"Yeah, boss?" the big mechanic said, coming down the passageway and running a greasy hand through his hair. He stopped short when he saw what they were looking at and backed up a couple of steps.

"You know anything about that?" Russ asked him, already knowing the answer. Charlie didn't look afraid very often, but he did now - and this wasn't fear that he'd been caught doing something wrong.

"Nossir. But it's downright disturbin'."

"What about Bradaigh?"

"He's barely talking. He sure can't spell yet."

And Mandy wouldn't have scraped up the walls of their home. "Well. That's...strange." No one had come this way when the cargo had been loaded either.

"Want me to buff it out?" Charlie said. "Or set Brad to doin' it?"

"Yeah. Everything okay with the engine?"

"Grav magneto's acting funny, but I think I've got it under control."

Russell's heart sank. "You got enough parts to keep us going? That could leave us stranded."

"We're good. No worries."

It was his job to worry. First the cockpit, now this. Speaking of... "Guess I'll go see how Mandy's doing and relieve her at the controls." The Tamandua could fly herself, but Russ liked a hands-on approach. He left Ss!kct and Charlie staring at the graffiti in befuddlement.

He stopped in the galley to grab something to munch. Poking through the refrigeration unit, he heard a noise and felt a chill crawl up his spine. He turned to look at the room. "Brad?" But he was alone. "Hmph." Job was making him jumpy, he decided as he headed to the cockpit and sat in the co-pilot's chair. "How's everything?"

Mandy gestured at the board. "All green. Couple of blips here and there, but nothing major or weird."

"That's something, anyway." He eyed her sideways and decided to tackle a subject he'd been avoiding bringing up for a while. "So. This thing with Charlie."

"Dad—"

He sighed. "I get that your options are limited out here, Mandy, and most of that is probably my fault, honestly. I just want to make sure you really do like him and you're not just settling because he's what's available."

"I do like him. He's sweet and gent—"

The doors in the ship weren't made for slamming, but Charlie somehow managed to give the impression that he'd done so after he rushed into the cockpit and leaned against the wall, panting and a little wild-eyed. Russ's hand was on his blaster as he leaped to his feet. "Charlie?"

"I don't like this job, Cap'n. At all."

Russ's voice was very patient. "Yes. You've made that clear. Is there a reason at this point, or do you just have the creepy spooks?" Not that Russ was about to mention his own case of the creepy spooks.

"I keep seein' things move outta the corner of my eye. I'd swear somethin' took a swipe at my back while I was walkin' down the passage between the engine room and my bunk."

Russ pinched the bridge of his nose and squeezed his eyes shut. "Are you actually seeing things, or do you just think you do?"

"Heck if I know at this point." Charlie shuddered. "I wish we'd never took this job."

Mandy stood and wrapped her arms around him, drawing his head to her shoulder and petting his hair. "Come on, Charlie. Let's go get some rest, okay?"

Russ's lips tightened. "I've got the ship." No one would accuse Charlie of having a vivid imagination, but something had him unnerved, and Russ didn't like it.

"All right, Dad. Try not to have an aneurysm." Mandy led Charlie out, and Russ glanced around at the instruments to make sure everything was shipshape. So far, so good, and he put his feet up on the console and turned the news on. With a shock of pleased surprise, he recognized Sharon Chen, the reporter who'd come along for the ride on the cave bear job - and had apparently run that capital into an anchor position on a major network. Good for her, he thought, before he caught up with what she was saying.

"...puzzled by the overnight disappearance of all the headstones and coffins from a small historic graveyard." Russ got a sinking feeling as the picture switched to the site. Yellow crime scene tape decorated a muddy field that had apparently been dug up in a hurry.

"The culprits are facing massive fines and jail time for desecrating a national monument," the on-the-scene journalist said. "Authorities are asking anyone with information to come forward, and a reward has been posted."

Russ saved the story and clicked the newscast off. At least now he knew why they were willing to pay so much and why they were in such a rush. The economics of spacing a graveyard were a little on the ridiculous side - but not if someone with deep pockets wanted to cover up a crime and make sure a different party caught the blame. He hit the intercom. "I need everyone in the crew lounge, ASAP, please."

"What's wrong, sir?" Ss!kct asked after they'd all gathered.

He played the broadcast for them. Silence for a five-count.

"Oh," Mandy said. "This is bad, isn't it?"

Russ squeezed his eyes shut. "We've got a stolen graveyard we're supposed to shoot into space. Yes, Mandy, it's bad. If we get caught, I don't think any of us will see daylight for a very long time. Ss!kct, do we have any idea who actually hired us?"

She clacked her mandibles. "We don't ask many questions when they pay us cash up front."

"I'm thinkin' we might wanna revisit that policy," Charlie said. "This ain't the first time it's bit us on the ass." Bradaigh chirruped agreement. "As it sits, we're screwed." He leaned back and crossed his arms, his body language clearly projecting "I told you so," although he had the wisdom not to say it aloud.

A bone-shaking howl - like the shriek of a damned soul lamenting its fate as it was dragged to Hell - resounded through the ship.

They all looked around. "What was that?" Mandy asked, her voice quavering.

Russ pointed down the hall. "Maybe we have a stowaway. Weapon up and let's see if we can find them."

They separated and hunted through smuggling spaces that hadn't been touched in weeks. A thorough search of the ship revealed no unexpected company. However...

"Sir," Ss!kct said over the intercom. "I think you should see this."

A minute later, he stood outside the medbay, along with everyone else. The word "STOP" was faded, but still legible; apparently Charlie hadn't finished buffing it out yet.

And right above it, underlined in different handwriting, was the word "DON'T."

Charlie put his hand over his heart and whispered a few words toward the ceiling. Mandy grabbed his arm and stood much closer to him than was strictly necessary. "Don't? Don't stop?" she asked. "Or just don't, in general? Don't what?"

"Someone is messing with us," Russ said firmly.

"Someone or something," Charlie said, his expression dark. "How long 'til we can space the cargo?"

"Not for four or five days yet," Russ answered. "I want to be well out before we even think about it, considering the circumstances."

"Oh, golly," Mandy said. She raced off toward the sanctuary of her cockpit, and they all heard the door to it slide shut a moment later.

"She's freakin'," Charlie said unnecessarily.

"I can see that." Russ's lips tightened. "Go try and calm her down, would you, Charlie?" Considering Charlie's own state of mind, that might be silly, but the captain was working with what he had. "I want to do another sweep through the ship. This has gone from bad to ugly, and when I find out who's responsible, someone's likely to get shot."

"That's not all, sir," Ss!kct said as Charlie left, with Bradaigh trailing behind him. "My supplies have been mixed up. I had all our medicines arranged alphabetically, and they've not just been de-alphabetized—they've been put in reverse order. Very annoying." She waved her pedipalps.

"So, we have a vandal and a prankster. This job just keeps getting better and better. Are your instruments picking anything up?"

"Life signs indicate five beings on board. That means that whoever's doing this is either very well-masked, or it's...something else."

Not her, too. Russ wanted to bang his head on a bulkhead. "Let's not go there just yet." The nature of the cargo had them all on edge, he thought, especially if Ss!kct, their doctor and de facto science officer, would imply something as outlandish as...

Well, no sense counting his ghosts before they actually haunted him. Russ remembered the cave bear job and the pygmy marmoset that had come along for that ride. Ss!kct's instruments only picked up signs of sizeable life forms; anything smaller than a dog wouldn't register. Parasites were always an issue, and chasing after rats and roaches and spulogies didn't make sense.

That being said, they needed to get rid of the cargo sooner rather than later. His new sweep of the smuggling spaces didn't turn up anything new, although he thought he caught motion out of the corner of his eye once or twice. "Jumping at shadows," he muttered, heading back to the cockpit and smoothing down the rising hairs on the back of his neck. He passed Bradaigh, heating the wall with his breath and buffing out the words in front of the infirmary. Bradaigh chirruped at him companionably but didn't stop his work. Russ could hear Ss!kct swearing in Pyralis in the medbay, as she rearranged her supplies.

On his way to the cockpit, he stopped in the galley for a protein bar. He put the box away and turned around in time to see the metal sugar canister slide off the counter and hit the floor. "Dammit," he said, wondering who'd had coffee last and cursing them for leaving the sugar where it was likely to fall off. Fortunately, the lid stayed sealed. He placed the canister firmly against the bulkhead next to the coffeemaker.

He found Mandy sitting in Charlie's lap in the pilot's chair with her head tucked under his chin. He lifted his eyebrow at Charlie, who shook his head. She was still shaken, then, and Charlie didn't look much better. "Everything shipshape?" he asked casually, taking the co-pilot's seat.

"Board's green." Mandy was dispirited. "Dad, I think we should take the coffins and headstones back where they belong. Spacing them doesn't seem right, especially since they've basically been stolen."

"That'd be a good idea, if the cemetery wasn't crawling with Feds. I don't like it either, Mandy, but if we renege on the job, that's not good either."

"Whoever hired us fed us a big ol' line-abull," Charlie said. His brow lowered. "If we—"

He was interrupted by the same ear-shattering shriek as before. And then a gigantic apparition wearing a cowled and tattered robe materialized in the air over the instrument panel.

It waved arms covered in wispy rags and opened a wide mouth filled with long, sharp teeth, rattling chains and screaming again. Mandy screamed back at it, scrabbling at Charlie, who quickly leaped to his feet, dropped her into the chair, and ranged himself in front of her with his gun drawn.

Russ stood up and pulled his own blaster, pointing it shakily in the thing's direction. "What the hell are you?" he shouted. If his knees hadn't been so weak, he might have looked more intimidating.

"Take us baaaaaaack." Its voice was a growly quaver. Charlie snapped off a shot, but the energy bolt had no effect, passing through and spattering harmlessly against the bulkhead. "I am beyond your puny weapons. Take us back or face my wrath."

"Yes, yes, very frightening," said a dry voice. Russ spun around and confronted a see-through stranger lounging in the doorway with his arms crossed, dressed in clothing a hundred years out of date. "Might I remind you, Seymour, that we're not all united in this enterprise of yours."

"We must stay buried in hallowed ground!" Now the first apparition sounded whiny. Russ turned again and saw that it had shrunk down to human-sized. It pushed the cowl off its head.

"What difference does it make? We're just as dead," the second specter snapped. "You'll have to excuse my colleague," he said to Russ. "He has a flair for the dramatic."

"A flair - what the -" Russ collapsed into his seat. Mandy hyperventilated beside him, and Charlie knelt in front of her and chafed her wrists. "Someone want to explain to me just what is going on?"

"I apologize, do excuse my manners. My name is Basil Rothschild, and I was buried in the cemetery you're currently transporting to the edge of the system." The ghost - yes, that's what it was, and Russ wasn't the only one seeing it, so he wasn't going crazy unless they all were - shrugged. "I'd offer to shake hands, but, well." He put his arm through the bulkhead. "It wouldn't do us much good, would it? My sometime friend is Seymour Ritchie. I'm frightfully sorry if we startled you." 

"Startling them was the whole point," Seymour said, sulking. "They need to take us back."

"Is the young lady all right?" Basil asked, with some concern.

Mandy had her face on Charlie's shoulder, but her breathing had calmed, and she waved her hand. "Sure, sure, I'm fine. Other than the fact that my home is haunted."

"It's not like we asked to be here," Seymour said. "Just take us back to our cemetery and we'll be out of your hair."

Mandy's head came up, and she glared at him. "You stay out of my actual hair, mister. Or I'll find your coffin and set it on fire."

Seymour raised his hands defensively. "Hey, now, no need to get violent."

"Can I assume it's you...people...behind all the odd goings-on, the words scratched into my bulkhead, my infirmary getting vandalized, the sugar falling off the counter, all that?" Russ asked. At Basil's nod, he continued. "You've made your point and you can stop it now." He pinched the bridge of his nose. "Looks like we need to have a meeting. Everyone to the cargo hold. Mandy, you've got the ship. Take us out of the main lanes."
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The cargo hold was bedlam as a hundred ghosts (more or less) of various species held court - arguing, gesticulating, and, on occasion, causing coffins or headstones to slide across the floor. "Well," Ss!kct said, "this explains a lot."

"The question is," Russ answered, "what are we going to do about it?"

"It's times like this that I'm glad I'm not you, sir." She clacked her mandibles.

"Thanks." He raised his voice. "Okay, everyone. Everybody! Listen up!" The hubbub continued, and he let loose a piercing whistle between his teeth that caused the ghosts to finally notice him. The noise subsided. "I think we all know why we're here."

"Someone stole us!" an indignant voice shouted.

"Oh, bugger off, you old tosspot. Be nice to have some peace and quiet for once, no ducks crapping on my grave," someone else grumbled.

"There seems to be some disagreement on what we should actually do," Russ said, desperately trying to get control again. "Unfortunately, with the old site crawling with Feds, we can't take you back without going to jail for a very long time."

"Much as we'd like to set things right," Charlie interjected, "I, for one, ain't willin' to go to jail for a bunch of dead folks. No offense."

"We've seen that you can move things," Russ said. "If those of you who don't mind being spaced would get on one side, and those of you who'd rather be buried..."

"In hallowed ground, very important," Seymour said.

"What he said, would go to the other, with your respective coffins and headstones, that would at least let us know where we stand."

The cargo hold erupted into turmoil. Not all of the ghosts were adept at moving things, and a few shouting matches broke out as coffins and headstones collided. Some gave up and sat sulking on their caskets, and a child cried somewhere in the chaos. Charlie waded in and lent a hand.

"What's going to happen with all this, Dad?" Mandy murmured.

"Honestly, I don't know. The clients left us holding a big bag of trouble, so I don't feel much loyalty towards them. If I even knew who they really were in the first place." He sat on the steps. "How did they even dig up an entire cemetery overnight without anyone noticing?"

"Bribes and kickbacks and lots of heavy tackle, probably. It wasn't a very big graveyard."

"And now they get to act all shocked and appalled. But it's already a done deal and they can build their shopping center...unless someone like us shows up with the goods." He put his face in his hand. "Which we would be promptly arrested for doing."

"I'm glad all our jobs aren't this exciting."

"Thank the stars. But I am getting almighty tired of people trying to cheat me, or not telling me the whole story behind my cargo." He ground his teeth. "I'm half-tempted to say jail be damned and just drop it all back where it belongs. Because this right here isn't good for anyone. Not us, and not them."

Finally, everybody was on one side or the other, with the exception of a handful of coffins and headstones that apparently didn't belong to anyone. Those who wanted to be buried outnumbered the ones who didn't care four to one.

Russ wasn't sure that this was progress, because the ultimate dilemma still remained: where exactly were they going to bury them? He wanted to take them back where they belonged, and the only thing staying his hand on that was the threat of prison and the fact that the Feds would confiscate his little ship without even blinking. He swore quietly to himself.

Bradaigh picked that moment to galumph down the steps in a panic and hide his head behind Charlie's knees, nearly spilling him to the deck with his mass. "Brad?" Charlie said. "What's wrong?" The dragonet just whimpered, and Charlie frowned and put a hand on his shivering head, exchanging a glance with Russ.

"He was buffin' out them words. Somethin's spooked him."

"Clearly. But what? All the ghosts are in here." Weren't they? A disquieting chill raised goosebumps across Russ's shoulders, and he got up and headed to the graffiti, stopping short in front of it with a surprised huff.

The words were about half-erased. But four deep scratches, starting about a foot above Russ's head, crossed through them diagonally and ended just a few inches over the floor. Brad's claws were sharp, but not sharp enough to do that to metal bulkheads. "Oh," said a voice by his left shoulder.

He turned to see Basil standing there. "You know anything about this, Basil? I thought we'd come to some kind of accord on this business."

Basil shifted from foot to foot, which was an interesting phenomenon. "One of us...isn't one. Exactly."

"What does that mean. ‘Exactly.’" Russ was just about out of patience, so it wasn't a question.

"That group of ownerless coffins and headstones isn't precisely ownerless. The ones they belong to have..." A long pause. "Fused." A longer pause. "And gone rogue."

Russ was going to pinch his nose off; he just knew it. "How does a ghost go rogue?"

"Poltergeist activity, for the most part. Sometimes more malevolent than that."

Something shoved Russ, hard, right in the middle of his back. He stumbled forward and turned with a glare, but nothing was there, and he swallowed hard and crossed his arms to cover his shaking. "If it can do that to the bulkhead, what can it do to flesh?"

Basil looked even more uneasy. "You don't want to know."

"I need to know. Basil - is this thing a danger to my crew?"

"It might be. If it thinks that what you're going to do will deny it the justice it craves with mindless intensity." Basil's face twisted. "They were murdered. The killer was never caught, and he was crafty enough that no one ever even knew they were murdered. Something like that makes a soul lie uneasy."

"And sometimes it goes crazy?"

Basil nodded. "A bit."

"So why is this whole graveyard filled with uneasy spirits? How come you didn't move on? Isn't that what you're supposed to do? Follow the light?" Russ was fuzzy on things like "afterlife," but he'd kind of been thrown face-first into it.

Basil's mouth turned down at a corner. "Well, we've all got issues. Some of them we didn't know about until after we died. Like the fact that five murders happened right under our noses and no one thought to investigate until it was too late." He tilted his head. "D'you know anything about that graveyard?"

"No," Russ answered. "But something tells me I should've done more research."

"We had a continent-wide civil war." His face quirked. "Like people do. The whole population of the town, down to the chickens and dogs, was wiped out, as an object lesson. So. Yes." He shrugged. "Issues."

"I see." Russ was adding two and two and coming up with an unpleasant four. This was bad, and he was going to kill the client. If they could ever figure out who it was.

The ship picked that moment to lurch, hard, and an alarm klaxon sounded. A rumble, a clunk, and then...silence, other than the alarm. Russ found himself floating as the gravity cut out.

Russ grabbed a handhold and hit the intercom. "Mandy? What just happened?"

"I got red lights all over my console," she answered. "We're dead. Like, totally dead." A note of fear crept into her voice. "Even life support is down."

"Charlie?"

Silence for a heartbeat, then panicked chittering from Bradaigh. 

Russ exchanged a horrified look with Basil before snatching at the corridor handholds and yanking himself to the engine room, with the ghost right behind him, to find chaos. Handfuls of wiring had been yanked out and shredded, some parts of the machinery were pulled apart while others were fused, and pieces littered the room, hovering in midair.

Covered in blood and not moving, Charlie floated amid chunks of engine. Brad nosed at his face desperately, wings shivering and tail lashing. Russ swore and hollered for Ss!kct, who was actually right behind him, having heard (and actually understood) what Brad said over the intercom. "Let me work, Brad," she said, and pushed the dragonet aside, not ungently. 

After running a battery-operated scanner over Charlie, she said, "I need to get him to the medbay, sir. It's-" A glance at Brad, and she clacked her mandibles. "Medbay. Five minutes ago would be better." Russ didn't need a scanner to see the four giant claw wounds that had ripped his mechanic from left shoulder to right hip, and he nodded tersely and helped her move him. Russ got him strapped to the exam table, and she skittered around, prepping blood replacers and surgery material.

"What can I do?" Russ asked.

Clipped: "Stay out of the way. Get me gravity and life support."

Russ swallowed hard. "Yell if you need anything. I'd better go talk to Brad."

He found the dragonet stuffed in a corner with his wings over his head, shuddering. Brad adored Charlie, had since day one, and Russ reached out and rested his hand on the youngster’s shoulders. "We're all worried about him, Bradaigh. Ss!kct will do her best. Can you tell me what happened?"

Brad took a few moments to get his word function back. "Things breaking. Spooky noises. Charlie tried stopping it." A gasp and a gulp. "It did that to him." He leaned into Russ like a large, frightened dog seeking comfort, and Russ petted him.

"Okay. It's not your fault, Brad. But, kiddo, I need you to pull yourself together." He ran his fingers down Brad's neck to his tail, again and again. "You're the only one who can even start to fix all this."

Brad poked his head out from under his wing and stared hopelessly around the shattered engine room. "Fix? This?"

"It will help Charlie if we can at least get the grav and life support back online. I want you to try. All right?"

Brad closed his eyes, whimpered, and snuffled. Then his chin came up. "Yessir."

"Good boy. I'll leave you to it, yeah? I need to go to the cockpit now and see what's happening there." With a final pat, Russ left him nosing through the wiring.

He slid into the co-pilot's chair and strapped down, eyeing the dash, which Mandy hadn't been exaggerating about. "Can we call out?"

"I haven't tried yet," she said breathlessly, pushing buttons and tearing off actual paper readouts. The Tamandua only spat those out when it was dire. "Charlie?"

"Ss!kct's got him. She'll do her best, you know that."

She pushed a lock of hair off her face and made a noise down in her throat, and he noticed she was tear-streaked. "Most of the ship's down. We've got some battery, but not enough to power anything important, and even some of those systems are offline. We're losing air from someplace, too - probably that cracked pressure latch. We are deeply and urgently screwed, Dad."

"Okay, you do your thing and let me try our communications." He grabbed the mic. "Can anyone out there hear me? This is Russell Fisk of the Inquisitive Tamandua, and I'm declaring an emergency."

Buzzing and popping, before a voice nearly incomprehensible from static answered. The vidscreen was a mass of green wavy lines. "Inqu- Tam- state- positi-"

Mandy handed him one of the tickertapes and he read off their location. "At least, that's where we were before the ship died. I think we're drifting now. We've got no grav and no life support."

"-enrou- but will- awhile."

"Thanks. Hurry. It's a small ship and I've got five people on board who need air." Plus a bunch of ghosts who didn't. His jaw tightened. They couldn't space the cargo now, not with oxygen at a premium. 

"Nothing I'm doing is helping," Mandy said, flipping switches and pushing buttons.

"If all else fails, we'll use the exosuits until rescue gets here. All right? Don't panic, honey, we'll be okay. We've been in tougher positions than this." 

She swallowed hard and petted the console. "Yeah. Any idea what did it, or are we just incredibly unlucky?"

Russ squeezed his eyes shut. "We have a poltergeist made up of fused, crazy, murdered ghosts. I'm betting they - it, whatever - had something to do with this. Basil?"

"No doubt." Basil popped into the cockpit, looking as grim as it was possible for a ghost to look. "I do hope you and your crew will not be joining us. That would be unfortunate."

"You think?" Russ snapped. "Can you talk to it? Tell it we're doing our best to help it, but we can't if we're, you know, dead. Hurting Charlie hurt it, too, dammit."

"I'll try, but I can't promise anything. They're hardly rational." Basil disappeared.

Russ leaned back and made a conscious decision to relax. "Let's find out the names of our murder victims. Since we've still got Net access, I want you to research them and see what they had in common. Maybe we can lay them to rest." And that would give her something to do besides fruitlessly push buttons. "I'll go check on Charlie."

On his way to the medbay, he looked at the exosuits. His jaw tightened when he found that they were more shredded than Charlie - and the oxygen bottles were breached. A headache started pounding behind his eyes. He decided not to tell anyone just yet; they didn't need yet another thing to worry about.

All four of Ss!kct's arms were bloodied to the first joint, and her abdomen pulsed as she heaved air through her spiracles. "I've got him stabilized and stitched together, sir. He's not out of the woods yet, but it's all I can do until we get life support back." 

At least the instruments and oxygen bottle in the medbay still functioned; those systems were independent for several very good reasons, and their poltergeist hadn't thought to mess with them, yet. Charlie breathed through a tube, and a blanket covered him. Monitors beeped, and Russ glanced at the readouts. Most of them were amber, and one was red, but a couple were green, too. He guessed it was the best they could hope for at this point. He eyed Ss!kct with concern, however. "You don't look so hot, doc." Her chitin, normally a healthy green, had taken on a grayish cast, and her antennae drooped.

"Pyralis take more oxygen to function than humans." She waved her pedipalps and wiped down her hands, her movements slow. "The fact that we're losing heat doesn't help either."

Russ swore and pinched the bridge of his nose. Too pumped on adrenaline and anxiety, he hadn't even noticed the fact that the ship was getting colder. "I was gonna have you do some forensic analysis on the remains of our murdered ghosts if you were done with Charlie, see how they were killed, but I think you should maybe just rest, huh?"

She perked up a little at that. "I shouldn't move much, sir, but if you get me samples, I can have a look at them. It'll give me something to do besides contemplate our horrible deaths."

"Well, when you put it that way." He gave her a bleak smile as she handed him tools to collect her samples with. "Be right back."

The chaos in the hold had settled to a kind of resigned apathy. "Seymour, show me the coffins of your murder victims." They floated a little off to one side, with neither group. "We'll need to open them up."

Seymour hesitated. "You want to disturb the remains?"

"Considering the fact that the remains are disturbing us right now," Russ said sharply, "I'm not real worried about it. I don't think our poltergeist can be any more pissed off." He collected tissue and bone from each and took them back to the medbay. "Here you go, Ss!kct." He pointed at her. "Don't overdo. Got me?"

She was already poking her instruments through them. "Yessir."

Wandering back to the engine room to check on progress there, he found Brad up to his eyeballs in grease and wiring jury-rigged from one end to the other. "Pull that lever, boss," Brad said as he entered.

Russ did so, and something hummed before he dropped to the floor as the grav was reactivated. He stood up and dusted himself off. "Well, that's something anyway. How're we doing on life support?"

"More complicated. Really busted," Brad said. "Working on it. Charlie?"

"Stable and resting. Ss!kct took good care of him, Brad. But we need that life support, okay? We're bleeding air, and that's not good for any of us." Russ noted the still-extant damage, did some mental math, and checked it with their bank account. He grumbled. "I swear, if I find out who the client is, I'll have his skin as a rug."

Mandy's voice sounded over the intercom. "Dad, you'll want to see this."

"Be right there." Mandy was wrapped in a blanket, shivering, and his lips compressed as he grabbed one for himself. "What've you got?"

She gestured at the screen. "Look who all our victims have in common."

He blinked. "Seymour. Well, well. And all this time-"

"Not only that, but I started tracing the people who want to build the shopping center on the graveyard. Guess who."

"Well, it can't be Seymour, he's dead."

"Before he died, he had a son who went offworld." Her eye took on an evil gleam. "A son who took his mother's last name - which was Marsden."

"Marsden? Our loan shark?" Russ's lips turned up. It was and wasn't a smile. Gotcha..."Paying us out of his budget and tangling us in his dirty business, too, so he'd have us even more over a barrel. If the Feds don't get him, I'll strangle him with my bare hands."

"I'll help," Mandy said. "What do you want to bet Seymour confided in him and that's half the reason he wanted these remains spaced? Preserving the family reputation." She crossed her arms and glared. "At the expense of what little justice our poltergeist could get at this point in time. Who cares?" she burst out. "The guy is dead! It's stupid."

"I wonder if that's why Seymour wants to be buried in hallowed ground - if he thinks that'll protect him from whatever afterlife wrath he's garnered."

An inhuman howl reverberated through the ship. Mandy winced. "You think they can hurt each other? Maybe the poltergeist can take care of it themselves once they know."

"That would have a certain poetry," Russ said. He hit the intercom. "Ss!kct? How you coming with our remains?"

"Just fine. I have lots of information," their doctor answered. She sounded exhausted, speaking between gasps. "It wasn't hard to find once I knew I was looking for something. I put the info in a file in the comp."

"Okay, good. Maybe we're not as screwed as I thought." At least, not legally. Their oxygen was dangerously low, and the readout ticked lower as he watched. "I know just who to call with this."

He punched up a number, and a tinny but perfectly understandable voice came over the radio. Sharon Chen's exotic features, framed by her blonde hair, appeared on the vidscreen. "Russ? Are you all right?" the reporter asked. "I caught some distress chatter pertaining to you, and we're actually closer to your coordinates than the authorities."

He didn't quite slump with relief, but it was a near thing. "Can you get here? I've got another scoop for you if you do."

She tapped something offscreen. "We're less than an hour out. You got enough heat and air until then?"

He hesitated. "I don't honestly know. Charlie's hurt bad, Ss!kct's pretty incapacitated, and the ship's a mess."

"Do tell," she said. Without going into their haunting problem, he outlined the situation with a few sentences. After he blipped over the information that Mandy and Ss!kct had dug up, Sharon turned positively predatory. "Do you know how long I've been after that rat bastard?" she breathed. "This will sink him for sure."

"Can you help us with the Feds? I don't want to get arrested."

"I'll do a live broadcast as we land at the grave..." She dissolved in gray static for a second before coming back. "...spin it as good samaritans who got hired by someone who didn't tell them the whole story." 

Russ snorted. "That's not spin, that's the truth." He exchanged a glance with Mandy and she shook her head grimly.

"Batteries going bad," she mouthed through lips that were turning blue.

"It amounts to the same thing," Sharon said. Russ recognized that rapacious gleam and he was glad she was on their side. She wouldn't have hesitated to crucify them, he knew, had they been guilty. She laughed through more static. "We might even get you a reward."

"I hope we're alive to spend it. I'm not kidding, Sharon, this is grim."

Her expression softened. "We're on our way, Russ. Don't die and make my report even more tragic."

"Do our best. Hurry. What little power we have is nearly gone."

Before she could answer, the screen went black without even bothering with static. "Dad, maybe we should get into the exosuits," Mandy said.

"About that," he said uncomfortably. "The poltergeist did a number on those too."

"Oh." Her voice was tiny, and she pulled her knees into her chest and curled sideways in the seat. She could read the instruments as well as he could, and the tale they told had an unhappy ending. "Well. Story'll get out. One way or the other."

Russ squeezed her shoulder. "Don't give up." He rose, dizzy and unsteady on his feet. "I'm going to check on the others, since no battery means no intercom."

She nodded and tightened her curl. "Love you, Dad. Tell Charlie-" She stopped and swallowed.

"Yeah. Love you too, baby. But I'll be back."

Charlie remained unconscious and Ss!kct had donned a self-contained thermal jacket made specially for Pyralis. Russ made a mental note to get those for everyone, if they lived. At least she wouldn't freeze to death, but she was slumped, barely conscious, in her seat. Her abdomen was curiously deflated. "Sharon Chen's on her way," Russ said. "How you holding up?"

"Badly. Charlie's still stable, but I sedated him. Last thing we need is him waking up and panicking." And using more air, she didn't need to say.

Russ nodded. "Good. Hang in there." His next stop was the engine room. A headache pounded behind his eyes and his ears buzzed. He wondered if the grav was set too high; it felt like he weighed half as much again as he was used to, and he got there far slower than he would've liked.

Brad was curled in a corner, wings wrapped around himself and shivering. He lifted his head a couple of inches when Russ entered, but flopped it down again dispiritedly. "Sorry. Couldn't fix."

Russ laid a hand on his neck ruff. "Not your fault, squirt." Brad whimpered when Russ used Charlie's nickname for him. "Help's coming, if you can hold out. Can you do that for me? For Charlie?" Which was shameless, but he'd take what he could get at this point.

Brad made an assenting noise and sighed, drooping. Russ didn't like the fact that his crew was scattered all over the ship. That was wrong, somehow. They should be together. He made a monumental effort and shook his scattered thoughts into some semblance of order. "You can't do anymore good here. Let's go get Mandy and keep Charlie and Ss!kct company, okay?"

Chirping, Brad staggered to his feet and followed him out. The corridor stretched impossibly long, he was so cold, his heart banged against his ribs while his lungs labored, and his head hurt, and he couldn't-

Russ dropped to his knees. Brad nosed him, twittering frantically, but he didn't even realize that he'd already lost consciousness when he fell the rest of the way to the floor.
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He fuzzed awake to Sharon's voice above him. "Russ. Russell." Blinking, he remembered what had happened and gasped. Wonder of wonders, he didn't feel like a rhinoceros was sitting on his chest. His head still throbbed, though, even as he tried to sit up and someone pushed him firmly back down with an impatient mandible-clack.

"Are we-?" His voice sounded hoarse and strange.

"You'll live," Ss!kct said. "All of us will, although Charlie's injuries are still severe. So relax and give yourself time to recover."

"Our ship is mated up with yours, providing life support and power," Sharon said. "Russ, what in the world - or out of it - did that to your engine?"

He huffed out a laugh. "A ghost."

"A ghost." That was her skeptical face, which was fine. He wouldn't believe him either.

"Five ghosts, actually. How no one noticed that the graveyard was haunted..."

"Clearly, oxygen deprivation made you hallucinate," she said. "There are no such things as ghosts."

"What's that saying? 'There are more things in Heaven and Earth, Sharon, than are dreamt of in your philosophy'? We wouldn't have even known about the murders without the ghosts telling us about them."

"Quite right," Basil interjected, and Sharon gave a shriek and leaped backward, hyperventilating.

"I can't report this!" she said, after she'd gotten used to the idea. "I'll be laughed out of the newsroom."

"You don't have to. Just the bare facts. Analysis of the bodies proved they'd been murdered, and then go through the history of the place." Russ gave her an amused look and was just happy that he could still do that. "Spin it. You're a reporter, that's what you do. As long as our poltergeist gets its long-awaited justice, maybe that will give it the peace it's been craving since the whole thing started."

"Fine," she huffed, then pointed at Basil. "I'll want an interview with you. Just because I can."

"Naturally," Basil said.

Now that that was settled, Sharon regained some of her aplomb. "This is delicious, Russ," she said. "You keep giving me stories like this and I may have to put you on the payroll."

"Nah, not us. We like what we do." Most of the time. When they weren't nearly dying. "Okay, seriously, Ss!kct, let me up to see to my crew. I'm fine." And he was. More than fine.

Especially when they handed the headstones and coffins over, while Sharon did a live broadcast, passing the evidence they'd dug up to the authorities. Marsden managed to disappear before the cops caught him, but Russ supposed they couldn't have everything. He just breathed a sigh of relief that none of his crew went to jail and that Charlie got the medical attention he needed. He was less pleased about the fact that Mandy hovered over the mechanic and made cooing noises, but it was what it was.

And, hey, getting paid for a job he didn't actually have to do - and getting an actual reward from the Feds! - was a bonus.

The End
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One Last Payday

By P.A. Cornell
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Turns out sleeping in your piece-of-shit hovercar because you sold your apartment isn’t as bad as they say it is. It’s worse. As I rubbed the kink in my neck, I tried to remind myself that the credits I’d made from the sale, plus the few I’d managed to squirrel away, were worth it. A few more big scores and I might be able to leave this mud ball behind for a life off-world. I still couldn’t afford the luxury resort stations where the richies liked to spend most of their time, but there was a chance I could at least start a life on one of the colony planets. Somewhere with a real future. I was sick of living hand-to-mouth on Earth, a planet full of people too poor to leave – who could barely afford the ridiculous taxes or the Platform access that let them pretend their lives didn’t suck. But I was sick of pretending. That’s why my Platform system had been the first thing I sold. What good was living the perfect virtual life when you always had to come back out to the real one and be reminded that you were going nowhere? Earth was for losers, and I was done being one of them. 

I straightened in my seat and reached over to turn on the car’s comm system. There were two messages. The first was from my sister, Arden. I was going to just delete it, but it’d been a while since I’d heard her bullshit, so I played it instead. 

“Vega, it’s me again,” she said. “Can’t you just call me back? Look, I know we didn’t exactly part on great terms last time but we’re both living in the same city now, and whatever happened in the past...well, we should try to reconnect. We’re all the family we’ve got, after all.”

I stopped the playback and stared at her sanctimonious face frozen on the screen. Her perfect ponytail draped over her uniformed shoulder. She’d probably called during a break from busting criminals and saving the world. Reconnect, my ass. She’d been the one to turn her back on me, and now she had the nerve to talk about “family” as if I meant anything to her. Not a chance, I thought. We wouldn’t be seeing each other any time soon unless I got myself arrested again and ran into her during processing. But it’d been a while since I’d gotten pinched. My skills were honed now, and I didn’t take the stupid risks I had as a kid. I’d built a solid reputation in the past few years, which was what I hoped would soon pay off in the form of passage off world. 

I deleted the message without hearing the rest and skipped to the next one. It was from Jax, a friend I’d made growing up in the system after getting booted out of the academy. 

“Vega, I got a job for you! Call me back.”

I’ll admit, I was intrigued. I didn’t usually get my jobs from Jax. Sure, we ran in the same circles, but his thing was digital theft, while I specialized in acquiring the rare items that couldn’t be accessed digitally. That didn’t leave much, these days, since even solid objects could be scanned and printed elsewhere, but for the more discerning customer only the original would do. That meant that while I didn’t get as many jobs as Jax did, my clients were often willing to pay considerably more for what I could get them.

“Call Jax,” I told the car.

He was up early, big smile and dark-framed digi-glasses as usual. 

“Ah, there she is,” he said. “You got my message, I take it?”

“Yeah. What’s this about a job?”

“Came in last night,” he said. “A pickup in High Town.”

“Ooh, is someone stealing from the rich to give to the poor?” I asked. Knowing there were no Robin Hoods left on Earth, if there ever had been.

“Probably more like stealing from the rich to give to the equally rich. Client is unnamed, but the price is right.”

I didn’t like working for anonymous clients. I know how to keep my mouth shut, after all. But I liked them to give me something, so I knew who I was dealing with. Mostly so I could make sure they’d pay. Jax knew that, of course, so he cut me off before I could bitch about it.

“Ten thousand credits,” he said. “And that’s just the first half.”

“Are you saying they’re paying twenty for this job?”

Twenty thousand creds would be enough to get me out of here. I could leave Earth with just one more job. Jax knew about my plans, of course. No wonder he’d called me about this.

“This could be your last score,” he said, knowing I was thinking it, too. “All you need to do is pick up some data. Then you get the advance. You get the rest on delivery.”

“Wait, data? Isn’t that more your thing?”

Jax shrugged. “I guess they don’t trust this getting moved online,” he said. “They want someone to go in person and get it.”

That was weird. I’d gotten all kinds of things for people over the years. Art, mostly. Once even a car. But data was something you called a hacker like Jax for, not me. It was no wonder he’d heard about this first.

“I’ll pass you the details if you’re interested. All I want is ten percent. Call it an agency fee.”

He sat back and waited, blinking in that way that made it clear he was scrolling through stuff on his lenses while I thought about it. It seemed pretty straightforward though. The hard part would be getting in and out of the wealthy part of town without drawing attention, but it would hardly be the first time I’d done that. The rest was like any other job. Bring something to someone else; get paid. 

“You have the pickup address?”

“Ha! I knew you’d go for it,” Jax said, leaning forward again. “I’m sending it to you now. There’s a contact that’ll meet you there. The mark’s girlfriend. Seems she’s not as loyal as he thinks. Looks like she’s been secretly working for the competition.”

“So industrial espionage or something?”

“Looks like.”

“Is there a name for this girlfriend?”

“They don’t give one. Just says you get yourself to the apartment. She’ll hand off the data and you get yourself out as fast as you can.”

A readout on the comm showed me he’d sent the details. I touched my wrist to it and transferred it all to my wristcomp bracelet so I’d have it with me for reference. Sounded like an easy job, but the size of the payment made me wonder. 
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Contract acceptance got me access to High Town. All I had to do was let the eastern security gate scan the details off my wristcomp and, since it’d been an open call, none of my personal information was on record. No doubt my employer had covered their ass on their end too. There were no other checkpoints before I reached the neighborhood where I was to make the data pickup. I could see the building in the distance; one of those insanely-high skyscrapers that make you feel they’re reaching out to space, as eager to get off this world as me. I decided to park about three blocks down. In High Town, a beat-up old rust bucket like my hover would stick out like a dead body in a field of lilies. To make matters worse, it was still early enough in the evening that Earth’s perpetual smog blanket would do little to block the sun or otherwise hide my car. At least the day was coming to a close and it would be dark soon. Hopefully before I got back to it. 

I half-jogged to my destination, moving fast enough to get this job done as quickly as possible, but not so fast as to attract attention from the locals. High Town was covered in cameras, but Jax had made me a scrambler—a little gadget small enough to fit in my pocket, that when activated would ensure I’d look like nothing more than a blur to anything recording me. Sure, if anyone felt the need to check the security footage later, they might be able to guesstimate weight or determine my height, but that wouldn’t help them much when they couldn’t even say for sure if I was male or female. 

I stopped just short of the building, taking a moment to see what kind of security it had. The first layer looked like your basic automated door scanner. Judging by the way the residents were looking up at it, it was an ocular scanner. That meant I’d need to borrow someone’s eyes. No problem. I had that covered. Beyond the glass-enclosed entrance – bullet-proof I’d bet – was the main foyer with a security desk. An actual human rent-a-cop was sitting at it, but as I watched people coming and going, I didn’t see him look up once. He was wearing a set of glasses that could have been for fashion, though were more likely digi-lenses. Not surprising. With so much of the security being automated, this guy had to be bored as hell. He was probably watching sports, porn, or God-only-knew-what, to pass the time. He wouldn’t be much of a concern. 

Not far from the guard’s desk was a set of elevators. People were scanning their eyes there too, then entering one at a time. Same security as the door, so I’d be okay there, too. I smoothed out my clothes a bit and double checked my look as compared to what the people going in and out were wearing. I doubt I could have fooled any of them into thinking this was high fashion, but if no one looked too closely, it was enough to pass. They’d probably assume I was a nanny or some other paid help showing up for work. Hell, maybe a call girl. It didn’t really matter to me. It was enough that my outfit didn’t scream Low Town.

Paranoia made me check my scrambler one more time, then I put on one of Jax’s other little presents: a modified set of digi-glasses. These ones had been made custom to help me bypass just this kind of security. All I needed now was someone to serve as my key. I spotted him within seconds.

The man was middle-aged and balding – a fashion affectation on trend with the elite these days, since no one went bald naturally anymore. Someone this vain was ideal. I watched as he exited the foyer then started walking right for him at a pace that would indicate I was in a rush. When I was close enough I bumped into him as if distracted. I grabbed his arm just shy of seductively and uttered some apologies. Smiling like a bimbo, I tossed the unshaved side of my teal bob with a flirtatious wink and scanned his eyes with my lenses as he took in my features. He looked like he wanted to continue the conversation, but I was done with him and moved toward the building entrance. Luckily, he hadn’t been enchanted enough with me to follow. As I approached the doors I glanced up at the scanner and my glasses replicated the scanned signature. The system was fooled, and the door slid open. 

“Welcome back, Mr. Hardinger.”

I ignored the automated greeting and made my way past the rent-a-cop. I’d have bet my scrambler that he was off-duty SecForce. Some colleague of my sister’s looking to make some extra side cash. As expected, he didn’t bother to look my way. His faith in the scanners was my ally.

The elevators didn’t stop me either, scanning Hardinger’s ocular signature and greeting me once more as I entered the cab. The door closed, and an electronic voice told me we were going as high as the ninety-eighth floor, which I assumed was where Hardinger lived. This was my first glitch, but not something I couldn’t deal with. My pickup was in the penthouse. It was an unspoken truth that the residents of High Town lived as high up as their wealth allowed. After all, you wouldn’t want to live on the planet surface like the dregs of society – meaning me. This told me that whoever I was ripping off had to be a huge fish in the corporate pond. He probably only lived on Earth when he absolutely had to.

Lucky for me, all buildings still came standard with stairwells in case of emergency. I could hoof it the rest of the way. The question was whether opening the stairwell door would trigger the fire alarm. Some buildings had this feature so that a single person’s escape would alert the entire building to the danger. As I approached the door there was no signage telling me either way. The door appeared to be locked and there was only a palm scanner next to it. There was nothing to indicate whether anyone other than a resident could unlock it. Glitch number two.

If I tested it with my unregistered palm that might trigger an alarm too. I was still mulling over my options and running a mental inventory of the tech I had on me, when the door opened and a haggard-looking girl, not much younger than me, came through, struggling with two full loads of laundry. She was muttering to herself about her employer who’d forgotten yet again to leave her the damn elevator guest pass. She gave me a quick ‘thanks’ as I held the door open for her, but with the baskets in the way she couldn’t even see me. 

Into the stairwell I went, my question about door alarms now answered. The only security on the stairs seemed to be cameras. I wondered if they were just recording or if the rent-a-cop could see me. My scrambler would keep me from being identified but I didn’t need him coming after me because he’d seen a blur on his monitor. It was a bit of a risk, but I didn’t think he’d be worried about the cameras any more than he had been with the people coming in and out of the building. My employer hadn’t been concerned enough to mention him in the job description either, which was a good sign. 

I broke into a run, hoping to minimize my time in the stairwell. Because of the often physical demands of my profession, I like to stay in decent shape, but with forty-seven flights to go I knew I’d be feeling this in my thighs tomorrow, especially after another night in the car.

When I finally reached the top, I was surprised that I wasn’t that out of breath. Hell, I was proud. I was almost looking forward to the run down, which would only be easier. Then back the way I came, right out the front door without anyone the wiser. I was all but humming as I made my way down the hall to the penthouse door. 

I knocked and moments later the door slid open. A middle-aged Asian woman blocked my path and it occurred to me that I had no contact name to ask for. All I could do was assume this was the traitorous girlfriend—hell, not my place to judge. I’m sure she had her reasons. 

“You here for the data?”

I nodded. She closed the door and I heard her talking to someone. The door then slid open again and next to her stood a young boy. Blond and maybe seven years old at most. 

“Take him. Go quick,” said the woman.

For a minute I just stood there, sure that English wasn’t her first language. 

“The data?” I asked again.

“Yes, yes,” she said. “It’s here. In the boy. You must go now!”

I looked at the kid and started shaking my head. No, this was not what I’d signed up for. I don’t do kids, under the best of circumstances. What the hell was I supposed to do with him? But, before I could argue, she shoved him out into the hall. The boy winced but said nothing. He hadn’t said a word during the entire exchange, in fact.

“I can’t take this kid,” I said. “I was told this was a data pickup. I figured it’d be something I could put in my pocket. I don’t even have an apartme—”

There was a chime from inside.

“That’s the front desk. They’re back!” said the woman. “Go now!”

I gathered that time was nearly up for this job. I could get the hell out of here and be none the worse, but also none the richer, or I could take the kid, get my upfront payment and figure things out later. It seemed like a no-brainer, so I grabbed for his hand, and he pulled away and started screaming.

“He don’t like to be touched,” the woman said as the door closed behind her.

Great. I looked at the boy and wondered how long it would be before the elevator door opened and whoever was coming caught us. 

“Look, kid,” I said. “You and me are leaving here together, got it? You can come with me and I promise not to touch you, or you can fight me and I’ll have to grab you, and maybe even carry you. Choice is yours.”

The kid didn’t seem to hear me. He didn’t make eye contact. There was no evidence he even saw me. But he did start walking toward the stairs. 

“Run,” I told him. And he did.
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The boy was slow on the stairs, but luckily none of the high-brows who lived here would be caught dead walking up and down them without a fire alarm as incentive. Maybe not even then. My original plan had been to take the elevator down from the ninety-eighth floor, then right out to the street, but with the kid in tow there was no way that was happening. People would notice. The security guy might even know him, or the kid might make a scene to try to get away. There was only one option. We’d have to run all the way down and use the emergency exit at the end of the stairwell. 

Before we even made it halfway down, the boy started to slow even more, then finally sat on one of the steps and refused to move. Kids get tired so damn easily. I wanted to carry him the rest of the way, but I knew he wouldn’t react well, and the noise might attract unwanted attention. I had no choice but to let him rest for a bit, each second an agony. I’d never taken so long to get in and out on a job. For all I knew, the kid’s father had already called SecForce. I imagined opening the emergency exit door only to find my sister standing there with a smirk on her face, judgment dripping from her voice as she read me my rights – few, though, they were these days. 

“Okay kid, break’s over,” I said. “You either move or I’ll move you.”

For a minute I didn’t think he’d budge but after giving me a longer-than-average stare, he stood and started moving again at his slow pace. It wasn’t ideal, but it was better than sitting. 

By the time we reached the bottom, it felt like days had passed. I braced myself as I pushed the emergency door open, thinking I might find SecForce or security there. But there was no one. I figured the girlfriend must have done something to buy us time. But opening this exterior door did trigger the fire alarm. It was loud and startled the boy who froze and covered his ears. I tried to get him moving again but all he did was scream, almost as loud as the alarm. I wasn’t screwing around anymore. I grabbed him and lifted him over my shoulder and I ran like the devil himself – or worse, my sister – was after me. The kid screamed still louder, pounding and kicking against my body as he tried to get out of my grasp. Christ was I gonna be sore tomorrow. I held him tighter, still. If I liked kids I might have worried that I was hurting him, but the kid was pissing me off, so I didn’t think about it much. 

When we finally reached my car I all but threw him in the back. Didn’t bother to strap him or myself in, just drove as fast as I could – but not so fast as to attract SecForce attention – and got the hell out of High Town. 

Back in my neck of the woods, when I was sure no one had followed, I stopped to take a breath. The kid was no longer screaming. He sat in the back breathing hard, his face wet with tears, but he said nothing. 

“What’s your name, kid?” I asked. 

His eyes drifted toward mine, but he didn’t speak. 

“Fine. You don’t have to tell me. We probably won’t be together that long anyway. At least once I figure out what the hell to do with you.” 

I called up the job on my wristcomp again and found the contact number for the client. I keyed it into the car’s computer and the call went through, but there was no visual. Whoever this was had blocked the camera. They said nothing; just waited for me to talk. 

“I have the...data,” I said. “Where do I take it?”

The reply came by text. An address and a time—tomorrow evening.

“No wait, you don’t understand,” I said. “I can’t keep this ki-, this information, on me! Not for that long!”

The only response was the transfer notice of ten thousand credits. The first half of my payment. Then communication was cut off. 

“Dammit!” I said, pounding my fist against the dash. 

What was I going to do with a kid for the next twenty-four hours? People would be looking for him. And my beat-up car didn’t exactly qualify as a hideout. Besides, kids need to eat, pee, do kid shit I don’t even know about. How the hell had I gotten myself into this mess? But then I remembered that I hadn’t gotten myself into this mess alone. I headed to Jax’s.
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Jax had a place in The Mids. He didn’t make any more money than I did – though his jobs were maybe more regular – but he’d gotten lucky when some fat cat client had paid him with a building rather than credits. Don’t get me wrong, the place was a shithole; a three-floor walk-up in bad need of, well, every kind of repair you could make on a man-made structure. But it was in a better part of town than where his old place had been, though just barely. And he had the whole place to himself, which was just how Jax liked it. I’d tried to talk him into renting out some of the still-liveable apartments once, but he hadn’t been interested, and anyway, there weren’t a lot of takers for a place that would have looked more at home in Low Town. He’d offered me a spot once, but I’d passed when I saw a group of newborn rats huddled together in the bedroom closet. Earth made you tolerant to all kinds of stuff, but I drew the line at sharing my home with anything that might start to chew on me while I slept. Jax didn’t seem to mind the vermin though. He had laser traps set up all over his apartment, but I think they were mainly to keep the rodents from nibbling on his tech. Hacker priorities. 

Since the place was just on the edge of The Mids, Jax was still close enough to Low Town to maintain the connections that brought him a lot of his business. Jax worked with criminals, but he was basically a decent guy. Like most people on Earth, he had payments to make and he had skills that lent themselves to this kind of work. Criminals just paid better than most legit employers. We all did what we had to in order to survive. 

And to be fair, these days there was a fine line between legal and illegal employers. Ever since Earth had shifted from national governments to corporate control, competition had grown so fierce that basically anything was acceptable if it meant getting ahead. There was a sort of honor code among the wealthy companies that kept the off-world folk living in style, but lines were crossed all the time. They saw it as a gentleman’s war and, as the cliché goes, all’s fair in love and...well, you get the picture. Sure, there were still some checks and balances to keep everyone in line. Like SecForce and what remained of old government bureaucracies such as patents and copyrights, but even these weren’t what they’d been in previous centuries. It was dog-eat-dog these days. Which was why a small fish in the pond like me didn’t stand a chance of bettering her situation here.

Despite all that, Jax had no plans to leave Earth. A Terran born and bred, he’d never set foot off-planet and was terrified of space travel, so his phobia kept him grounded. He seemed fine with it, though. I knew I’d miss him when I was gone but as much as he meant to me, that wasn’t reason enough to stay. Jax seemed to understand.

It was late when the kid and I showed up at Jax’s place, but I knew he’d be up. He’d never been one for sleep if he could avoid it. I palmed the sensor next to his apartment door and waited as the light turned green to let me know that Jax knew I was here. After a moment, the door unlocked and we stepped in. Jax was nowhere in sight, which was not unusual. He didn’t like to leave his setup when he was working. If he was in the Platform, even more so.

“Hi,” I said, my voice exaggerated cheer as I moved through the small apartment to the room that served as Jax’s office. “How’s your day been? Mine’s been just peachy! You wouldn’t believe it.”

The kid entered the room behind me and began looking around.

“What the hell?” Jax said. 

He must’ve been surprised because he removed his digi-glasses, which he almost never did. His eyes darted from the boy to me a few times, then his shoulders lifted, silently asking the question we both knew was on his mind.

“Oh this? This is just the data you sent me to pick up.”

Jax leaned forward in his chair. “Who the hell is this kid, Vega?”

“The job, man! The girlfriend passed him on. Said the data is inside him or something. Didn’t even explain what that meant!”

“Shiiiit!”

He put his lenses back on and started doing his blinking thing while looking at the kid. The boy imitated him for a bit before losing interest and resuming his exploration of Jax’s shithole apartment. 

“Got it,” Jax said, after a while. “Kid’s name is Cassius Lowell.”

“Lowell? As in Damien Lowell, CEO of HabiTech? Practically the richest man in the system?”

Jax gave a single nod. We both looked at the kid who was playing with the headset from Jax’s Platform system. 

Damien Lowell was not a man you wanted to mess with. No wonder the job description had been so vague. If I’d known I’d been hired to kidnap the son of the man who owned the luxury residential space stations orbiting four of the planets in this system, I would never have taken it. No one would have. I had to sit down. There was no chair besides Jax’s, so I took a seat on the floor while Jax kept doing his thing with the lenses. 

“Looks like Lowell’s put the word out about his kid,” Jax was saying. “Not long after you took him, I’m guessing.”

“SecForce?” I imagined my sister hunting me as we spoke. 

“Nah. He went through less official channels. He’ll have some shady guys looking for you. Guess he figures they’re more likely to find him than the cops.”

Even the upper crust knew how things got done on Earth. If this didn’t mean Damien Lowell had put a hit on me, I might have been amused. My only advantage right now was that no one knew who’d taken the kid, but Lowell would’ve hired the best. It was only a matter of time. And if the hired guns didn’t get to me soon, he’d send SecForce after me too. If I got lucky, they wouldn’t track the kidnapping to me until I was long gone, spending my credits in the colonies. Of course, I’d never been lucky before, so there was no reason that would change now. And since Jax had got me the job in the first place, chances were this shitstorm would fall on him, too. I was starting to wonder if even twenty-thousand creds was worth it.

“So, what do you think the girlfriend meant when she told me the kid had the data inside him? Some sort of implant? Would even a credit-flush asshole like Lowell use his own kid as a data mule?”

Jax shrugged. “Hand me that scanner.”

I wasn’t sure what a scanner was, but I followed the trail indicated by his index finger and tossed him a hand-held tool that looked as though he’d made it himself. Knowing Jax, he had. Taking it to the boy, he turned it on and passed it over the kid’s body without touching him, which was good since I hadn’t yet had a chance to tell him about the way the kid reacted to physical contact.

“I’ve never used this on a person before, but it should still work,” Jax said, staring at the instrument which was making a humming noise. “I’m not seeing anything though. I don’t think this kid is chipped. Not even a tracker.”

“Well, thank God for that,” I said. “Odd that a kid whose father is this rich wouldn’t chip him with a tracker at birth.”

“I’m not saying he didn’t, just that the kid doesn’t have one now,” said Jax. “Trackers aren’t easy to tamper with and they’re near impossible to remove. I’m guessing if he had one, she used a burner on it to basically melt the thing down to nothing. It’s an extremely painful process.” He looked at the kid as he said this. 

“Might be why he doesn’t like being touched. Speaking of which, you might want to back off. He’s looking annoyed. Trust me, you don’t want to set this kid off.”

“Maybe he’s hungry or something, you think?” 

“How the hell should I know?”

“You hungry Cass?” Jax asked.

The kid looked at him but didn’t react. Instead he put on the Platform headset and started turning his head as if it were on. Then he tried a few times to connect. It didn’t seem to be working. Jax probably didn’t have the credits to pay for this month’s membership, and he sure as hell wasn’t one of the lucky few to have Platform access provided by a legit employer. 

“So, if it’s not an implant, then what...a memory? Can they even take that out of him?” I wanted to know why my clients even wanted this kid. Normally, I did the job and asked only the necessary questions to get it done, but this was different. I was in a tight spot here. I wasn’t sure if I should wait around for the other half of the money or cut and run while I still could.

Jax sat in his chair again. It shifted a bit under his weight. “It’s possible,” he said after a moment. “There are methods, though none of them pretty. Whoever wants him, if it’s a memory they’re after, the extraction process would likely kill the kid, or at least leave him with some brain damage. Especially if he resists.”

“Any of your connections have the means to extract it?”

Jax leaned toward me and I could see by the expression on his face what he was going to say before he even opened his mouth. 

“You’re not serious. He’s a kid, Vega!”

I shrugged, trying to make it look like it was nothing to me. “Look, the kid already seems to have brain damage. He’s certainly not normal. Doesn’t even talk, just screams when you touch him.”

Jax looked at the boy. “Maybe it’s autism?”

“Richies don’t get that. They have vaccines for that shit, or something. Hell, this kid was probably genetically engineered.”

“Well then, judging by the way his life seems to be going, my guess would be trauma,” Jax said. “I mean, come on; you were a kid once. We weren’t a hell of a lot older than him when we got shunted into the system. We’re the last people who should be doing this.”

He pleaded with his eyes and I admit I felt a twinge of something like conscience. But I couldn’t very well call Damien Lowell up and say I accidentally took his kid—oops! Sorry. That was a good way to wind up dead. Even if Lowell took it well, my employer sure as hell wouldn’t, and unlike Lowell, they had better leads on how to track me down.

“It’s too late,” I told Jax. “The deed is done. Lowell won’t let this slide. Besides, you know how bad I need this payday. All I have to do is hand the kid over tomorrow and I can get so far out of here, Earth won’t even be a spot in the sky. You can use your cut to cover your tracks too.”

“Aren’t you even curious why they want him?” said Jax. 

“Sure I am. But not curious enough to risk my life. I figure daddy must’ve given him some business secrets that the competition wants to use. Beat him to the patent finish line. Happens all the time. Not my problem.”

“Well I’m glad you’re so okay with this.” Jax turned away from me and went back to watching the kid. I’d never seen him like this. We’d both done a lot of shady stuff to make it in this world but none of it had ever come between us. 

The kid grunted and threw Jax’s headset across the room. Jax had to roll out of his chair to avoid getting hit. 

“Hey! Take it easy kid! I plan to get that running again next month. Or at least that’d been the plan for my cut of this job. Now I’m not so sure I want it.” I pretended not to notice the glare he shot my way.

As expected, Cass said nothing. He sat on the floor, arms wrapped around his knees, staring at the Platform like the thing had betrayed him.

“Must be how he spends his time,” I said. “His dad can probably afford the subscription every month. What do you think it’s even like in there for him? The constructs his mind creates, I mean?”

Jax shrugged. “Who knows what’s going on in his head. The constructs are built largely on imagination. I’d think the mind of any kid could come up with some pretty messed up shit. But that gives me an idea. Maybe we could use the Platform to find out what the kid knows – at least in general. We’re gonna need a working system.”

“Don’t look at me,” I said. “I don’t even have my system anymore. Besides, that’s insane. What’s to stop him from contacting good old dad once he’s in there?”

“He won’t,” said Jax. “I can lock him down so he’s only able to talk to someone using the same system. All we need now is someone with access, but everyone I know is too broke these days to cover the fee.”

I had a thought then. One that turned my stomach, but I couldn’t find an option that was better. It was ludicrous to even consider it. The risk was enormous. But I knew Jax wasn’t going to drop this and I had to admit I was also curious about what the kid knew. I could barely believe the words that came out of my mouth next.

“We could try Arden’s.”

Jax looked at me as if I’d gone insane. “Arden? Your sister Arden, who you hate? Who are you?”

“I know, I know. But Arden’s SecForce. She’ll have a working Platform – they get the membership free because they use it for training. And as far as we know SecForce hasn’t yet been alerted about the kid.”

“As far as we know,” said Jax. 

“Well if you want to know what’s in his head, Arden’s our one shot. Otherwise I just hand the kid over blind.”

“Don’t you get it, maybe we can save him,” said Jax. “If we find out what he knows we might be able to pass on the information without the kid.”

There was no way it’d be that simple. No doubt taking his place would just get us killed instead, but I couldn’t argue with him the way he was looking at me. I gave a half-hearted nod, but even as I did, I knew I would finish the job no matter what. I had time to kill though, and if it made Jax feel better to go digging in the kid’s head, then why not? I knew Arden. If SecForce had been alerted to the kidnapping, I’d see it in her eyes the second she opened the door. It wouldn’t be the first time we’d found ourselves on opposite sides of the law. I knew I could handle her.

“What will we tell her?” Jax asked.

“We can say he’s ours. She hasn’t seen me in years so for all she knows I have a kid,” I said. “We’ll work out the rest of the details on the way. I’ll go into the Platform with the kid and your job will be to distract Arden while we do that.”

“Okay,” Jax said. “But promise me you’ll at least consider leaving the kid with her. She’s SecForce. She could protect him.”

But where would that leave us? Ten-thousand credits wasn’t enough to get me off-world. Especially not minus Jax’s cut. Plus, I’d still have Lowell coming after me. I didn’t say any of these things to him though.

“I promise.”

The thing about promising to consider something is that it doesn’t mean you’ll do it. It just means you’ll think about it. And I did. I thought about how my sister had betrayed me when we were just kids and I was accused of tampering with the academy scores. I thought about how no one believed me, but I was sure my big sister would have my back. But when she didn’t, and I got shipped off the training station – sent back to Earth and a string of foster parents who were in it for the credits – I knew I couldn’t trust her again. And I wasn’t trusting her this time either. Not with this kid, or this job, or with me. We had to be ready to cut and run because if Arden did know this kid was missing, she would be the first to turn me in and earn herself a nice commendation. She wouldn’t give a shit if I rotted in some SecForce prison. Hell, she might even visit from time to time to rub in the fact that she was so much better than me. To tell me how having been given the chance to enter the academy and join SecForce had been an incredible opportunity for a couple of war orphans. An opportunity I’d squandered, and she’d risen to.

Bile rose in my throat as the three of us made our way back to my car. I hadn’t seen my sister since I was nineteen. It hadn’t been a happy reunion then either. I was dreading this.
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As it turned out, Arden didn’t live too far from Jax’s. She was still technically in the Mids. SecForce cops weren’t the poor lowlifes we were, but they also weren’t paid well enough to afford homes in High Town. Still, her neighborhood was a noticeable step up – or two or three steps up – from Jax’s. As we pulled up in front of her apartment complex, I couldn’t help but think that I could have had this life. I could have lived in a place like this, with walls that had actually seen paint in the last decade, trees (synthetic, but trees all the same), and neighbors you could trust not to steal your shit while you went to work. But I’d been screwed out of this life by my own flesh and blood; the only family I’d had left. 

I felt stiff as I walked up to the building and while we stood in the elevator. I stared at my reflection on the door and felt myself moving toward her apartment as if on automatic. Like I was just along for the ride inside my own body. When Arden opened the door, she looked surprised to see me, especially as late as it was, but I don’t think she felt the shock that I did seeing her face-to-face like this. Last time I’d been getting processed for something petty. She’d been helping the arresting officer with the data entry – a smile on her face the whole time. 

“Vega,” she said. Then she looked at Jax and down at Cassius. “I wasn’t expecting you.”

“You called me,” I said, pushing past her and forcing my voice to sound neutral. “You said you wanted to reconnect, so here we are. This is my old man, Jax, and that’s Cass, our kid.”

Arden closed the door and took a longer look at Cassius, this time lingering and giving him a smile, as if to say, I have a nephew. It’s stupid, but it made me angry. I thought, what right does she have to claim my kid as anything of hers? I know it makes no sense since Cass wasn’t even my kid, but her smile always seemed to bring out the worst in me.

I swallowed my anger before speaking again. “Look, I hope you don’t mind but I figured you’d want to meet the family. Plus, Cass here’s sick. Part of his treatment is on the Platform, but to be honest things are tight since Jax lost his job, so I thought maybe you’d let us borrow yours. For Cass’ sake.”

I knew SecForce cops weren’t really supposed to lend out their systems, but I could see her caving as she looked at Cass. She wouldn’t have broken the rules for me, but for him, well that was a different story. It was a good thing the kid was kinda cute. Plus, he didn’t talk which made him all the more endearing, at least to me.

“You can use my system if that will help,” she said. “What sort of medical condition is it?”

“Jax’ll explain. Come on Cass.” I made my way into the bedroom next door, where I assumed she kept her system, since I hadn’t seen it in the living room. Arden called after me. Something about first talking a bit and catching up, but I said “later” without so much as turning her way. I heard Jax stammering as he began to give her the reason we’d come up with for Cass needing the Platform while I closed the bedroom door. 

By the time I’d done that, the kid had already put one of the headsets on. Before he could connect, I ran over to plug in the program Jax had written to stop him from talking to anyone but me. I found a second headset next to the system. They came standard with two, but it looked like it hadn’t been used. The ice queen must not have anyone in her life to share it with, I figured. I put it on and connected to the Platform. Then the world vanished, and I was in the non-descript entry portal that began each session. A prompt asked if I wanted to join the other person connected through this system. I said yes, bracing myself for what I’d find in this messed up kid’s construct. 

A boy appeared, but it wasn’t Cass. At least not like I knew him. Rather than being seven he was about twelve years old. The same big eyes and sandy hair, but older. He stood with confidence in the middle of an enormous library—the kind they used to have back when there were still paper books. The shelves were lined with what looked like thousands of antique leather-bound books. 

“Hi, Vega,” he said, greeting me as if we were old friends. 

I hadn’t told him my name, but he must’ve picked it up when Jax or Arden said it. Who the hell was he gonna tell anyway?

“Cass...nice place,” I said. “You’re...different.”

He gave a single nod. “I choose to project myself older here. My father tells me I’m an old soul. Maybe he’s right.”

Judging by the ancient look of the place he’d created for himself, I had to agree. It was strange hearing him speak. I realized I’d only ever heard him make grunting noises or scream when he was touched. 

“Yes, I can talk here,” he said, as though reading my mind. “I can do all kinds of things on the Platform that I can’t in the outside world. I often spend time with my father here and he tells me things.”

“Things about his business,” I said. “Company secrets.”

“More like ideas he has,” he said. “Improvements on what we already have. Or he shares problems he’s trying to solve.”

“You’re his sounding board.”

He gave another nod. “Yes. But I’m more than that.”

I wasn’t sure what he meant by that, but I let it go for now. I wanted to get right to the point before Arden figured out we were full of shit. She was probably grilling Jax as we spoke, poking holes in his lies. 

“Do you know why my clients want you?”

“Yes,” he said. 

“Something your father told you? Something you overheard, or he shared?”

He smiled. “That’s what they think, at any rate.”

“So, you don’t have the information they want?”

“I am the information they want,” he replied.

I must’ve looked confused, even in avatar form, because he continued to explain, speaking as if I were the kid here. 

“My father’s about to unveil a new design for his luxury habitats to the World Patent Committee. One that will outshine all the others he’s put in orbit here and in other systems, but that will be a fraction of the cost to produce. This one is so cost-efficient he’ll be able to launch multiple, even in deep space. It will be a luxury home unlike any before it. And it will make my father the most powerful man on Earth and in all our systems. But they don’t know how he did it. They don’t know what the plans consist of or how we managed to keep the costs low. They need that knowledge so they can beat him to the punch.”

“So, it is a patent race. I knew it.”

I didn’t know a lot about the corporate world, but I knew about patent races. Because tech had made it so easy to copy plans for virtually anything you could produce, or even the products themselves if they weren’t too large in scale, it had made it near-impossible to determine who the original idea had come from. In the past, companies had tied up the courts for years trying to prove who had stolen from whom. Once Earth became corporate-run, and the WPC was established, things had changed. Now it was a literal race to get a patent. Whoever presented the product schematics and plans first won the exclusive right to production. So it wasn’t uncommon for a competitor to wait for you to do all the hard work then steal your ideas at the eleventh hour. Companies spent a lot of credits making damn sure their ideas couldn’t be stolen, and guys like Jax made a good living finding ways around their security. Only HabiTech was known for being impossible to steal from, but somewhere along the line, Damien Lowell had made a mistake and told his kid a little too much, and he was about to lose both his son and his new station because of it.

“Your father told you how to access his plans,” I said. “Because you’re his heir.”

Cass laughed then. “Not exactly. See, there are no plans. No data to steal. No instructions for anyone to build with. There’s nothing, except what’s in my head and what I told my father during our planning sessions. And even with a memory extraction they won’t get it without my help.”

“What?”

The kid walked over to one of the stacks and removed a book. It looked like any average book I’d seen in historical archives. Yellowed paper bound between two hard sides that formed the cover. This one was a deep red color and had writing on it in gold. It seemed unremarkable though. I wasn’t sure what he was doing.

Cass passed me the book and I looked at it. Coriolis, it said. I recognized it as the name of one of the luxury habitat stations. It was one of the early Earth ones that had come after the original, non-luxury, space stations HabiTech had produced, including my home for over a year: SecForce Academy. Coriolis, I remembered, had been decommissioned a couple months ago. It had been all over the news because HabiTech had transported the entire population to a larger resort station orbiting Saturn. 

I opened the book. Inside were detailed schematics of every part of the station, along with notes covering everything from the type of plumbing to the colour of the throw cushions.

“My first,” he said. “My father’s company had architects and engineers create the prototypes and the very basic stations that came before this one. But when my father took me to visit them I knew I could do better. I began to design them in my mind, dreaming of new and better habitats. And so, I created Coriolis, the first of the true luxury stations.”

He took the book back and flipped through the pages as if to reminisce. I glanced at the closest shelves and saw the books on them. Ideas of every kind from What to Get Father for His Birthday to Plan for a Model Solar Sail Craft were mixed together with no seeming order. 

“The more I came up with ideas for my father’s stations, the more I realized I could do it more efficiently than my father’s employees could. Faster. Better. I could see things they couldn’t and make sense of every detail in my mind. And the Platform made it possible to organize my ideas into this library, within each book. I was able to compartmentalize the knowledge so that you need both my mind and the Platform to access the complete information. One or the other is not enough. You were right when you said I’d been genetically engineered. I was. To have an exceptional mind. That was my father’s focus. Unfortunately, there were issues with my body that he did not anticipate, nor did those who engineered me, eager as they were to please him with my mind. They thought my father would not want me when I was born. They thought he would have them terminate me and begin again, but he didn’t. And with the Platform, he got to know the real me. The ‘me’ who could take his business to a level he hadn’t imagined.”

“So, you’re the creator behind the stations?”

He didn’t respond to that because we both knew that was what he was saying. This kid was the mastermind behind one of the richest companies known to humanity. He had used his imagination and the Platform to create the stations and had put the information here. I could see by the sheer number of books that even if you could hack your way in, it would be impossible for anyone – my clients 

included – to find the information they were looking for without Cass’ help. At least as long as they didn’t have years to search. And that’s if it even occurred to them to look in the construct created by a mute, seven-year-old boy. No wonder HabiTech was impossible to hack.

“My one fault was that I initially lacked an understanding of the cost incurred in producing the stations,” Cass continued. “I let my imagination run wild and left my father to control what could and couldn’t be done. But I know better now and that’s why this latest design is the best one yet. My magnum opus, if you will.” 

“But as smart as you are, you must’ve known your father’s girlfriend couldn’t be trusted,” I said. “You must’ve known something like this would happen to you. Why didn’t you warn your father?”

“Ms. Lin is many things, but she’s not stupid,” said Cass. “She put on a convincing act, and I admit I was fooled for a time. I knew she was planning something. I could see the interest she had in the private conversations my father and I had in the Platform. It did occur to me that she was working for someone who would want information about the new stations, so they could produce them first and put my father out of business. But this was nothing new to my father. People were always trying to steal his secrets. By the time I realized she was dangerous it was too late. But I also realized that Ms. Lin thought only that my father had divulged secrets to me. I thought it was best to let them take me and attempt to extract those secrets. You see, HabiTech is about to file. All I have to do is buy them the time, so they can get the patent before your client can. By the time the competitors realize I’m useless to them it will be too late, and my father’s company will be saved.”

It took me a while to figure out what he meant. I’ll admit, I wasn’t the genius in the virtual room, but I did catch up eventually. The kid had known. He’d known that when they went in to get what he knew they’d kill him in the process – or at least damage him beyond repair. They’d get nothing out of him and they would not be able to use him to their own ends. His secrets would die with him. All the creativity. All that genius that had made HabiTech the empire it was today. But smart as he was, he must have given his father the information already – or somehow made it so that Damien Lowell, and only Damien Lowell, would be able to access it, even if Cass was killed. All he needed was the patent, and there were likely underlings getting the process started even as Lowell searched for his son. 

“Jesus, kid. You sure must love your dad.”

“He could have thrown me away,” he said. “I was a flawed result to something he had spent a good deal of credits on. But he didn’t. He took me home and he loved me, and he made me his partner. He would’ve left me the business. Even if I die now, he’ll be set for the rest of his life with this new design. It’ll allow him to launch resort stations in deep space. Far beyond this single solar system. And all previous designs will be rendered obsolete. HabiTech will no longer have competitors. They’ll be driven out of business – at least until someone improves upon my design, which won’t happen within my father’s lifetime. I’ll have given him something almost as valuable as what he gave me.”

It made no real sense to me, but I guess this was where the seven-year-old came in. He loved his father that much. The way kids who have parents who love them do. I strained to remember having felt that once, before the war, when my parents were still among the living. But family had been a long time ago for me.

“Finish your job, Vega,” Cass said. “Hand me over. Get paid. And rest easy knowing it was for the best.”

I disconnected rather than responded. A moment later the kid took his headset off too. We both stared at each other for a second. I could still hear Jax and Arden talking in the next room. 

“You are one fucked up kid,” I told Cass. I could swear I saw something almost like a smile form on his face. 

We joined the others back in the main room. Jax and Arden were sipping tea like a couple of old ladies at bridge. Seeing them all chummy like that brought back the earlier emotions from when she’d smiled at Cass. 

“We’re done here,” I told Jax. “Thanks Arden, but we gotta go now.”

“What?” she said, putting down her teacup. Real porcelain. Must be nice. “You could at least stay for dinner. Give me a chance to get to know my nephew and for us to talk a while.”

I mumbled something noncommittal and headed for the door. To his credit, Jax didn’t try to stop me even though I knew he would rather I leave the kid there. 

“Jesus, Vega! You’re the one who showed up on my doorstep,” Arden said.

I couldn’t help myself. I stopped and turned, my body poised like I was going to hit her, but I didn’t. She’d probably charge me with assault. “Dinner?” I said. “Is this part of your happy reunion scenario? After what you did to me!”

“If you’ll just give me a chance to explain,” she said. “Christ, Vega! We were both kids, not just you!”

“Yeah, but we both didn’t end up on a shuttle to Earth. We both didn’t end up living with strangers who didn’t give a shit about us. With no education and no way to make a living. But you sleep easy. I survived. And I get it; you had to save yourself. No explanation required. That was my first lesson in looking out for number one and I guess I gotta thank you in that it served me well. Let’s go, Jax.”

Jax muttered something to Arden while I turned to leave. I didn’t care what it was. I just wanted to get away before the tears came. Tears I hadn’t cried since I was eleven. 

Just then her wristcomp went off and I could tell from her tone that it was official. 

“Vega wait,” she said in her cop voice. 

I stopped then and turned to see her face, so I could read her expression to be sure. But I didn’t have to. Jax stood close enough to glance down at her wrist. 

“She knows,” he said.

We all ran. Even the kid didn’t need to be told. Arden didn’t immediately come after us and I suspected she’d turned back to get her stunner. 

“Move!” I yelled back. 

Jax picked up the kid and ran with him, Cass screaming and kicking like he had when I’d grabbed him. Poor kid. I actually felt bad for him. But I’d feel worse if SecForce caught up with us. Hell, Lowell would probably have enough connections to get us shanked while in holding.

I told my wristcomp to get the car unlocked and open so that by the time we exited the building all we had to do was jump in. I drove off fast enough that I could hear Jax and Cass toppling over in the back. It was pure inertia that kept me in my seat. 

The comm chimed. I knew without looking who it was but for some reason I can’t explain, I still answered. 

“Vega listen to me,” Arden said. If I didn’t know her so well, I might’ve been fooled into reading her tone of voice as concerned. “You need to bring the boy back. If you turn him over to me, I can tell SecForce you cooperated. I can get the charges reduced.”

I laughed. “Hell no. I’m this close to getting off-world and I’m not about to let some misunderstanding ruin it for me.”

“Misunderstanding? You kidnapped a child! What part of that is misunderstanding?”

“I might bother explaining it to you if I thought there was even the slimmest chance you’d believe me,” I told her. “But we both know your track record for trusting what I say.”

With that, I shut the comm off, leaving her in the middle of a word. Whatever she was about to say, I wasn’t in the mood to hear it. Instead, I pulled over and told Jax to get out.

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“Just go, Jax. You’re not part of this. Go ahead and throw me under the bus, I’m okay with it. If anyone’s gonna get pinched for this, it’s gotta be me.”

“And where exactly do you plan to go?” He was asking me but looking at Cass. 

I let out a long sigh. “I’m taking the kid in,” I said. “The sooner he’s in the client’s hands the sooner I can get off-world. Don’t worry, I’ll send you your cut.”

He knew I was good for it but seemed conflicted anyway. He hadn’t been in the Platform with Cass. He didn’t know what I knew. He shook his head but got out of the car anyway. We were close enough to his place that he could walk. He’d be safer taking his chances on the streets than with me. 

“You don’t have to do this, Vega,” I heard him say as I drove off. I watched him in my rear-view monitor. He stood there watching us drive away. I didn’t like the way he looked. I knew what he was thinking—we’d been kids once too. But I didn’t have time to explain to him that this kid wasn’t really seven, at least not on the inside. And that he’d said it was okay. I’m not sure he would’ve understood if I had the time to explain. Besides, I could always make an anonymous call to SecForce after turning him over to the client. There was a slim chance the cops might find him before my clients tried the extraction.

“This is it,” I told the kid. “I hope you’re sure about this. We’ll have to lay low until it’s time to turn you over, but then you’re out of my hands. You’re probably exhausted anyway. You can get some sleep if you want.”

He climbed into the front seat and sat next to me. Staring at me as I drove, in a way I couldn’t really read. Not that this kid was ever easy to read. Then he put his arm out and I felt his hand on mine. A tiny little seven-year-old hand. Warm, and a little sweaty. He held it there for what seemed an eternity. I wondered if he’d ever willingly touched anyone before. If he touched his father.

“Thanks for making this easy on me, kid,” I said. “You probably wouldn’t understand why this is so important to me because you’ve lived a privileged life. You’ve lived on those luxury stations you created, and you’ve lived in High Town. You’ve never gone hungry or felt like you had no one to count on. Anyway, I’m done with all that. Your life may very well be coming to an end, but mine’s finally about to start. I won’t forget what you’ve done for me – even if you’re really doing it for your father.”

He stared at me a while longer, then took his hand back and closed his eyes. After barely a second, he was softly snoring. Not even the jostle of the car seemed to matter. At least someone could sleep well in my cramped old hovercar.
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It was after ten in the morning by the time the kid woke up. I saw him move from outside the car where I was sitting on the hood, nursing a cup of synthcaf – Low Town’s answer to coffee – that I’d jacked from a now-broken vending machine. I pointed to the bag in my seat that held more goodies for the kid. He must’ve been hungry because he dug right in, predictably going for the snack cakes. 

We were parked behind one of HabiTech’s component plants. The plant was in shutdown for the moment, so no one else was around. The security systems wouldn’t be triggered so long as we didn’t try to break in. It was the perfect hideout since no one would think to look here of all places. Right in Damien Lowell’s backyard. 

We’d arrived about a half-hour ago. I’d spent most of the night just driving and making sure we weren’t being followed. It was a good thing Arden had turned back for her weapon because if she’d had time to scan the car, we would’ve had SecForce on us in seconds. 

The synthcaf had helped clear my thoughts. And I had been thinking, a lot. About the conversation with the kid in the Platform. About what the money meant to me and what the future would bring. About Arden and Jax. About betrayal. And at long last I’d come to a decision.

I drained the cup and threw away the empty. HabiTech’s sanitation bots would take care of it. Sliding off the hood, I gave the kid an appreciative nod as he stuffed yet another snack cake in his mouth. Hell, if I thought I was going to be dead in a matter of hours I’d enjoy the little things too.

I got in next to him, handing him the bag so he could continue to help himself. He deserved it.

“Look Cass, I’ve been thinking,” I said. “When I was a kid, a little older than you are, I was taken away from my home and my family, and it sucked. I didn’t get killed, obviously, but there were times in my shitty life where that would’ve been a better option. I won’t get into that now. Anyway, there was no one there to do right by me, growing up. Just Jax, but no adults. I swore I wouldn’t be like those assholes. Maybe that’s why I never wanted a kid. I didn’t want to screw another person up the way I was. But here we are. Me with a kid that landed in my lap all the same. And I know what you told me in the Platform. I know you said it was okay, but how am I supposed to go live my life – live my dream – knowing what I did to you?”

He obviously didn’t respond, though his chewing slowed, and his eyes shifted my way. 

“A long time ago someone let me down,” I continued. “She always said she had her reasons, but I never wanted to hear them. I know I’m letting you down now, but maybe you’ll consider what I just told you.”

The kid yelled and threw the bag at me, then went for the door but I hit the locks before he could and without an override he wasn’t going anywhere. 

“I have a plan,” I said. “One I hope will keep you safe and still help your dad - even let you keep helping him in the future.” This got his attention. “You’re going to have to trust me.” But I knew that if my plan was going to have a shot, the kid wasn’t the only one who’d have to take a leap of faith.

Cass didn’t look convinced and I could tell he was still mad, but I pretended not to notice. I turned on my comm and called my sister. She did a good job of hiding her surprise when she answered.

“Arden,” I said. “I’m going to tell you where we are. I haven’t trusted you since we were kids but I’m gonna trust you now. This really was a mistake. Jax can tell you – and believe me he had nothing to do with any of it. I’ll give you the kid and then I’m gone. Out of your hair and your life for good. You have to give me your word you’ll let me do that much.”

“You have my word, so long as the boy is safe.”

I told her where she could find us and that all she had to do was keep the boy safe until HabiTech got patent approval from the WPC. Once that was done, the boy would be useless to my clients. She agreed to keep Jax out of it. No one besides Arden, Cass, and me had any idea he’d been involved anyway. I was the one who’d actually committed the kidnapping.

I knew the risk I was taking in trusting her. She could show up with backup, or with the kid’s own father for all I knew. But what choice did I have?

Next, I called Jax. I told him what I was doing and sent him ten percent of my advance. Unfortunately, we wouldn’t be getting the rest of the credits, but what remained would be enough to get me out of the city before my angry former client came after me. Maybe even out of the country. Unfortunately, not off-world. But I could find some place to start fresh and no one would have to die for it. 

“You sure you want to risk this? Trusting your sister?”

“I’m sure. Whatever happens, at least the kid gets to live.”

“When did you go and grow a conscience?” he asked. 

“Maybe I just stole yours.”

“Yeah, that sounds like something you’d do,” he laughed. “I’m gonna miss you Vega. Take care of yourself. And if you can, let me know how I can get in touch with you.”

“I will.”

I had to end the conversation there before I started to get all emotional. I didn’t know why this was so hard when I’d been preparing myself to leave Jax for years. I guess I’d let him get under my skin.

It wasn’t long after that that Arden showed up in her squad car. I waited for a beat to see if any more would join her, but they didn’t. She’d started walking toward my car, so I got out to meet her. Cass got out too. We walked to where she stood, and I gestured toward the boy.

“He doesn’t like to be touched. He does, however, like snack cakes. The cheap ones with the pink jelly filling.”

She smiled, of all things. For once it didn’t piss me off.

“Where will you go?” she asked, then raised a hand as if to stop herself. “Of course you can’t tell me that.”

“You’re really not going to turn me over to SecForce?”

“I gave you my word. But it was also the conversation I had with Jax. He gave me something while you were in the Platform. Records he’d dug up – I don’t even want to know how. I looked at them after you left. They showed what happened at the academy when the grades got altered. They showed who did it. Julia Greyson. Daughter of Maxwell Greyson, one of SecForce’s highest ranking officers at the time. They covered it up and used you as a scapegoat. And I let them. I swear I didn’t know, Vega, but I was a scared kid. I was afraid they’d kick us both out if I didn’t back them up. And I – I wasn’t sure you hadn’t done it.”

I exhaled. Of course, I thought. They picked one of the orphans, one of the kids with no connections, and just pinned it on her. They could just as easily have picked Arden, but for some reason they happened to pick me. Probably because even then I’d been a bit of a handful. Two birds with one stone. Jax must’ve dug all that up with his digi-glasses on the way to Arden’s. He hadn’t said a thing about it to me.

“I’m not going to tell you that I approve of your life choices since then,” Arden continued. “You took this kid, whatever the misunderstanding, and you knew that was wrong. But maybe if I’d been a better sister to you, none of this would have happened. We’d both be SecForce officers and working together.”

I laughed. 

“I guess I owe you this much,” she said. “Maybe I can still do right by you.”

At this moment she wasn’t the Arden I thought I knew. Maybe if we’d had more time, things could’ve been different between us. Not like they once were but...something.

“We should both go.”

“You can still turn yourself in. It would mean some prison time, but I could keep the charges down. You wouldn’t have to go on the run.”

“Thanks, but no thanks.”

“Be careful, Vega.”

“Hey, I learned a long time ago how to take care of myself,” I said. “I’ll be fine. I’m like a cat, always landing on my feet.”

“That’s a myth. About cats, I mean.”

“Well, even if I land on my back I know how to roll,” I told her. “Keep an eye on Jax for me.”

“I will.”

I walked away without looking back. At least not until I was in the car. She was putting Cass into her cruiser, making sure he was safely buckled in. So responsible. So Arden. I couldn’t help it, I suddenly felt afraid that I might have put her in danger. But something told me she’d learned to take care of herself too.

The End
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Old World Problems

By Eddie D. Moore
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Explosions, riots, and bickering arguments; the news never changed. Darren tapped an icon and the wall screen returned to a sweeping view of the stars outside. After a hundred years of exploring and colonizing the star systems surrounding Sol system, you would’ve expected mankind to have matured at least a little. Darren bit his bottom lip and wondered if he had made the right choice by staying on the Magellan Space Habitat. His work here as a private investigator was familiar and the very idea of losing the ability to grab a cold beer or some Chinese takeout was cringe worthy. What would he do on a colony? Grow potatoes?

Darren sighed when he saw the man he was waiting for on his computer screen turn down the corridor and approach his door. He glanced at the floor under his desk and waited for his visitor to press the call button a second time before tapping the open-door icon on his desk. A man wearing blue coveralls stepped through the doorway and extended a hand.

“It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Dupree.”

Darren gripped his client’s hand for a quick shake and said, “Call me Darren,” and then waved to a chair. “Please have a seat. What can I do for you, Mr...”

“Everyone calls me Mike.”

“Okay, Mike, how can I help?”

Mike glanced over Darren’s shoulder, swallowed the lump in his throat, and spoke in a rush. “I think my wife is cheating on me. I need to know if it’s true and I need you to find proof that will stand up in court.”

Darren’s lips thinned and he nodded his head sympathetically. “Your eyes tell me that you hope that this isn’t true.”

“Of course, I hope it isn’t true. It’s just the suspicion is gnawing a hole in my gut. I can’t keep living like this; I have to know one way or the other.”

“Has she been unfaithful in the past?”

Mike’s eyes dropped a moment. “Yes, a few years ago. We moved to the Magellan Habitat to get a fresh start.”

Darren sighed. “Then more than likely she’s having an affair. You might as well prepare yourself for it.”

“But we...”

Darren held up a hand. “I’ve been doing this too long to have any faith in humanity. If your gut says she’s messing around again... Well, let’s just say I’ve learned to trust my gut.” He studied his client’s face a second before continuing. “For example, my gut tells me that the proof you want will never be used in court.”

Mike’s eyebrows furrowed. “What do you mean?”

“I think you want the evidence to confront her, with the hopes that she will stop.” Darren watched his client’s face redden with a mixture of anger and embarrassment.

“What I do with the proof is my business. Do you want the job or not?”

“Oh, I’ll still do the job. I’m just trying to determine exactly what kind of proof you need. If you just want to confront her with it, I can get what you need a little cheaper, but if you need it to stand up to the scrutiny of the legal system, I’ll have to follow protocol.”

“What difference does it make?”

“I’m not saying that I’d gather anything illegally or anything like that, but the privacy laws here are taken seriously and the courts require documentation to prove that all the evidence was gathered properly. It’s a real pain in the ass to fill out the required paperwork and often there are a few extra fees involved.”

Mike looked away while he considered his financial situation. “How about you find out if my fears are justified, and then I’ll let you know if I need the evidence for court.”

Darren leaned back in his chair and nodded once. “I can do that.”

“Good. My wife’s name is Cassie Peck and her ID number is W9342312. She works second shift in hydroponics.”

Darren wrote down the information and checked the time. “Ah, that’s why you wanted a late appointment; her shift started an hour ago.” When Mike stood up preparing to leave, Darren grimaced and stood up as well. “You do realize that you’ll never be able to shame her into staying faithful, don’t you?”

Mike’s eyes flashed as his temper flared. “Excuse me?”

Darren held up a forestalling hand. “I just wanted to point out that this is the 23rd century. The concept of a monogamous marriage is practically a thing of the past.” Darren shrugged. “As the old saying says, if you can’t beat them join them. There are many established hedonistic communities even out here on the habitats.”

“I’m paying you to find out the truth, not for relationship advice,” Mike said through gritted teeth before turning on his heel and walking out the door.

As the door closed, Darren shook his head and said, “It was just a suggestion.”

Darren cracked his knuckles and wiggled his fingers over the keyboard imprinted on top of his desk. With a few quick taps, he logged into the habitat’s security database and checked the box affirming that any information gathered would be kept in confidence and only shared with his client or authorities. He ground his teeth together when he thought about bureaucratic hoops he had been forced to jump through and the costs involved in obtaining one simple login.

He entered Cassie’s ID number and three holo projections containing various lists of data appeared above his desk. According to the records, Mike and Cassie had been on the habitat for a year and a half, and he let out a long sigh when he glanced at the page Talley under each holo. How one person could accumulate so many financial transactions, location tags, and encrypted messages in such a short period of time was baffling, but he knew that it was normal for the younger generation.

Darren touched the bottom of a holo and lifted his finger into the air to scroll through the data. When he found something noteworthy, he’d run his finger across the text and highlight it in red. After twenty years of investigative work, comparing dates, times, and locations had become second nature, and it didn’t take him long to recognize Cassie’s daily and weekly patterns.

When Darren noticed anything that appeared to be a break in the patterns, he highlighted the text with a different color, tagging it for follow up. He grunted when he reached the last lines of data and quickly scrolled back through all three holos while he worked his jaw as if he was chewing something distasteful.

After scanning over the information twice more, he growled to himself, “Only four deviations from her weekly pattern in a year. No one is that consistent; I must be missing something.”

He sat up straighter and leaned closer to the holos above his desk. With his right hand, he touched the holo listing Cassie’s financial history, and when he moved his hand, the holo followed. He left the financial holo beside the location history and began to comparing locations and transactions. The corners of his mouth turned up slightly when he marked his first anomaly, and he muttered to himself, “Isn’t that interesting.”

He leaned back when he reached the end of the data and stared at the transactions he had flagged. Ten purchases were made during Cassie’s normal working hours at the bar called Vega 2 which was decks away from hydroponics. All ten charges were for the same amount, which didn’t bother him, but the fact that they were all made while habitat’s computers listed her location as hydroponics told him exactly where he needed to be later that night.
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Darren casually looked around the bar and adjusted the collar of his jacket as the doors closed behind him. He chose a stool at the bar in the center of the room that gave him a view of most of the room. The floor of the bar was made to look like the surface of Venus, greenish black in color and rough looking although it was perfectly smooth. The walls and ceiling emitted a yellow glow simulating the sky. A replica of the Vega 2 space probe hung above the bar, and he stared at it until the bartender cleared his throat and raised his voice.

“What can I get you?”

“Just a draft.”

The bartender placed a chilled mug on the bar in front of Darren and then walked away to tend to other customers. Darren took a sip of beer before pulling up his sleeve a few inches. He tapped a small screen strapped to his wrist and activated the hidden camera built into the back of his collar. He adjusted the view of the camera until he could watch the entrance, took another drink, and braced himself for what he felt was the worst part of his job – waiting.

Two and a half beers later, Cassie walked into the room and Darren smiled. She was not alone as he suspected. The man was at least a foot taller than her, and he had an awkward step to his walk, as if he weren’t used to gravity or in the case of the Magellan Habitat, centrifugal force. Darren shook his head and wondered why a woman as good looking as Cassie would be interested in such a lanky man.

The facial recognition software looked up Cassie’s companion and a stream of data began to roll across the screen.

*** Subject: Marty E. Hutchins, age 32, is currently Hydroponics Supervisor on the Magellan Space Habitat. All other information is classified. ***

After another tap on the screen, the camera locked on to the couple and followed them to their table. Darren zoomed in and activated the lip-reading program that would send their conversation to his ear piece while wondering why this man’s entire past would be listed as classified. At least he knew now why the computers still listed Cassie in the hydroponics area. Clearly, her boytoy here was altering the logs to cover up their affair. Darren forced himself to concentrate on their conversation.

“How much longer are we going to do this, Cassie?”

“Do what?”

“Keep everything a secret; you know how I feel.”

Cassie softened her voice, but the surveillance system built into Darren’s jacket boosted the volume so that he could hear. “Look, Marty, I’ve made a commitment, and I’m not just going to walk away from it.”

A droid delivered drinks to the table, and Cassie held her hand over a sensor for a moment to confirm the purchase. Darren manually zoomed closer and the video quality became grainy, so he sighed and returned the settings to auto and squinted in an attempt to study their facial expressions. Marty looked annoyed.

Marty grimaced and nodded once. “Fine, but I have to leave tomorrow. My time here is up.”

“They’ve completed repairs on your ship then.”

“We got the word this morning. I think you’ll like my replacement; she’s nice.”

Cassie moaned and took a long drink. “I hate working for women. They just never seem to understand me.”

Darren sighed and mumbled, “You mean they won’t keep you on the clock and sneak out to bars with you.”

“Did you need something?”

Concealing the vid screen strapped to his wrist, Darren slowly looked up, met the bartender’s eyes and said flatly, “No, I’m fine.”

The bartender blinked twice and shook his head. “There is a two drink minimum after nineteen hundred. We’ll be full in a few minutes; second shift maintenance just got off work. I’ll need you to either order another or give up your seat for paying customers.”

“So, the two I ordered before nineteen hundred don’t count.”

“Nope.”

Darren glanced around the room, and to his surprise, he saw that most of the chairs were full. He had been so focused on watching Cassie and Marty that he hadn’t noticed them enter the room. With a grunt of annoyance, Darren rested his palm on a nearby transaction pad to confirm the purchase of another drink and went back to studying his miniature surveillance screen.

Cassie was carefully applying a fresh layer of lipstick, so Darren quickly backed up the video to make sure he didn’t miss any incriminating activities. He sighed and shook his head after reviewing what he had missed. He saw nothing: not a brush of the lips, not a single clasping of hands to give him the proof he needed.

Cassie put her lipstick into a small hand bag. “Will you be returning to sector twenty-seven?”

“You know I can’t tell you that, but you could go see for yourself.”

The tone of Cassie’s voice became more assertive. “How many times do I have to turn you down?”

“You can’t blame me for...”

An explosion shook the entire habitat, and the lights went out. Many of the people in the room were using battery powered devices that kept the room from complete darkness. The screams of those too frightened to do anything else replaced the music that had been playing in the background. When the power returned, Cassie and Marty ran for the door as if they knew something no one else did, so Darren jogged after them and stayed close enough to keep them in sight.

Darren caught a glimpse of a vid screen news report in the corridor and overheard an interview with the Environmental and Safety Chief of Operations. The Chief was trying to reassure everyone that the habitat was not damaged and that the explosion was simply an engine malfunction on a docked spacecraft. Darren slowed just enough to hear a sentence or two and then sprinted to catch up.

They ran past an airlock with a display that read: Shuttle Flight STS-143 - Space Station Lipizzan. Marty entered a code at the next airlock, and the doors slid open. Darren glanced at the display beside the airlock and grunted when he read the name Lipizzan Industries. The words were wrapped around a white horse which was apparently their corporate logo. He pushed himself to run faster to avoid being locked out and slipped between the doors as they closed.

Focused on the doors ahead of them, neither Marty nor Cassie noticed Darren, and he managed to follow them onto the ship. Alarms wailed inside the ship and emergency strobes flashed between ear-splitting screeches. As the ship’s doors closed, Marty turned and noticed Darren.

“Who the hell are you? You’re not authorized to be on this ship!”

Darren held up open hands. “I’m just here to...” His voice trailed off as a seven-foot tall bipedal creature with one large eye and four fingers on each hand staggered into view. “What the hell is that?”

Marty glanced over his shoulder and sighed. “Well shit. Now you’ll have to stay.”

As the creature collapsed to the floor, Marty and Cassie ran toward it. Darren swallowed hard and slapped his hand against the emergency release by the door. Nothing happened. He was about to try the emergency release again when Cassie shouted at him while kneeling by the creature’s side.

“You can’t leave without a code, so you might as well help! Come on! He won’t hurt you. They can’t breathe our air long before they pass out.” She motioned for Darren to come closer, and he cautiously complied. “We have to get him back to his enclosure. We’ve got his arms; you get his feet.”

“How about you tell me what’s going on?”

Cassie nodded toward the creature’s feet, and said, “We’ll explain,” the alarms fell silent leaving her last words spoken too loudly, “as we walk!”

Darren lifted the creature’s legs and followed. The strobes continued to flash, leaving spots in his vision. Every so often, small animals rushed by them while hugging the corridor walls as if they were afraid someone would grab them. Darren watched a three-legged creature turn in circles as it sprinted by, and he almost dropped his end of the strange creature.

Marty glanced back every so often as they walked to make sure he had Darren’s attention. “We were sent to sector twenty-seven to investigate a previously unnoticed asteroid. When we arrived, we soon discovered that it was an alien ship or their version of a space habitat.”

Chills ran down Darren’s spine as, what he thought was, a long leafy vine suddenly slithered between his feet causing him to jump. “AHH! Do they bite?”

“They haven’t yet.”

“Are they intelligent?”

“We’re still not sure.”

Darren readjusted his grip with a grunt. “How can you not be sure?”

“We have several theories, but I’m starting to believe that we’re dealing with some kind of collective intelligence.” 

They stopped by a large cargo bay door, and Marty typed in a code on the access pad. Darren sucked in a sharp breath as the door opened. The inside of the cargo bay had been transformed into an alien jungle. They stepped through a weak force field that apparently held in the atmosphere, as they entered the cargo bay and placed the alien gently on the ground. Other people came into the cargo bay, dropped off a limp alien lifeform, and then jogged back out to look for others.

Marty arched his back to stretch a strained muscle. “We took a few plants and animals and set up this habitat so that they could be studied closer to home. Despite our best efforts to keep them alive, they were clearly dying, so Lipizzan made arrangements for me to take a supervisory position here giving me access to the smartest biologist the human race has to offer.” He nodded toward Cassie. “Cassie here figured out that we had a distribution problem concerning the nutrients that these creatures need to survive.”

Cassie blushed. “It was really a team effort.”

A red-faced man stepped through the doorway, looked around the habitat as if he was looking for something to bite, and locked eyes with Marty. “Damn it, Marty! Can’t you keep these animals contained? They got into the reaction drive again! Luckily, no one was killed this time.”

Marty nodded once. “Sorry, Commander. I’ll review the videos immediately and figure it out.”

“You do that!” The commander turned to face Darren. “Who the hell are you, and why are you on my ship?”

Darren waved a hand in Marty and Cassie’s general direction and tossed out the first excuse that came to mind. “I followed them aboard, hoping to help.”

The commander’s eyes never softened and narrowed slightly. “You will follow me. I have a thousand pages of paperwork for you to read and sign if you ever hope to go back home.”

A chill ran through Darren’s veins. “Paperwork?”

“The lifeforms on this ship are corporate secrets. So, unless you’d like for us to press charges of corporate espionage and slap you with a gag order that will require you to wear an audio-visual monitor for the rest of your life, you won’t give me any problems.”

Darren grimaced at the thought of going through Lipizzan’s non-disclosure agreement. He knew that the commander was not exaggerating. With a resigned sigh, he took consolation in a hopeful thought. I’ve never had good news to give a client. Cassie would be bound by the same non-disclosure agreement; she wouldn’t even be able to tell her husband about her extra assignment. They never so much as touched hands or gave me any other reason to suspect a physical relationship.

The commander huffed, “Come on. Let’s get this over with,” and led the way out.

Darren nodded and turned to say farewell to Marty and Cassie, and his jaw dropped open. Apparently, as soon as the commander was out of sight, Marty had stepped up behind Cassie, and she had laid back her head for a kiss. The rocks took their familiar place in Darren’s stomach. He swallowed what he was going to say and followed the commander.

#
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Darren glanced at the title of the book Mike was carrying, Modern Studio Design, as he took the seat across from Darren’s desk. “Studio design?”

Mike shrugged. “It’s just a hobby. What do you have for me?”

Darren studied a screen on his desk a moment before answering. “If you check your account, you will see that I’ve returned your deposit. I ran into some unexpected circumstances during the investigation, and I’ll be unable to continue due to other obligations.”

“I was under the impression that you were good at this; that’s why I came to you.”

Darren grunted. “I really wish I could have help you, Mr. Peck, but there truly is nothing else I can do.” He slid a plastic card across his desk. “Please take this.”

Mike cocked his mouth to one side a moment and then read the card aloud. “Good for one drink at the Vega 2.” He sighed. “Isn’t that that tourist bar near the docking ports?”

“Yeah, I visited there recently and found it rather interesting. I suggest you go tomorrow night around nineteen hundred, just before it gets busy. Oh, and be forewarned, there is a two drink minimum, so you’ll have to buy the second round yourself.” Darren winked and offered a half smile. “Your wife should be at work, so you shouldn’t have any problems getting away.”

Mike sighed, pocketed the plastic card, and stood to leave. “Fine. Do you have any recommendations for someone to take your place?”

“Sorry, as far as I know, I’m the only private investigator on the habitat.”

Darren watched Mike walk out of his office, and as the doors closed, he said to himself, “Sorry, kid. But it’s like I told you when you hired me, people are all lying bags of crap.”

The End 
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Legal Ground

by Gregg Chamberlain
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Details. Details are everything.

The Voornung regarded me with multi-faceted eyes. “Have we an accord?” hyrn fluted.

I nodded and also signed to denote mutual agreement. “I understand your request and will deliver on the contract within the stipulated time limit, or 

else accept a reduced fee according to the late penalty clause.” I myself had stipulated that particular conditional detail of the contract. Not that I was concerned about failure. It was a rare thing when I did not fulfill a commission.

The Voornung signed hyrn satisfaction and slipped away down a corridor to attend to some other business of hyrn own. I took out my pad to check airline sites for shuttle flights to New York City.

Details are always important.

* * *
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Sebastian Sandoval had an office in a building one block down along one of the smaller streets that intersect Park Avenue. It allowed him to represent himself as part of a “Park Avenue” neighborhood firm without having to suffer the exorbitant leasing costs of an actual Park Avenue address, assuming one was available. A small detail but key to the overall public image he presented.

On my left, a raging King Kong climbed the Empire State building with Faye Wray, drooping in a faint, clutched in one of his mighty simian hands. Beside him, Frankenstein stared at me with sullen eyes.

To my right, Shirley Temple’s dimpled smile shone out at me. Beside her, in ghastly contrast, were the slavering fangs of a wolf’s grin. I recognized that poster as belonging to a made-in-Vancouver, straight-to-video, 

low-budget, supernatural thriller product of the early Hollywood North period. Strictly promotional. Something that would have been made available to video store dealers for their wall décor.

There was something wrong. Frowning, I took a closer look at each movie poster from where I stood, just inside Sandoval’s faux-Park Avenue office. Then I realized - the frames for each of the “posters” were too big. Each one was deeper than necessary for housing a vintage paper movie poster along with its protective glass cover and backboard.

None of them were real. All holographic reproductions of the originals, right down to any crease marks or wrinkles from past foldings. There was even what looked like faint traces of tearing across the werewolf’s snout, a pseudo small hole taped shut again; a simulated souvenir of past mishandling.

Perfectly good holo reps. Too good. Designed to give the average person viewing them the impression that Sebastian Sandoval was a true collector of expensive, and rare, vintage 2D movie memorabilia. But they were too clean in appearance. That one detail betrayed them to an alert subconscious that the entire setup was all fake.

As fake as the smile spreading across Sandoval’s face as he stood up from behind his desk to greet me. He gestured to one of several stylish and comfortable chairs arranged in front of the desk.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Dorval, asseyez-vous, as they say.” He sat back down, himself, and waited for me to select and settle myself into a chair. I chose the one most closely positioned in a direct line facing him. A necessary detail.

Sandoval waved an arm, encompassing his office wall décor. “Nice, eh? Noticed you admiring my little collection.”

I nodded. “Very nice replicas.”

A brief frown flickered across Sandoval’s face. “Well, you know how it is,” he said, shrugging and smiling once more. “If it looks good, that’s what really counts. Appearance is everything.”

I shrugged. “I’m more into details myself. I often find success in my business depends on the one detail everyone else overlooks.”

Sandoval nodded as if he understood. “And your business is, M’sieu Dorval? When you made your appointment with my secretary you were, understandably, vague about what exactly it was you wanted to see me in person about. Am I right in assuming it involves something...special?”

I reached inside my coat. Noting, as I did so, a slight tension now in Sandoval’s person, until he saw the memory crystal that I produced. “Legal claims.” I reached over and deposited the crystal on the desk in front of him. “I deal in legal claims.”

He picked up the crystal, regarded it briefly with curiosity, and set it down again. “And what might this be?”

I reached inside my coat again. No tension on Sandoval’s part this time, I noticed. Out came a single sheet of paper, folded. I set it down on the desk beside the crystal. Sandoval let it sit there, perhaps now realizing that I might not be a typical “customer” for his stock in trade.

“I represent k’Ahl ha’Akon, an attaché at the Voornung Embassy in Ottawa. You engaged in a business arrangement with hyrm at the embassy during a recent trip to Canada.”

Sandoval nodded, still smiling. “I was in town on a family visit at the time. Normally, I do all my business transactions by phone or email. I have a worldwide clientele and it is more convenient, and efficient, that way. But when I found an email query from the Voornung Embassy, well, I figured why not add a more personal touch this time? How often does a chance come along to go inside an actual alien embassy?”

His smile broadened. “I tell you something, M’sieu Dorval, those eyes of theirs are, well, unsettling, if you know what I mean.”

I shrugged. “As I said, you and k’Ahl ha’Akon entered into an agreement. A purchase agreement for an architectural artifact—“

He waved an impatient hand. “Yeah, yeah, I agreed to help him buy something.” He grinned. “He wanted to buy the Brooklyn Bridge.” Sandoval tried, and failed, to suppress a snort of laughter. “An...alien...wanted to buy...the Brooklyn Bridge!”

I waited until he had control of himself again. “Ser k’Ahl ha’Akon wanted to present the Voornung ambassador, hyrn superior, with a special gift in honour of hyrn name day. It was k’Ahl ha’Akon’s hope that a suitably impressive gift would result in an equally impressive reward, perhaps even a promotion, for hyrm. It’s how Voornung society functions.”

“Sure, sure, I know all that,” Sandoval replied. “Quid pro quo. He told me his boss liked the look of the Brooklyn Bridge, and could I arrange something. We came to an agreement, sure.” He grinned. “I agreed to sell my personal interest in the Brooklyn Bridge!”

I waited until he finished chuckling. I took out my pad and glanced at my case notes before continuing. “Ser k’Ahl ha’Akon’s understanding was that hyr had agreed to buy the item in question and that you had agreed to arrange the transaction. One week after your meeting with my client and the conclusion of the purchase agreement, k’Ahl ha’Akon received a small parcel at the embassy. Inside the package was a memory crystal and several aged photos of the Brooklyn Bridge, taken at various angles and viewpoint positions and at different time periods. A couple of the photos were quite old, judging by the cars and trucks seen driving along the bridge.”

“Family photos. The really old ones my great-great-grandfather took when he was on furlough during the Second War.”

Ignoring the interruption, I continued. “The disk contained several additional more recent digital photos along with scans of architectural schematics for the bridge. There was also a lengthy text, an essay or personal memoire, by yourself about the Brooklyn Bridge.”

Sandoval nodded. “My personal interest, as a native New Yorker, in the Brooklyn Bridge. As I promised in the sale agreement.”

I thumbed open another document in the pad, started scrolling. “Ser k’Ahl ha’Akon has a different understanding of the agreement between you two and claims a deliberate misinterpretation on your part of the nature of hyrn wish and intent.”

“Well,” Sandoval said, with a shrug and a smile, “there’s always room for misunderstanding sometimes in these agreements.”

I thumbed open a third document. “You have an interesting history of similar ‘misinterpretations’ and ‘misunderstandings’ with several of your past clients, along with reports of links to unexplained disappearances of various cultural and artistic artifacts and suspect transactions involving proscribed materials, including animal species or specific pieces of their anatomy. Complaints from various parts of the European Union, throughout the Continental Conglomerate and the Pan-African Confederation and also several countries in the Pacific Rim.”

I scrolled further. “Interpol records list you as ‘a person of continuing interest’, the Russian Federation has a number of outstanding warrants to serve should you ever by any chance be found within its borders, and there is a reward from a very powerful, and ultra-conservative, member of the Arab League for your head, presented with one particular body part stuffed in your mouth. Then there are– “

Sandoval scoffed, loudly, one hand waving back and forth in the air as if sweeping away everything I had said.

“If anyone could prove anything, then I would have something to worry about.” He folded his hands on top of the desk and regarded me. “Alright, M’sieu Dorval, it is more than obvious that you are not here to ‘arrange’ any kind of deal with me for any sort of goods or services that I might be able to provide. So, what are you here for?”

I put the pad away. “My client–“

“Your client can file a complaint with the Mounties or whoever the local law enforcement is in Canada these days. But I doubt that I’ll ever be seeing the inside of a courtroom there or anywhere else on this continent or in any other part of the globe; now or in either the near or distant future.”

He sat back with a satisfied smile. “So,” he said, hands outspread, “are we done?”

I brought out a datacorder, held it up for Sandoval to see. “Just one last formality, Mr. Sandoval.” I pointed the device at him and fired the single air-pressurized plastic microdart concealed inside.

Sandoval jerked at the faint prick of the dart tip striking him in the neck just under his chin. He stiffened, mouth open, eyes staring, one hand still upraised, finger pointing in the air. The toxin was a curare derivative, without the toxicity but with all the quick paralyzing effects of the original substance enhanced.

I stowed away the fake datacorder and tapped out a quick four digits on my wristcom/chrono for the brief binary code message agreed on with the local Monitors station for “package ready for pickup.”

I stood up and walked over to examine the Frankenstein holo poster. It really was a very good reproduction. Excellent even. There was a faint trace of simulated age yellowing around the edges of the white pseudo-poster border.

I walked around behind Sandoval’s desk, pulled out his chair with him still seated in it, took a moment to tuck up his legs and cross his feet at the ankles behind the main chair leg, then rolled him and the chair out from behind the desk. I left him and the chair in the middle of the room. A glance at the chrono, then I swung open the door and signaled for the receptionist’s attention.

“Two Monitors will be arriving shortly,” I told her. “Do not interfere with them. I would suggest, instead, that you begin sending out your resumé to any potential employers you might know of and also start posting your CV at Careers-R-Us, Monster.com, Workopolis, or whatever your preferred online employment agent or agents may be. And if you know of anyone who might be the alternative financial signing authority for Mr. Sandoval, then you had best arrange for your final paycheques plus any allowance allowed for unexpected termination. Mr. Sandoval’s business is shutting down now.”

Back in Sandoval’s office, I stopped and studied the Kong holo poster. Yes, another excellent reproduction. But I think I preferred the Frankenstein. The Kong looked too new, too much like a reproduction of a reproduction. Returning to Sandoval, I brought up my chair and sat down to face him.

“As I said before, Mr. Sandoval, I deal in legal claims, usually as a last resort for many of my clients in settling them, whether by retrieval of lost property or currency or by apprehension of the person who absconded with them. In my line of work, details are important. Details like the specific location where an event takes place. Now, it may be true that my client would experience difficulty in bringing any legal action against you in either a Canadian court or even the World Court’s civil claims division. Assuming that hyr might choose that route. This is where the detail of location becomes important.”

I leaned forward, looking deep into Sandoval’s eyes. He could see me, he could hear me. He just couldn’t interrupt or argue with me.

“Indulging your curiosity was your one real mistake. You and k’Ahl ha’Akon concluded your agreement inside the Voornung Embassy. All embassies, by international law, are considered to be extensions of their home countries, or home planets as the case may be. Thus, any legal contract between you and my client took place on Voornung and may be subject to a Voornung court for resolution.”

I wasn’t sure, but it almost seemed as if there was a slight twitch of one of Sandoval’s eyebrows. Maybe I would have to check with my supplier about the expiry date on my last order of paralytic. A detail I would see to as soon as I had concluded my current case. The Monitors would be here soon to take Sandoval into custody for transport to Voornung, so there was no urgency, at the moment.

“Voornung, like Earth, is a probation-status member of the Commonwealth of Worlds,” I explained to Sandoval, just so he would fully understand the situation. Details, after all. “But the Commonwealth policy is that all member planets, whether full-status or probationer, have extradition rights with each other. The crystal and the paper document on your desk? If you had bothered to look at them, you would have seen that the paper is a plain-English extradition order, with authorization from the Voornung Embassy and the U.N.’s E.T Affairs office. The memory crystal contains matrix copies of that along with translations in Voornung and the main Terran languages. Details, Mr. Sandoval, details.”

I sat back. “So, you, Mr. Sandoval, will be going to Voornung to face my client before a legal claims tribunal there.”

I stood up to go. “One final detail you might like to know, or not, Mr. Sandoval. Voornung is a probationary member of the Commonwealth because its legal system is still considered outdated by the standards of most other Commonwealth worlds. On Voornung, all legal matters are subject to trial by ordeal to determine guilt or innocence. And incarceration in a Voornung detention centre may be brief but always includes a regular, and thorough, regimen of corporal punishment.”

Yes, definite eyebrow twitching. Also, a slight widening of the eyes, and some perspiration now gleaming on the forehead.

“Good-bye, Mr. Sandoval,” I said, walking past him to the door. “For your sake, I hope you have a high pain threshold.”

I closed the door behind me. The door of the reception room was just opening. I glimpsed the anonymous black armour of a Monitor.

Details are the key to life.

The End
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Where the Tunnels End

By John A. Frochio
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They ran.

They ran down dark alien tunnels, not knowing where they led. The terrible sounds of moaning and crunching followed behind them as they ran down one tunnel, turned left at another, then right at another. On and on, they ran.

Captain Sasha Grimm, field-hardened at forty, yet still feminine with frosted sandy hair, tall and well-built, had led the scouting party to Epsilon Eridani IV's Earth-like surface. The remainder of the scouting party – John Peasant, Nathan Land, Alicia Coleman and Mya Parmentier – followed closely behind. Three of her team were dead. Ahmed. Marcus. Diane. And now they ran.

They ran without stopping, each with palm lanterns to help guide the way through the endless, monotonous, cross-weaving tunnels. As they came to intersections and sharp turns, the captain quickly made snap decisions. Nobody questioned the wisdom of her decisions.

Nathan, dark-haired, wiry geonavigator, tried his best to keep track of their location with what minimal signal information he had to go on. They received no signals from above the tunnels. They lost all communication with the surface team led by Lt. Avery Berson.

The underground maze of tunnels apparently linked all the cities on the surface of this planet. His GPS AI gradually built a three-dimensional grid of the tunnels as they moved through them.

Their immediate goal was to get as far away from the tunnel monsters as they could, but ultimately, they needed to find their way back to the landing shuttle.

They stopped at a wall-mount ladder. Yet another one.

They listened. It was quiet for now. At least the creatures moved slowly, affording them the opportunity to outrun them as long as they could keep up their pace.

"Let's try this one," said the captain.

She climbed the ladder and tried the latch on the roof door. It wouldn't budge.

"Damn! Another one locked." She cursed all the way down the ladder. "Why did these people lock so many exit doors?"

Nathan said, "Maybe to keep those creatures down here."

John, muscular, tall, hairy and rugged, one of Captain Grimm's most loyal soldiers, turned to the others and spoke slowly, his eyes widening, "Did you see them? I was closer to them than any of you were. I was next to Ahmed when they grabbed him. I just missed getting caught myself. Did you see how awful they were? How misshapen, broken, disgusting? Did you see their eyes? Eyes blank like the dead."

He could still picture their grotesque form: human-like but inhuman in many ways, skin rougher than a lizard's, arms so wiry they could wrap around you like an anaconda, legs as massive as great oaks, and their large drooping eyes, yellow, glowing faintly. Their clothing was ragged and torn, stained with dirt and blood, yet appeared to be among the finest fabrics of this world. And what was the sense of all that jewelry they wore, all sorts of metal bands, rings, bracelets, necklaces, chains and hanging objects, lockets and gemstones from top to bottom that shimmered whenever any light touched them.

"It's over now, John," said the captain. "You have to shake this off. You're my best soldier. I need you to be focused."

"They were dead. I know it. They were walking, killing dead bodies, the undead."

"Dead is dead. Don't go off into a fantasy world. Whatever those creatures are, we have to stay strong together to stay clear of them and to fight them off if we have to."

Nathan said, "Until we find a way out of here."

"Exactly. If we can't find a way out soon, we have to start working our way back to where we came in. Is that tracker still working?"

"Yes, captain," said Nathan.

Mya held up her handheld and said, "I'm picking up movement from the left and right tunnels."

"OK. Then straight ahead. Break's over."

* * *
[image: image]


The tunnels seemed endless. And boring. There was almost nothing different from one stretch of tunnel to the next, no distinguishing marks, color differences, completely featureless cold metal walls, ceiling and floor. The ladders were randomly distributed, always at an intersection of tunnels. A supply of air was piped in through conduits than ran along one side of the ceiling. Large, circular lights were regularly placed down the center of the ceiling, but there was no power to light them. As a result, all the tunnels were dark and moody. Each of them had their own portable lamp to light up their way.

Captain Grimm said, "How far out are we now, Nathan?"

"Nearly two miles, Captain."

"We need to start heading back. Any side tunnels sound clear, Mya?"

"The right tunnel is clear for now."

"Let's go."

As they moved on, walking now instead of running, Mya said, "What do you think happened to them? All those beautiful cities – there must have been thousands living in them. Why couldn't we find a single inhabitant? Not even a single dead body. Everything clean and undisturbed, but not a soul to be found."

Mya Parmentier was the team historian, archivist, xenosociologist, and prayer director. She had an innate curiosity about all cultures and a deep Christian compassion for all living beings. She loved learning about and understanding alien cultures. She was tall, slim, attractive, with dark exotic features that felt almost alien to her teammates.

The captain grunted in agreement. "Yeah, not a single clue of what happened above the surface. Was it a silent apocalypse that wiped out all their people in an instant? Yet, there was no evidence of biological or chemical warfare. But then, we find those creatures down here."

John said, "It has to do with those monsters. I believe they're the last survivors of this world's population."

Mya said, "That's what I fear, that they are all that's left of their entire species. Endlessly roaming, mindless beasts. What could have brought them so far down from those glorious cities to these dark tunnels in such a state of depravity?"

Alicia, team biologist and medic, said, "I still believe it was some kind of chemical, like a nerve gas. Even though I found no traces, it could have completely dissipated long ago." Alicia was a short, shapely blonde beauty, smart and tough, and an amateur boxer with a no-nonsense attitude.

Agitated, John said, "They may have killed each other off with these weapons, but I think some of them came back to life, the undead, forever doomed to walk these tunnels endlessly."

The captain opened her mouth to say something, but Nathan interrupted. "Listen."

They stopped walking and grew quiet. They listened. The distant sounds of moaning seemed to come at them from all directions. Which way should they go?

The captain said, "We can't just sit and wait for them. We keep moving." She pointed toward the tunnel to the right.

* * *
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The air was warm and humid in the tunnels. At first this didn't bother them, but now it was beginning to slow them down as they had to work harder to breathe.

They took more frequent breaks.

The moaning and sounds of shuffling feet grew louder from all directions. No one asked the questions on all their minds: How soon would the monsters catch up to them? How many would there be? Would they be prepared for that confrontation?

Then something unexpected happened.

A siren blared loudly through the tunnels. All the lights suddenly came on at once. The wanderers covered their ears and eyes.

A wall of bars slid down from the ceiling at an intersection, separating John and the captain from the rest of the crew. Without thinking, John grabbed the bars in both hands and shouted, "Why are you doing this to us?"

Suddenly, John froze and collapsed to the floor.

The captain shouted, "Don't anyone else touch the bars!" She dropped to her knees and checked John's pulse.

"Still alive, but barely. Medipack?"

Alicia pulled the Medipack unit out of her backpack. She crouched by the bars, removed an injector, and carefully held it between two of the bars. The captain reached out and slowly took the injector from Alicia's fingers.

"Just give him one injection," she said.

The captain administered the drug. John began to stir.

He said groggily, "What happened?"

"I think the bars were electrified. Not at a fatal level, fortunately. Somehow the tunnels have come back to life. How are you feeling?"

"Shaky, weak."

Alicia said, "Check his pupils, his body temp. And check his pulse again."

The captain followed her orders.

"After you rest a bit, we have to get going. Now we'll have to take separate paths. Try not to get separated any further. Maybe we can hook up again later."

Nathan handed the captain a disk between the bars. 

"I can keep track of you with this. I'll keep in touch and try to direct you."

The sounds of the creatures grew louder.

Captain Grimm took the disk and pocketed it.

"We better get moving. Go now, but keep in touch."

Nathan, Alicia, and Mya disappeared down the tunnel to their right.

The captain helped John to his feet.

John wavered a bit.

"Can you move on your own?"

"Give me a minute, Captain."

At that moment, two creatures came into sight approaching them from the other side of the bars. They moved slowly as though dragging a heavy weight. Their moans were mournful. Their faces were broken, battered and blackened with dirt. Their eyes were emotionless, pale yellow-green and bulging, and they appeared to glow. They stopped inches away from the bars and remained still for several minutes.

John remembered being that close to them before, but he never had the opportunity to truly study them in such detail.

Inexplicably calm, John said in a low voice, "See how grotesque they are, Captain, how lifeless and mindless they act, as though they were driven by some outside force? Like some mad puppeteer was forcing them to make all those random movements."

The captain nodded. "Their eyes are the worst. Eerily dead but glowing."

"What's worse is the mad puppeteer who's making them kill senselessly."

"I wonder if these creatures were created to be the guardians of the cities. And now without their masters, they have gotten out of control."

Suddenly, as one, the creatures turned and shuffled off, down the tunnel where the rest of their crew went.

The captain snapped up her communicator.

"Nathan, can you read me?"

Crackle.

She tried again. Nothing. "Damn it! Why won't they answer?"

"Maybe they're preoccupied by...?"

The sound of approaching creatures grew louder. Which side of the bars? They couldn't tell.

"Let's go!"

* * *
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With the tunnels well-lit now, they found they could spot the creatures sooner and plan their path accordingly. The creatures moved slowly, so they had enough time to modify their route to avoid them. The only problem was they didn't know where they were going. They felt they were aimlessly wandering the crisscrossing tunnels. Since they hadn't heard from Nathan after they had separated, they were not receiving periodic updates on their position. The captain feared the worst, but never voiced her concerns.

Eventually, they ran up against a wall of closing bars as they were outrunning some creatures not far behind them. They had nowhere else to go. A confrontation was imminent.

Captain Grimm and John stood their ground, facing the oncoming, slow-moving creatures. They pulled their weapons out and waited.

"John, you were closest to them when we had our first encounter. What do you think is the most effective way to disable them?"

"First, aim for their legs. If they drop and can't get up, they're less dangerous. If they're right on top of you, aim for their face. Any place else does not stop them."

They waited.

The captain muttered, "We wouldn't have lost the others if we saw them coming ahead of time, if we had the light, if they didn't have the advantage of surprise. Damn it!"

Three creatures moved down the tunnel slowly and steadily toward them, closer, closer. Their horrific, pitiful moans grew louder, louder.

"If we can drop all of them," said the captain, "we should be able to easily run past them."

"Sounds like a plan, captain." John's voice cracked with his growing anxiety. "Well, no use waiting any longer. Let's get this over with."

John let out a shout. He took off running, firing as he went. The captain jumped to attention and wasn't too far behind him. They brought down one, then two. The third, a burlier one, kept moving despite having sustained several strikes to his legs.

Cursing as he approached it, John fired two more shots into its ankles. It wavered and began to fall. Like a madman, John kept running and tried to dodge around the falling creature just as it reached out and grabbed at him. It caught his arm and caused him to stumble. Both hit the floor hard.

Having lost its grip on John's arm, it grabbed his leg. Panicking, John kicked and screamed, struggling to break free from its tight grasp and crawl away.

Captain Grimm stopped several yards back, took aim, and fired at the creature's gruesome face. It floundered a while, waving its arms and eventually let go of John's leg.

She ran up and helped John to his feet. Then they took off down the tunnel. As they ran, the captain realized she saw no blood or any other kind of alien fluid coming from any of their inflictions on these ungodly creatures.

After several minutes, they spotted another group of creatures ahead of them. They were able to easily reach a side tunnel before they reached them. They continued to sprint as they turned to the right down the side tunnel.

A few minutes later, John said, "I have to take a break, Captain."

They stopped and dropped to the floor.

Captain Grimm said, "We can't keep up this pace forever, even with our suit enhancements. We have to find a way out of here."

John leaned forward, his eyes growing larger. "Wait a minute. Why didn't I think of this before? Listen. Someone or something turned the power back on in the tunnels, right?"

"Right."

"I bet there's some way to electronically open those doors now. Now that we have power..."

The captain's face lit up. "Of course! That makes sense. We need to find one of those ladders."

"Then we can leave those damn zombies to roam these tunnels all they want."

"Right. And quit calling them zombies."

"I call them as I see them, Captain."

After a few minutes, they started out again. It seemed to take forever to find a ladder. When they finally spotted one, the captain ran ahead and scaled the ladder two rungs at a time. She tried the door latch. Still locked. She searched for some kind of unlocking mechanism. In the meantime, John looked around the base of the ladder for a door control.

"Nothing recognizable as a control mechanism. There is a small light on the door that I never noticed before."

"That must mean it's enabled. But how do we open it?"

"It might require some kind of key card for user authentication."

"Yeah, just what I was thinking."

"So how do we get one?"

In the silence that followed, they heard the all too familiar sound of the groaning creatures in the distance.

John spoke softly, as though he didn't want to wake the dead, "If what I'm thinking is correct, I believe that these creatures are all that's left of the population of these cities, all brought down by some horrible apocalypse, whether by disease or chemical warfare or whatever. These are the survivors. They are less than what they once were, barely alive or truly the walking dead. Whatever the case, they are not what they used to be. It doesn't matter. We see what they are. Something we don't want to become. I pray to God that they are not contagious. I have already been touched by one."

John held up his arm, his ripped shirt exposing his skin.

The captain's eyes grew wide.

He continued, "But there is one thing they have that I think we do want."

"What would that be?"

"A key card to get us out of here."

At that moment, a wall of bars began sliding down behind them. After a moment's hesitation, John leaped to the other side of the bars before they hit the floor.

"What are you doing?" the captain shouted as she hurried down the ladder.

The bars slammed down. Captain Grimm and John stared at each other from opposite sides of the bars.

In a low tone, the captain said, "Why did you do that?"

"We need to get a key card or whatever their authentication device is from one of those creatures. I've already been touched by them, so I hereby volunteer for the assignment. I'm sorry I acted impulsively, Captain. I didn't have time to ask for your permission."

Captain Grimm didn't know how to respond. She knew she should be angry. And she was. But John's selfless act made the captain hesitate to chastise him.

"And maybe the key card could open these bars as well."

"That would be good news for me. Then I would feel free to express my irritation for what you just did. However, for now, I'll simply thank you for volunteering for this assignment."

"You're welcome, Captain.”

A familiar voice cried out from behind the captain. At the far end of the tunnel Nathan, Alicia, and Mya came into view. Nathan was in the lead calling out to them. They were all happily running, like children long separated from their parents.

Nathan said, "Captain, we lost communication with you. Our communicators all died. But we were still able to keep track of you with your tracking device. We were finally able to connect back up with you."

Mya said, "How did you get yourself behind those bars, John?"

As they approached, they noticed the creatures shambling down the tunnel towards John.

Captain Grimm quickly explained the situation to them. Afterwards, everyone drew their weapons and waited for the creatures. There were four of them approaching.

John said, "Do you notice two of them have chains around their necks with a pentagonal pendant? Maybe that's the access key card we're looking for. I'll check their pockets and other places, too. All we have to do is incapacitate them and keep them down long enough for me to search them."

The captain said, "I wish we were with you."

"You will be. All of you will be fighting with me."

"Stay to the left side as much as you can so you won't accidentally get in our line of fire."

The creatures were only a dozen yards away now. Their death-like appearance was grisly, unnatural, and shocking. Everyone grew tense. John felt himself trembling. Warm sweat cascaded down his face. His nerves were nearly shot. He had to shake it off! Focus! He was a highly trained fighting machine. Why did these creatures reduce him to such cowardice? That was the real reason he separated himself to face the alien zombies up close and personal. It was personal. He had to prove to himself that he could face them without fear and loathing as he was trained to do.

"Aim for their heads and legs," said the captain. "We need to make them immobile as quickly as possible. On my signal."

The next seconds were torture. The damn things were so damnably slow!

"Now!"

The next minutes went by in a blur of laser blasts and surreal horror. For a time, it seemed the creatures were not going to go down. They moved relentlessly, ominously, undaunted, unfazed by the blasts that ripped into their legs, thighs and faces. John backed against a wall as he continued to fire. He grabbed one creature and violently slammed it into the bars, igniting a shower of sparks. The creature trembled and dropped like a rock.

Another creature grabbed John and he struggled to get loose from its vice-like grip. His crewmates concentrated all their firepower on the beast that was assaulting John and, in short order, it fell. The last two soon followed it to the floor. And then it was over.

The whole battle lasted no more than three or four minutes. But it seemed much longer.

John frantically searched through the clothing of the fallen creature that had accosted him. He pulled a round disk out of a shredded shirt pocket and held it up. It glistened in the tunnel’s bright overhead lights.

If this was what they needed to get out of this pit of hell, now they would have to figure out how it worked!

Nathan said, "Let me take a look."

As John handed the disk to Nathan through the bars, Alicia noticed his arm was bleeding. She said, "You're hurt." She reached for her Medipack unit. She did the best she could treating his wound through the bars. She directed him on how to administer the antibiotics, ointments, and bandaging.

Nathan said, "I think all we need to do is scan this disk in front of some kind of electromagnetic reader. We just have to find out where that reader is."

Everybody looked for something that looked like a device for scanning cards. Since these aliens seemed to have technologies similar to theirs, they hoped the search would be straightforward. However, they couldn't find anything remotely plausible as any kind of scanning device.

The captain tried moving the disk around the outside of the door, up and down the ladder, along the walls, and around the bars. The others searched every conceivable nook and cranny. They found nothing.

While they were searching, the creatures continued to moan and squirm and try to get back on their feet. So far, their struggles were futile. John leaned against a wall far away from them, hoping to avoid their notice. When the others were about ready to give up their searching, John decided to rummage through the clothing of the electrocuted creature again. Still nothing.

Then he announced, "I'm going to examine one of the other creatures." He heaved forward and dragged himself along the floor with his hands.

Captain Grimm said, "It's too dangerous. They're still pretty active."

He kept moving.

The captain approached the bars.

"John."

"I'll be careful, Captain. It occurred to me that maybe the electric current burnt out the device."

He crawled close to the least active of the writhing creatures. He stopped just beyond the reach of its thrashing arms. The beast was relentless, continuously flailing its arms and legs about. It never seemed to tire. Unlike John himself, who felt completely exhausted.

Taking a deep breath, he lunged out and grabbed one of its arms. He held onto it tightly. He felt it struggle to get loose from his grip. While he held on with one arm, he gradually moved his other arm forward and reached into the pocket of its shredded shirt. As his fingers fumbled in the pocket, his eyes were suddenly attracted toward something unusual on the palm of the hand that still thrashed back and forth.

He grabbed the hand. In order to hold onto the hand, he had to let go of the other arm and move out of the way. The creature tried to lunge at him. He let go of the hand, punched the creature's face, effectively slamming it back down to the floor, and grabbed the floundering hand once more. He looked more closely at the palm and noticed a short metal band with several circular indentations that was somehow fastened to the hand. He let out a "Whoop" and, without thinking, grabbed and ripped the band off its palm.

"This is it!" he hollered.

Again, the creature lunged at him, this time biting into his shoulder. John howled and punched the creature again and again until it let go and dropped. He hastily crawled away from the creature toward the bars.

"What did you find?" said Nathan.

"The disk was a false alarm. This has to be it."

He held out the thin metal band toward Nathan.

"Notice the round indentations. They wore it on their wrist and pressed the indentations with their fingers. It sticks tightly to the flesh, must be a special glue. See what you can do with it."

After Nathan took the band, John collapsed to the floor.

Alicia said, "Are you alright?"

"Just tired." His shoulder was bleeding. "Don't worry about me. See if you can get it to work."

Nathan attached the band to his wrist and tried various combinations of the three buttons. After a few attempts, he finally made the bars slide up. Everyone cheered. Alicia ran over to attend to John. Eventually Nathan was able to pop open the door above them.

"Hallelujah!" said John and then he passed out.

Darkness...

* * *
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... Light.

Light seeped into the darkness. John stirred. When his eyes fully focused, he realized he was in the Med Unit back on the ship. He never felt so glad to be in a Med Unit bed in his entire life.

Captain Sasha Grimm and Alicia stood at the foot of his bed.

He grinned.

"So how are you feeling?" asked the captain.

"Could be better. Sore all over. Otherwise I feel pretty damn happy to get out of those tunnels."

"Lt. Berson's team turned on the power for us. They found a problem at the power station and were able to turn on the city power."

"Find any survivors yet?"

"No. I think you had a plausible theory. Those pitiful creatures in the tunnels – those are the survivors, if you can call them that. Whether living or...whatever."

Mya and Nathan walked in.

Alicia said, "We're still trying to find the cause of this mass massacre of a whole civilization. We need to know in case we have to deal with it ourselves. So far we've been monitoring you and others, and everyone seems to be doing okay for now."

Mya said, "We've been doing a lot of praying."

Nathan said cheerfully, "I'm sure we'll find the cause and a cure. Our ship is equipped with the latest analytic devices, advanced nanobot tools, bio-remedial on-demand injectables, as well as top notch scientific minds. Isn't that right, Alicia?"

Alicia smiled slightly and blushed.

At that moment a petite, dark-haired young nurse came into the room.

"I'm your day nurse, Cassandra. It's time to take your vitals, John."

"Yes, ma'am."

"How did you sleep last night?"

"Good, I guess. I don't remember a thing."

"The night nurse said you were moving around and moaning most of the night."

They all exchanged glances.

Alicia said, "Uh, better keep sending up those prayers, Mya."

The End
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Church Plant

By Josh Strnad
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St. Peter Presbyterian Church would have looked idyllic with its red brick walls and high, pointed steeple, if not for the giant plant that had broken through its roof. The two-yard thick stem towered over the building like Jack’s fabled beanstalk. Massive purple leaves spread to the sunshine, bulbous pods the size of watermelons dangled from wide branches, and orange, saccharine-scented flowers filled the air with pollen. Green tendrils thick as air ducts snaked from shattered stained-glass windows into the surrounding parking lot, playground, and cemetery.

Marine Colonel Helen Gates surveyed the scene through a pair of binoculars, squinting in the Florida sunshine. It was peaceful enough at the moment, beautiful in its alien way, but the quicker those scientists got what they were there for and left the better. She could make out a few bodies lying about the yard — no doubt idiots who had wanted a closer look, an Instagram photo, or even a clipping to plant in a pot at home. Thank God civilians had finally been ordered to evacuate the surrounding city.

It had hardly been four days since the meteor had crashed into the city of Rockledge through St. Peter’s roof — just one hundred and three hours for the seed it carried to take root and grow to the towering monstrosity before them. Whatever world it came from, Earth’s environment proved fertile ground for it. Helen’s job, as well as that of her hand-picked platoon, was to make sure it didn’t also prove welcoming.

But the government had ordered her to wait, at least until they’d put together a team to get a core sample. Even though she had no background in biology, Helen had to acknowledge the reasoning behind such an order; the undisputable discovery of alien plant life could not pass without taking full academic advantage of it. However, the thing’s shocking growth rate and the subsequent discovery of its potent, psychoactive pollen proved enough reason to get rid of it as soon as possible. 

“Gas masks on,” she commanded. Master Gunnery Sergeant Parker shouted the order down the line. Seventy Marines and the five biologists they were escorting obeyed. Helen motioned to her troops and the sound of marching feet and the rumble of light armored vehicles disturbed the still air.

Some Marines carried their standard 243 Saw machine guns. Others carried flame throwers with backpack fuel tanks. All carried axes. Four LAVs accompanied them, two fitted with high-powered pumps and strong hoses rigged up to tanks of poison so harsh it made Agent Orange look like Weed-B-Gon. No one knew what would kill this thing, but kill it they would, once the biologists had taken their sample.

They were about fifty feet from the edge of the church property when Simmons began laughing hysterically. Either his gas mask was defective, or the fool hadn’t properly sealed it. He stumbled, then collapsed, clutching his sides in a fit of giggles. Helen swore and dashed to his side. “On your feet, Lance Corporal!” 

He only laughed harder. At Helen’s direction, two medics lifted him on a stretcher and rushed him to one of the LAVs.

“Go do your thing,” Helen told Andrew Maxwell, head of the biologists. 

Maxwell gestured to his team, and they proceeded forward with their equipment – three round saws to bore into the side of the plant and extract cylinders from its core. Maxwell had also confessed they hoped for samples of its blooms and leaves, provided they were low enough to collect. Otherwise, they would have to wait till the plant was dead. The US government had agreed to turn any remains over to research teams at Harvard, Stanford, and Yale.

Helen watched their progress into the church via a synchronized video feed from a body cam she’d insisted Maxwell wear. The building’s interior was a shamble, as she had expected, a mess of splintered wood, plaster, shingles, and dirt. Its generic gray and blue speckled carpet was strewn with hymnals, Bibles, and broken pews. Shafts of sunlight streaked through a fog of dust and pollen.

It was impossible to miss the plant; it nearly took up the entire building. Its base was yellow and bulbous, the size of an inflated hot air balloon, descending into the splintered floor. There was no telling how deep the roots went.

The team approached with their equipment and set up, opening coolers ready to pack the sample in ice once it was collected, then got to work with their coring tools. In a whirr of motors and spinning blades, the saws penetrated the skin, drawing a gummy amber sap. In milliseconds, the sap gushed from every cut in the plant’s surface. Three of the scientists were immediately coated in it. The sap hardened instantly, freezing them in place like bronze statues. Maxwell and Shapiro rushed to their colleagues’ aid, but they, too, were coated in a second burst of the fluid. The screen on Helen’s tablet went golden, as if the camera was coated in honey, and moved no more. She swore under her breath. 

“Colonel Gates, Ma’am!” Master Gunnery Sergeant Parker pointed, but he needn’t have bothered. She could see as well as anyone that the plant was moving.

Its green trunk swayed without any wind, as though dancing to unheard music. Its branches and leaves looked like upraised hands. The Marines were silent. “Squads spread out,” Helen said.

Seventy voices shouted “Oorah!” and the platoon split into five squads, one LAV in each.

Helen gestured ahead, and Gunnery Sergeant Parker shouted the order to “Forward March!”

“Aye Master Gunns, Forward March!” the troops repeated. They began closing in on their target.

The first pod hit the ground before anyone noticed it was falling. It landed right in front of Squad Four in a burst of bright pink juice. Where it hit, the grass immediately turned a deeper shade of green and shot up a foot. Helen looked up at the branches overhead pitching violently, raining pods in every direction. “Hold your ground!” she commanded. They held.

One pod landed in the middle of Squad Two but bounced harmlessly rather than breaking open. Another’s juice splattered up on the side of Squad Five’s LAV, and thick yellow smoke arose from the points of impact, accompanied by a hissing, crackling noise. A scattering of holes appeared, making its armor plating look like Swiss cheese. Yet another pod broke open in the center of Squad Three’s LAV, spraying in every direction. Its juice ate a four-foot hole through the steel plating in a matter of seconds. Sergeant Castillo, its driver, screamed bloody murder, then went silent. The vehicle rolled on aimlessly for about twenty feet before stopping in a cloud of yellow smoke.

“Go!” Helen roared. Her troops raced forward, dodging pods now falling like a barrage of water balloons. Patches of grass rose on all sides, wherever one broke open. The vine-like tendrils sticking out of the church windows began to throb in time with the cadence of their footfalls, at last pulling up from the earth in a roil of dirt, stone, and broken concrete. They waved about like snakes tasting the air for the scent of prey.

A falling pod exploded near Squad One, catching three Marines in its spray. Private Dawkins, covered in pink juice, fell immediately, howling. Her uniform and body armor dissolved like tissue paper and her flesh, where it wasn’t immediately eaten down to the bone, bubbled and foamed. She was dead within seconds. Winston and Coombs, who had only been hit by a few drops, screamed in pain and fury, breaking formation and tearing off their smoking uniforms and gas masks. After inhaling a few lungfuls of pollen-heavy air, though, their curses turned to chuckles. They fell to the ground in their skivvies, braying mad hyena laughter.

Colonel Gates gritted her teeth. “Poison teams, Squads One and Four, you’re up! All others, stay alert and take evasive action!” Parker repeated her order, shouting so all could hear. How many times had the two of them been in combat together, Helen mused. Twenty? Thirty? In all the time she had known him, he never seemed to go hoarse, never seemed to tire. 

The LAVs belonging to Squads One and Four stopped about two hundred feet from the church building on opposite sides. Bowdich, Clarke, Monroe, and Kilman leapt into action, unrolling rubber-covered fire hoses and opening lever-operated valves. The pressure pumps roared to life, so loud Helen could barely hear herself think.

The tendrils whipped through the air so fast Helen could feel the wind they generated. One glanced off the top of Squad One’s LAV. The Marines ducked to avoid being hit, then dove out of the way as the same tendril slammed down from above. Corporal Monroe, always a quick thinker, buried his axe in it. Thick sap-like pus dribbled from the severed end and it curled toward the church, no longer lashing.

Jets of milky fluid shot from the hose nozzles with such pressure that three Marines needed to hold each to properly aim them above the building’s roof. They drenched the plant’s leaves and trunk. Where the poison hit its mark, though, the plant flushed a deeper, richer shade of green. Fresh branches split off from the point of impact, growing a foot each second. More buds appeared along the new branches, exploding in puffs of yellow pollen to bloom with new flowers. The plant stretched even higher toward the heavens.

Helen groaned and made a slashing motion across her throat. Parker caught her eye. “Turn the hoses off, Marines,” he bellowed. “Turn them off! We’re feeding it!”

“Aye, Gunny!” Kilman and Monroe responded, acting as quick as they spoke to flip switches. The pumps went silent as quickly as they had started, and the poison flow from the hoses slowed to a weak trickle. The damage was already done, though. With a mighty crash, the heavy double front doors of the church burst off their hinges as fresh green shoots emerged. One coiled itself around the LAV with Squad Four, crushing it like an empty soda can. Its poison tank burst and gallons of toxins poured onto the concrete. Another tendril slammed into Squad one, knocking two Marines aside like rag dolls. They landed thirty feet away with a sickening crunch and did not get up.

“Poison Squads retreat! Squad Two advance!” Helen rubbed her sleeve against her gas mask goggles to clear away pollen dust. It left greasy streaks behind.

Squad Two ran forward amid a fresh hail of pods as Squads One and Four pulled back. Each Marine carried a flame thrower which could blast a jet of burning fuel up to one hundred and fifty feet. Without waiting for further instruction, they opened fire. Huge balls of orange flame streaked across the churchyard. A wave of intense heat seared Helen even where she stood, and she held a hand up to shield her face. 

The plant shrieked with a noise that reminded Helen of the creaking and groaning of a wooden dock, of the tearing of fibers in a falling tree, of the whistle of steam from boiling sap escaping from a campfire log, but much louder and shriller than any of those. Private Browning dropped her flamethrower and collapsed to her knees with her hands over her ears. After a couple seconds, Smollett and Harker did the same. Blood trickled from under their fingers. Helen yelled for them to stand up, to keep fighting, but they didn’t hear her.

Others, though, held their ground, relentlessly shooting jets of flame toward the plant. The church roof caught fire, and the steeple crashed to the earth in a shower of sparks. The charred edges of the plant blistered and split, outer layers curling and peeling away to reveal fresh, cream-colored flesh beneath. The central stem writhed and twisted, beating itself against the edges of its confine. An entire wall broke down, bricks tumbling into a red, dusty heap, revealing the plant’s base through the hole. The massive bulb throbbed and pulsed, slowly expanding and contracting as if it breathed.

“Burn it!” roared Parker. “Roast it like an onion!” The troops obeyed, turning their flamethrowers from the blackened upper branches to converge on the base. The plant squealed and crackled. Burning leaves, big as billboards, drifted down, starting fires wherever they landed. Gates and Parker dashed away just in time to avoid being hit by one of them. It broke apart in a burst of red-orange sparks.

When Helen looked back up at the flamethrower troops, the earth was shifting under the Marines. The pavement cracked. Before Helen could register what was happening, a tangle of roots broke through the soil and wrapped itself around Lance Corporal Payne’s legs. She tried to shake the roots off, but they held tight, dragging her legs down into the dirt below. The more she struggled, the deeper she seemed to sink, first to her waist, then to her chest. Dropping her flamethrower, she clawed at the grass, trying to find purchase. A moment later, all that remained above ground were her abandoned flamethrower and a patch of freshly overturned dirt. Horrified, Helen watched seven more men and women disappear in a matter of seconds, pulled down into graves of loose soil, pebbles, and asphalt.

The plant continued burning and screeching for a few seconds after the first wave of flamethrowers stopped. “Squad Five, advance!” Helen ordered. Half the group obeyed; the rest seemed frozen in place. 

“Did you not hear, Marines?” Gunnery Sergeant Parker roared, “Kill!” 

That woke them up. “Yes, Sir,” they said, snapping out of their shock and racing forward.

They never got close enough to burn the plant a second time. Soil-covered roots grabbed them one by one, dragging them deep into the earth. Helen’s heart sank. Davis, Wallace, Russell, Chan, McMurray, Privates, Corporals, Sergeants, all dead.

Or were they? To the left of the church, a mound of earth suddenly broke open and Private First Class Erickson crawled out, streaked with soil. His gas mask had fallen off, and his face had gone deathly pale, spiderwebbed with green veins. A few feet away from him, Private Murphy climbed up from the earth as well. Staff Sergeant Russell emerged next, his jacket hanging in shreds.

Wherever a troop had been dragged under, he or she now rose again, pale, green-veined, and expressionless. Thin vine-like strands hung off them from behind like electrical cords powering automata. The men and women looked spiny as well, like living, moving cacti, each covered in sharp thorns protruding through their uniforms.

Private First Class Chan, covered in spikes and trailing a thin vine from the back of his skull, stumbled forward, jerking and twitching. He picked up a dropped flamethrower, its pilot light still burning, turned back toward the troops, and released a jet of flame into the midst of Squad One.

Corporal Thackery ran ten feet, engulfed in flame, before falling. The remaining Marines shot back with their machine guns. Chan tumbled backward, hit by no less than fifteen bullets. Then his body swelled and erupted in a burst of green fluid. Four Marines fell immediately, spurting gouts of blood as two-inch thorns flew every direction with the force of shrapnel. Bowdich was hit in the throat, Snyder in the forehead. Monroe and Johnson were luckier, wounded only in the arm and the hip.

“Hold your fire!” Helen shouted, as plant-controlled Wallace also exploded, taking down two more Marines with high-speed thorn projectiles. But even as she said it, she knew they could not hold for long, nor could she ask her troops to continue fighting against such odds. As far as she was concerned, there was only one option left. “Retreat!” she called. “Regroup!” Even as the rest of her troops obeyed, led by their squad leaders, Parker dashed forward of his own accord, unlistening, running into the fray.

“Master Guns,” Helen shouted, “Stand down! Retreat!” He continued to ignore her, climbing to the top of the nearest LAV and taking hold of the MK 19 Belt-fed grenade launcher on its roof. Aiming straight at the base of the plant, he began to fire.

The grenades hit their mark with deadly accuracy. Bricks, mortar, wood, and drywall flew, but so did pieces of the plant, shredded from the force of the explosions. It shrieked as if enraged, but Parker responded with his own enraged roar. The plant-controlled Marines turned their flamethrowers upon the LAV, but still Parker stood, his hand clamped on the trigger, pumping round after round of 40 mm grenades into the plant. He continued firing till he was so engulfed in smoke and flames that Helen could no longer see him. Then, the burning LAV exploded, the remaining grenades on board bursting in the heat like a string of black cats on the Fourth of July. Helen turned away, shielding her face. Her eyes stung, and not just from the smoke. “Semper Fi, old friend,” she whispered.

A cheer went up from the remaining Marines. At last, one by one, the plant-controlled Marines began to drop, their green-veined bodies seeming to deflate as if drained of fluid. The plant itself slumped forward, smoke pouring from its blackened base. Then, with a final ripping, tearing crash, it fell.

The troops cheered again. A breeze carried ashes, pollen, bits of fabric, and scraps of paper from torn Bibles up into the sky, soft and silent as snow.

Something else also drifted with them. Thousands of little pink fluff balls, a quarter-inch in diameter, rose from the dead plant, carried on the wind with the pages of scripture. One landed on Helen’s shoulder and she brushed it off, panicked. Where it landed on the ground, a green sprout immediately appeared. Before a minute had passed, as she watched in unbelieving horror, it had already grown to over a foot tall.

Helen looked up at the sky, thick with spores drifting north and south, east and west, landing and growing wherever the wind would take them, wherever the soil was fertile.

The End 
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Waiting on Redmarch

by Eric Del Carlo
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Naturally, I just had to be on hand to witness the murder. Because what's a field assignment without an undue complication?

It happened in one of the low-ceilinged spice-reeking saloons. I heard the sharp scrape of a foot on the gritty floor, a sound which immediately registered as movement with violent intent. I looked up from my bowl of opiate-swimming broth and saw the sudden jumbling of shadows. What I had to do was not react. I didn't make a diving roll toward the action. I didn't sprint for the exit behind me. I kept my stool. And appeared bemused. Oh my, what shenanigans are afoot now?

There I was still sitting when the constabulary arrived. They locked down the scene. By then the body had been given clear space on the floor, amidst the tumbled tables and broken crockery. A Gorthainian had been killed. Stabbed. With intent; also, with a Gorthainian ceremonial knife. The perpetrator, it seemed, had fled.

I lit a spicestem and waited to be questioned, without seeming to wait, or care, or really even notice that much of anything untoward had occurred.

"When are you going to let them start serving again?" I asked with an insouciant grimace when it was my turn for questioning. I showed the two my empty broth bowl.

The two were Xygammar, the native constable, and a human woman I didn't know, who introduced herself as Kander—actually, as "Liaison Commissioner Kander." It was a title I'd never heard before.

I blew spiced smoke toward the stained ceiling immediately overhead. Xygammar asked the questions. I gave him a self-involved inebriate's account of the murderous episode. In other words: I hadn't seen nuthin'.

Xygammar was an old hand. He had worked this shabby quarter where the ships came in for decades and had classified me as an impotent lush with a colorful mouth the first time we met.

"Wait, please, Constable Xygammar-llom." Kander stepped nearer. I caught her clean cool scent through the stale saloon smells. That "llom" she'd spoken was an unnecessary formality. Xygammar seemed to be suffering its quaint use with quiet amusement. "I think he knows something," Kander said.

I grinned ferally. "I know that people used sheep dung for contraception in the Dark Ages. Would you like to hear the particulars?"

Xygammar chuckled in the Gorthainian manner and hustled Kander along. But I had seen the three tiny jewels embedded in the orbit of her right eye.

The biggest problem with being in the field too long? You get too good. Too expert. Too able to read everybody and everything. It reaches a saturation level, where you look too deep because you can, and then everyone appears to be a threat. Or no one does.

The body had been removed, and the saloon resumed normal operations. I ordered another bowl of drugged broth, just for appearances of course. Conversation around me was all about the murder, which had injected excitement into the day. Nobody had the story right, not even those who'd been standing next to the victim.

A human had killed the Gorthainian, and it had been done in ritualistic native fashion. A vendetta. It was a minor spectacle, a small dirty crime; and yet it moved me on some level. In the vast shadow of impending loss of life on the grandest scale imaginable, I was feeling vestigial pity for a single being.

I sat on my stool and continued my mission. I was only on the planet to watch a bolt hole. It was about all I was good for anymore.

* * *
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The murals popped up. They were on crumbling walls lining the dusty streets. They were made to look old, like they'd been there since time immemorial. Scenes of Redmarch were captured, in a style that reminded me of Turner. Epic landscapes buttered in atmospheric light. It made the gruesome depictions of Redmarch all the more stirring, and disturbing.

Redmarch was trying to happen again. Obviously, a few somebodies were making an effort to help it out.

But that wasn't even the most interesting thing occurring on Gorthain. The humans who had settled on the world had been systematically appropriating the native culture. It's some weird primal impulse in the species, exacerbated by humanity's entry two centuries ago into the expansive Galactic Cooperation. Now they had a panoply of exotic civilizations to plunder, as far as "benign" cultural appropriation went. I felt some empathy for them (after all, I'm human too), but they were just asking for it on Gorthain.

My assignment meant a lot of just being present. Haunt the outdoor cafes, ghost the taverns around the port. Sounds like hard work, huh? Well, the Agency didn't want anybody here who was too eager to do something. I could act the rumpled expatriate in neo-linen, sweating through his shirt as he bleared along day after day in the unsavory local ambience.

I was so there I was all but invisible.

The marketplace bustled, as marketplaces the galaxy over tended to. Conspicuously unnoticeable, I slipped in among the hagglers and vendors, the fencers and lightfingers. Merchandise moved. And so did information, and I was sure to glean my share of it.

There was no sign yet of the personage I was on the lookout for. A sign might never come. The target individual might not come this way, might not make any move at all. Another agent would boil and froth at the lack of activity. I was content to stew in my own juices.

Lots of Gorthainian "artifacts" were on sale, the term stretched to absurdity. The indigenous craftsbeingship was, I suppose, eye-catching. Certainly, there was a flair to the woodworking, the ceramics, the textiles. All of that, the good stuff and the cheap knock-offs, could be found in the maze of stalls.

But the transactions were tense. Local hard-liners harassed those who sold "sacred" objects willy-nilly. Oblivious humans aggravated the situation with every item of legitimate cultural significance they casually purchased.

Some of my people had fallen in love with Gorthainian culture. They didn't understand that you didn't love a culture. You got born into it and suffered its peculiarities and foibles; or you admired another's culture from afar, wistfully, and studied it, and squirreled away a few of its kitschy articles for your own diversion.

What one didn't – shouldn't – do was to acquire the accoutrements and adopt the intrinsic ways of said culture...and then flaunt all that right under the noses (or whatever analogous facial feature best suited the metaphor) of said native race. Most especially when one's own species was johnny-come-lastly to the great intragalactic shindig.

Being two hundred years in the Galactic Cooperation was not impressive. The sentient – and droll as hell – whale-like beings on Ommkomp took that long to give birth, when it was an easy birth.

Of course, calling it a Galactic Cooperation was, these days, its own piece of irony. As precarious as the situation was on Gorthain, things were worse elsewhere, for reasons more complex and volatile than mere cultural appropriation by human beings. The galaxy was creaking and groaning toward war. It was why reminders of Redmarch were cropping up everywhere.

I was carelessly perusing an array of gaudy flagons at a stall when someone approached. I smiled blearily at her.

"Mx. Lowry," she said.

"You can call me Mr. I have the proper genitalia for it. Need I prove it?"

"Mr. Lowry." Humorless.

"Commissioner Kander." We faced each other.

She wore the same dark suit as yesterday, which made it a uniform. The three tiny jewels below her right eye had been drilled into the bone. It was how a sect of Gorthainian philosopher-warriors had once adorned themselves. She could probably quote their mystic books chapter and verse. It didn't make her one of them, though.

"I wonder if you've had a chance to reconsider what you saw yesterday," she said.

"I have. And I believe Bymgozzl was dealing from the bottom when he drew the Cup of Tempests in the fourth span. I presume you're empowered to arrest the cheating bastard?"

"Does that get tiring?"

"What?"

"The way you present yourself."

I tugged at the front of my sticky shirt, keeping the smarmy look on my face; but it was the first time I liked this woman a little. "It's exhausting," I said.

"I would like to see this killer brought to justice."

"Because...?"

"Because it's a crime!" It was nice to get a rise out of her. At that same moment a commotion started somewhere behind me. Voices were raised.

Blandly I said, "I mean, you want justice – why? Are you working with the constabulary? In what capacity? What is a Liaison Commissioner, anyway?" As a field agent, these were questions I wanted answers to. But the persona I was playing couldn't push for them.

She looked past me, suppressing an exasperated expression. One of the native purists was screaming at a local vendor for selling goods to humans. It was a big busy multicultural galaxy, and everybody in the Galactic Cooperation seemed to be finding reasons to hate one another lately.

It was how wars began, even without the ancient specter of Redmarch being deliberately summoned.

"A Liaison Commissioner," Kander said, "tries to ease relations between peoples who have every reason to be compatible." I'd hoped to find out if she had any actual authority, or if Xygammar was just putting up with her; but she left it at that.

I shrugged grandly and started to step past her.

"Please," she said, with a hint of true emotion in her voice. "Did you see anything yesterday?"

I paused. "What the hell makes you think I would have?" It was a little true emotion of my own. I didn't like her singling me out.

"One of the stories about you is that you are a former mercenary. Or a pirate. Or a smuggler. At any rate, someone who might once have had...certain skills. With good skills come good eyes."

I had disinformed any and all who would listen about my past. Someone like me wouldn't ever tell the same story twice, not unless it meant a free round.

I wasn't going to tell her about the vendetta trappings of the murder. Between her and Xygammar, they should damn well have figured that out by now. Quietly I said, "Look to one of your compatible humans, Mx. Kander." Then, because I had to keep it obnoxious: "Or should I address you as Commissioner Kander? Or is it Kander-llom?" I made the antique Gorthainian formalization of her name sound like the ridiculous mockery it ultimately was.

On my way out of the marketplace, I heard the ruckus between the vendor and the hard-liner growing more verbally violent. They were probably waving pseudopods at each other by now. There was another mural on a wall at the edge of the market, the bloodthirsty painting of battle lacquered with ethereal light. It appeared aged, subliminally reminding all who saw it that Redmarch was entwined permanently and cyclically with the galaxy's history.

* * *
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There were four components to Redmarch. These events, according to historical legend, had to occur before galaxy-spanning war could commence. In canonical order they were:

A Royal must flee the throne.

A Lawmaker must betray the law.

A High Cleric must renounce the faith.

A Warlord must go mad.

Those four preconditions were seared into the galactic cultural psyche as the intractable telltales of the coming of Redmarch. It was a belief which had found its way into the civilizations of virtually every species within the Galactic Cooperation.

The worst thing about it was that Redmarch really had happened before this. War had torn through our galaxy. The last time it had occurred, humans had been observing the universe only with lizard brains because we'd still been lizards. But there were suggestions among truly primeval historical texts that a Redmarch had occurred even before that one.

The galaxy is old, and it has been populated a long, long time with space-faring species. And, apparently, war occasionally sweeps up all those worlds.

Of course, it was twaddle on the cosmic scale. A misplaced mystical relevance had been awarded those four events. But just look at that quartet, how vague the criteria is, how open to interpretation. I mean, find me a legislator who doesn't somehow "betray the law" in some fashion at some point.

The Agency for which I worked was interested in preventing Redmarch. Or at least in undoing the four conditions before they could be used by the political and military entities gearing up for conflict. A new Redmarch would cause untold death and destruction. It would also be the first one humans got dragged into. Personally, I didn't want to see that happen.

I was the only human employed by the Agency. The Agency does not exist. The Agency belongs to no culture or species. When the Galactic Cooperation rose over these past millennia, dedicated to peaceful advancement of all sentient races, so too had arisen the Agency, the unseen shadow of the Cooperation. The Agency wanted peace as well. It was just willing and able to use different means to achieve it.

Well hell. At least I had a tangible assignment. I was watching Gorthain, its port city, one of the routes Agency intelligence said a particular fleeing member of the Galactic Court might – might – use if she decided to pull a runner. It was better than trying to stop a warlord from going mad. Just how would one go about that, anyway?

But if the Agency took away the convenient signs of coming war, maybe we could stop the whole slaughterous thing from ever happening. It was worth a try, right?

* * *
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The next day Constable Xygammar arrested a Gorthainian for the saloon stabbing. The native in question was an ugly piece of work, responsible for a lot of local unhappiness, and no one was going to be sad to see his amorphous criminal ass taken off the street.

Only, Xygammar had arrested the wrong person, from the wrong species.

Much hullabaloo was made of the ceremonial knife and the fatal wounds to the victim which indicated a vendetta killing. The details which the constabulary released made for good distraction. No link between the perpetrator and victim was offered. No one official made mention of how skillful one needed to be to kill so quickly and accurately in the vendetta manner. Prymmor, the arrestee, was a worse drunkard than I was pretending to be. Not very steady with a blade.

Prymmor, however, had been in the saloon that day, though no one specifically remembered him being present at the time of the killing. No matter. Xygammar had chosen well. An old hand at this sort of work, indeed.

Days were long and dusty on Gorthain, but nights came eventually. I snuck out to a diner. As I huddled hungrily over a plate of local fare, I saw someone familiar sitting glumly on the other side of the eatery. When I finished my meal, I went over.

"I didn't think you ate, Mr. Lowry."

"Just enough to keep me occasionally upright and conscious, Mx. Kander," I said, still using the polite genderless address.

"Oh, it's Ms. I can prove it with my genitals. Isn't that what you told me?" I realized she was fairly inebriated.

She waved me into a seat. She was drinking a steaming beverage. I lit up a spicestem, even though I hated the damn things.

"You heard about the arrest," she said. Not a question.

"Xygammar knows his job."

"And that is?" An edge in her voice.

I maintained my easygoing air. "Keep the peace. At any cost."

She made a bitter sound. I wondered if this was her first big disillusionment. She looked young. Tonight, she wasn't wearing the dark suit. Her apparel was almost casual.

"What about justice?" she muttered.

"What about it?"

"You said it was a human who did the killing. A Gorthainian is in custody for it."

"Very plausibly in custody, I might add."

She glared. She was sick of my smarm. Not half so sick as I was. The killing in the saloon still bothered me on a...well, for want of a better term (maybe a much better one)...on a human level. "You used to be good at what you did," she said, "whatever that was. Didn't you?"

The question caught me. "Yes," I said, honestly.

"So, what happened?"

The Agency had recruited me in their secretive style. If I had turned them down, I wouldn't have known or been able to prove anything substantial about the organization. But their purpose had seized my imagination. I had dedicated myself immediately, honored to be the first human chosen to join the ranks.

So...what had happened to me?

"I got trigger shy," I said after a long moment. It was just cryptic enough to fit my assumed persona, and just truthful enough that I felt some small measure of relief to be communicating it with another being, a human being at that.

She started to say something curt, but her mouth froze, then softened. She gave me a sympathetic look instead. It touched me.

But she had asked me something personal, leaving open a reciprocal opportunity. I breathed out spiced smoke and jammed the 'stem butt into a receptacle on the table.

"How about you? Why the face jewelry? Why toss around musty native honorifics? You think Xygammar likes being called Xygammar-llom? You're probably making him feel like an antique." I tried not to sound too insufferable, but it wasn't easy.

She noisily drank her beverage. I wondered what sort of intoxicant she'd gotten into. There were so many choices in this sleazy port.

"I believe in the Gorthainian ways. I think it's a beautiful, rich, rewarding culture. Everything about it speaks to me."

I could have returned her a sympathetic look, expressing my understanding; instead I said, "Does it ever speak something like, `This isn't your culture, so get your hands off it'?"

I waited to get a hot beverage thrown on me. But she opted for a riposte with a little more dignity. "An old buccaneer like you just doesn't believe in the Galactic Cooperation's purpose, does he?" With that she quietly stormed out of the diner. I made sure she heard my grating laughter on her way out.

But it was a forced laugh, a worlds-weary one. The ultimate goal of the Cooperation might just be to produce a monotonous, harmless, unified civilization to inhabit this galaxy, where every species partook of the same cultural gimcracks and historic geegaws, where we were all truly one, with no traditions or customs to separate any from another.

But we were millennia away from that, if that was even where we should be heading. Meantime, peace among disparate star systems had to be maintained the old-fashioned way – through diplomacy, politics, negotiation, brinkmanship...and low-down dirty plays, which was where the Agency came in.

Kander had it wrong. I believed in the Cooperation's objective of peace. I believed in it so badly I might not be capable of killing again.

For if that wayward royal, about whom the Agency was so concerned, should bolt her throne and come this way, I would have to stop her. Before her absence was discovered and deemed proof of one of the signs of the coming of Redmarch.

I would have to stop her...by any means.

* * *
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Good eyes. I had those, like Kander had said. I'd seen a human kill a Gorthainian in the saloon, and do it vendetta style, because it was a vendetta. I'd been in this port long enough to know that the killer's family had settled here from Earth two generations ago, long enough to have become entangled in a blood feud with the dead native's clan because of a petty property dispute. Ideology had nothing to do with the murder, but Xygammar had – wisely – feared how local traditionalists would react to a human killing a Gorthainian.

Big ideals masking grubby hatreds. It was the strife presently gripping the whole galaxy writ small on these dusty streets. You didn't know whether to laugh or cry.

The local tension was about to erupt. My good eyes could see that too.

But I'd also received word, through the informal contacts I had made, that an unregistered ship was coming in. I hurried toward the port's landing bays, moving with a cold focus.

Halfway there, a detonation rocked the quarter. It shook the walls and sprayed shards of glass onto the streets. Oily smoke rose. Arms fire followed, the snap and jangle of dozens of different weapons. It was the rise of the ad hoc hard-liner army.

They couldn't have waited one more day, I thought bitterly. I dodged the gunfire, jackknifing toward cover. Gone was the inept souse, replaced by a field agent trained to a razor's edge in combat technique, and bio-weaponized to boot. A Gorthainian waddled around behind my cover, brandishing a rifle. I detached my weighted right thumbnail, flung out my arm, and let the monofilament line loop around the being's middle. Then I yanked, which popped the Gorthainian in two, and quick-spooled my thumbnail home.

I grabbed up the rifle, a cheap sports model, but only used it to club the next two antagonists I met. I kept moving toward the heart of the port. The air was thick with smoke and flying shells and plasma bursts. Whatever plan of attack this force had drawn up ahead of time had already gone by the wayside, as battle plans tended to. This, however, was a serious imbroglio. The hard-liners were shooting each other as often as humans.

Naturally, in all my bar-toddling I had mapped out the vicinity in my head. I dived and rolled from cover to cover, slipped down alleyways, tiger crawled over rooftops. I took out a group of would-be assailants who tried to corner me, pulling out one of my false molars and flicking the tiny powerful explosive into their midst. There was no sign of trigger shyness on my part after all. Perhaps I would have no trouble completing my mission.

I was making good time toward the landing bays. I heard the distant boom of a ship hitting atmo, a concussive sound distinct from the homemade explosives the Gorthainians were hurling into my favorite taverns and cafes. That was my ship up there, the ghost boat without any registry. Maybe it carried my stray royal.

The landing bays were within sight when I saw her. Not the princess who the Agency was afraid might flee her royal duties; but her, dear Ms. Liaison Commissioner, Kander-llom, herself.

She was out in the middle of the street, dust and smoke blowing around her. Her hands were raised, palms up, fingers spread. She wasn't surrendering or begging to be spared; she was pleading for a cease-fire, for a reprieve. For peace. I couldn't hear her words, but somehow the tone came through the cacophony, and I saw the desperate, earnest expression on her face. It was a rather nice face, at that.

I'd had to kill beings as an agent. Others I'd only been compelled by my orders to let die. Maybe I had been in on one too many deaths. Maybe ten too many. So rarely did I ever get to save any beings. Even just one.

I vaulted from cover. Somehow no one had shot her. I sprang into the street, tearing across, and hooked an arm about her midsection. She lifted easily, caught by surprise. Fresh cover was two bounding strides away.

But two different caliber shells from two directions struck me before I made it across the street. Even so, I reached cover and laid Kander down in safety. A dead Gorthainian was lying nearby – a few humans were firing back by now – and I snatched her weapon. I meted out the plasma blasts stingily since the gun's charge was low, but everything counted. No one was getting near us, so far. Maybe I could save her. Maybe I could save just one.

* * *
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I think the weapon is drained. I couldn't lift it again anyway. The fighting must be done or else shifted, or else Kander is just damned brave because she's gone and gotten me some broth from one of the saloons. I might have been asking for it repeatedly.

I might also have seen a woman go running past our position at some point. Her attire looked fancy and she wore a dismayed expression, the look of someone who is out of the fire and into a hotter fire. Or she could have been pure illusion.

I can't taste the opiate-laced broth, but its effects are welcome. Kander holds the bowl for me. She holds my head as well. I don't know what she's saying to me, but it sounds sincere. Tears glint in her eyes.

This last thing I'm seeing, though, I know this is illusion. Or I sure as hell hope it is. I see giant red feet, off in the smoky distance. Coming this way.

THE END 
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