
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
The Galactic Peace Committee


  In one universe, humanity conquers the stars. In another universe, humanity is overrun by monsters so evil that their very presence dims the light of the stars. In yet another universe, humanity is drawn into an endless battle for dominion over the galaxy.


  



  This is not one of those universes.


  



  In this universe, humanity is in charge of the Galactic Peace Committee. In theory, the Committee is an unmatched force for good, bringing peace and prosperity to countless worlds and ensuring that conflicts between different races are settled with words and not planet-cracking weaponry or super plagues designed to turn everyone into goo.


  



  In theory.


  



  Jake Smith is a diplomat. He works for the Committee. This is his story – and it goes about as well as you’d expect. In other words, it doesn’t go very well at all. Can Jake survive petty aliens? Sure. He’s a diplomat. It’s all part of the job. What about angry aliens? Probably. He does have a killer robot for a secretary, and he’s not bad with a shock staff. How about a fleet of aliens out for blood? That… that might be a little bit trickier.


  



  The Galactic Peace Committee… keeping peace (sort of) throughout the galaxy.
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The Galactic Peace Committee


  In one universe, humanity reached for the stars and conquered them. Over countless centuries, humanity forged an empire that came to span the entire galaxy. Humanity brought peace and prosperity to thousands of different races, uniting all of them under the wisdom and benevolence of human rule.


  In another universe, humanity reached for the stars and found only a cold, dead void filled with monsters. Something terrible beyond measure had come from the darkness between galaxies to extinguish all life. Humanity would prepare itself for the greatest battle of its entire existence and make a heroic stand against creatures so unimaginably evil that their very presence would dim the light of the stars – and humanity would lose.


  In yet another universe, humanity would be but one of several mighty races locked in an eternal struggle for dominion over the galaxy and its riches. Worlds would burn, empires would fall, and war without end would be all that humanity would ever know.


  This story does not happen in any of those universes.


  * * *


  Ever since humanity first gazed up at the stars, people have wondered about what could possibly be up there. Did the gods live amongst the stars? Did people become stars when they died? Or maybe the stars were just there, so people would have something else to look at during the night other than the moon because, let’s be honest, the moon kind of gets boring to look at after a while, especially since the damn thing only ever shows one side of itself. The moon also isn’t made of cheese, which only makes things more boring. It’s a pity too. Moon cheese would taste awesome.


  In the year 2222 AD, humanity finally found out what all of the fuss was about. As is usually the case with humanity, it was equal parts genius, insanity, and dumb luck.


  That was the year humanity finally achieved one of its greatest dreams: faster-than-light travel. No longer bound by the speed of light, humanity left its ancient home to take its place amongst the stars as a proper spacefaring race. At least, that was the idea. Like most things humanity set out to do, even if the idea was good, the implementation was less than stellar.


  Humanity’s first faster-than-light spacecraft crashed into Pluto and vaporised a significant portion of it.


  Oops.


  Pluto’s status as a planet had been a matter of contention since the early twenty-first century and had come close to starting the fourth world war at the beginning of the twenty-second century. Making it even smaller did absolutely nothing to help the situation, and humanity came five minutes, and one hasty phone call, from another world war.


  In typical human fashion, the bureaucrats responsible for organising the unfortunate mission held a lengthy and extremely expensive inquiry that absolved them of all blame and heaped blame on everybody else. After all, what were the odds that bureaucrats could possibly have made such an egregious mistake? With a total length of more than one million pages, the inquiry’s report made precisely two recommendations, which were added to the end of the mission file.


  Recommendation #1: Before operating a vessel capable of superluminal travel, it may be advisable to develop a navigation system that can operate while the ship is in motion. Being informed that you are about to hit Pluto several seconds after you have already hit it and vaporised thirty per cent of it is not helpful.


  Recommendation #2: Attempting to eject from a vessel while it is travelling faster than light is a bad idea. Due to the lack of any, well, remains, Captain Smith’s family was instead shipped an urn full of Plutonian rock.


  Several months after the Pluto Incident (capitalisation fully intended and deserved) – and only a few days after a repeat that resulted in the complete obliteration of one of Saturn’s smaller and less popular moons – humanity was contacted by the first of what would prove to be many alien races. Humans throughout the solar system were overjoyed to learn that they were not alone in the universe although it was probably a good thing that the first race to make contact was exceptionally fluffy and cuddly, renowned throughout the galaxy for its overwhelming cuteness and unmatched adorability. Indeed, the race in question closely resembled the popular human toy known as the teddy bear. Had humanity’s first encounter with an alien race involved a more fearsome race, like the nightmarish tentacle monsters called the C’thark, it is entirely possible that first contact would have involved a lot less hugging and a lot more screaming and murder (both attempted and successful) and the declaration of full-scale war.


  As it was, humanity rejoiced to meet some friendly aliens, and humanity was even happier to discover that these loveable space teddy bears were also exceptionally wise and benevolent, offering sage advice and advanced technological aid, as opposed to fiery death and brutal subjugation. Honestly, it would have been beyond humiliating for humanity to be conquered by a bunch of teddy bears even if their technology was so far ahead of humanity’s that it might as well have been magic.


  The space teddy bears were even kind enough to return Pluto to its original size and settle the question of whether or not it was really a planet. Their answer? Pluto was a planet. They even went to the trouble of recreating the moon that humanity had accidentally destroyed. In fact, all of the alien races that humanity met in the years following first contact proved to be amazingly kind, helpful, and understanding. It was like a dream come true.


  As humanity would later learn, this was not a coincidence, not even close. Never, ever trust a space teddy bear, especially one bearing gifts.


  Thus began humanity’s golden age, an age of wondrous advances and unrivalled expansion that culminated in the most ancient and powerful races in the galaxy – collectively known as the Ancient Ones – offering humanity an unprecedented honour. The Ancient Ones had long worked to uphold peace and order throughout the galaxy, bringing prosperity and enlightenment to countless younger races. But they now felt that the time had come for the torch to be passed to a younger, more energetic race that possessed the wisdom, intelligence, and drive to lead the galaxy into a new era.


  Who better to shepherd the younger races of the galaxy than a race the Ancient Ones had personally educated and uplifted? And who better to carry on their great work than a race that truly understood the Ancient Ones and their principles? Thus humanity was given the unmatched honour of taking over and operating the Galactic Peace Committee.


  In a galaxy too often plagued with bickering, trade wars, actual wars, and general pettiness, nastiness, and idiocy, humanity would provide a steadying influence. They would serve as the arbiters of conflicts between different races, ensuring that any conflicts were settled with words and not genocide, planet-cracking weaponry, or biologically engineered super plagues designed to turn everybody into grey goo. Yes, humanity would be to the other races of the galaxy what the Ancient Ones had been to them: advisors, mentors… friends. Peace would reign – a peace stewarded by humanity, the most diligent and wise of the younger races that the Ancient Ones had encountered.


  Humanity was only too happy to accept the offer, taking it as a sign that they would soon join the Ancient Ones as one of the most august and respected of the many races that dwelt in the galaxy and wandered the stars. The acceptance ceremony was shown live on the thousands of worlds that belonged to the Federation of Human Worlds, and trillions of humans savoured the pomp, pageantry, and ceremony that accompanied the transition of leadership from the Ancient Ones to humanity.


  It was a mistake – a big damn mistake.


  In private, the Ancient Ones were hard pressed to control their cackling. A few of them might even have cackled so hard that they required advanced medical care to survive. Humanity? What a bunch of chumps. The galaxy was full of whiny, psychotic aliens that were prone to starting war at the drop of a hat. Heck, no less than five alien races capable of superluminal travel considered dropping a hat to be a legitimate reason to declare war.


  For countless years, the Ancient Ones had exhausted themselves dealing with problem after problem after stupid problem as their younger peers proved to be pettier and stupider than even their most depressing research reports could possibly have suggested. More than once, they’d considered simply burning the rest of the galaxy to the ground and starting over. The only reason they hadn’t was because quite a few of them like to holiday on certain worlds occupied by the younger races, so burning everything to the ground would have necessitated a change in holiday plans – and that was simply unacceptable.


  But humanity… humanity had given them a way out.


  Those poor fools had actually accepted responsibility for keeping everything under control as though it was some kind of honour and not a soul-destroying grind. That left the Ancient Ones free to retreat to their worlds where they could take plenty of holidays and basically enjoy the good life. The space teddy bears that had masterminded the whole thing from the very first day of first contact planned to convert several newly acquired planets into resort worlds, so they could celebrate properly. They could lounge on the beach drinking the space teddy bear equivalent of vodka while they toasted to humanity’s foolishness. Life was going to be much easier now that everyone else’s problems were humanity’s problems.


  Humanity had fallen prey to the greatest prank in galactic history. The Ancient Ones no longer had to bother themselves with the unrelenting idiocy of the younger races. Now, they got to enjoy life while humanity did its best to keep the galaxy from exploding into yet another galactic war, something that happened with alarming regularity and which invariably involved destruction on an unbelievable scale until someone was stupid enough to drag the Ancient Ones into it, thereby earning themselves a spot on the list of races the Ancient Ones had smacked around like a piñata for daring to interrupt their free time. The subsequent beating the Ancients Ones dished out was usually enough to cow everyone else into good behaviour for a while.


  When humanity found out, the reaction was a thing of beauty. It involved every single human across the galaxy giving vent to such vulgarity that even the Ancient Ones were impressed. For the sake of politeness, that reaction can be paraphrased in two words.


  Damn it.


  * * *


  Jake Smith took a deep, deep breath and ran one hand through his brown hair. If he wasn’t certain that he’d look horrible bald, he’d have ripped a few handfuls out by now. As it was, all he could do was cast a hopeful look across the table at Amelia and hope that she could read the desperation in his hazelnut eyes. The killer robot’s statuesque features held no hint of sympathy whatsoever as she continued to take painstakingly thorough notes on the horror unfolding in front of them. It was bad enough that the whole thing was being recorded – and that he’d have to watch it at least twice to comply with regulations – but Amelia’s notes were always filled with commentary so dry that he was never sure if she was joking or simply completely disillusioned with the very existence of organic life forms. Knowing Amelia, he’d guess it was the latter.


  At times like this, he sorely wished Amelia would transform her arm into a plasma rifle and put him out of his misery. She could do it. He’d seen her do it to plenty of other people when they’d tried to murder/assassinate/eat him. Heck, she was a killer robot. She could crush his skull with one hand if she wanted to. So why wouldn’t she help him out? Oh, wait. He knew why. As his secretary/bodyguard, it was her solemn duty to keep him safe although that responsibility did not extend to helping him escape unpleasant situations, nor did it extend to offering comfort or sympathy. Never mind. He was on a space station. All he had to do was find the nearest airlock, open it, and let the vacuum of space work its fatal magic. No. That would never work. She’d drag him back in and then disable all of his access codes to make sure he couldn’t pull anything like that again.


  Damn her killer robot powers!


  It made him wonder, not for the first time, about why he’d signed up to be a Galactic Peace Committee diplomat. He should have known better. Everyone and their dog had heard the stories about the Committee. He’d even talked one of their diplomats off a bridge back when he’d been a traffic cop on Oceania III. It hadn’t worked. In the end, he’d been forced to knock the poor guy out with a shock staff, so he could drag him to safety. The Galactic Peace Committee was a scam – the biggest scam in the history of the galaxy. But maybe there was a part of him that wanted to believe that he could make a difference, that he could do something for the good of the galaxy.


  Yes, he wanted to believe that he could make a difference and help bring peace and order to the galaxy with words instead of anti-matter warheads and plasma bombardment. As if. The only way there would ever be peace in the galaxy was if everybody somehow managed to kill everybody else. Incidentally, that was also the only way there would ever be any quiet in the galaxy either. In their infinite wisdom – or possibly because they thought it would be funny – the Ancient Ones had made a point of making universal translators widely available. Any race in the galaxy was now fully capable of arguing with any other race.


  Wonderful.


  There was also a much more mundane reason that Jake had joined the Committee. He’d originally applied to join Oceania III’s navy, but he’d been kicked out despite his good grades due to an unfortunate incident involving a homemade distillery that had mysteriously exploded while he’d been spending several months training on a naval space station. Needless to say, blowing a hole in a space station while trying to make booze (and not particularly good booze, at that) was not conducive to a long and successful career in the navy. At least, they’d had the decency to leave his roommates out of it. Sure, they’d drunk some of the booze, but the distillery had been his idea.


  One of the Committee’s diplomats had stumbled across him while he’d been drowning his sorrows with some store-bought – and hence, vastly superior – booze in a dingy bar near the main spaceport on Oceania III’s surface. The diplomat had woven a marvellous tale of the exciting and fulfilling life he lived. Forget the propaganda and stories, he’d said. The Committee was where men – real men, manly men, men of quality, men of character – went to make a difference. Was Jake planning to live the rest of his life on a farm, or was he ready to go where the action was? The Committee were hiring, and they were looking for real men – men like Jake.


  It had been a stroke of extremely bad luck that Amelia had also been there at the time, and he’d been told with a nudge here and a wink there that she would be his personal secretary/bodyguard if he signed up. Thanks to the impressive amount of alcohol he’d imbibed, some of which he was now certain was never intended for human consumption, he hadn’t realised that Amelia was not simply a killer beauty but also a killer robot. Her platinum blonde hair, her unnervingly blue eyes, and her expression of utter disinterest were all hallmarks of a killer robot. Oh, and the way she’d casually dropped a drunk alien that weighed a thousand pounds with one punch should have been a dead giveaway. But all Jake’s drunken mind had been able to process was that he’d be getting a prestigious job, a beautiful secretary, and a cool uniform.


  Good grief. He’d been such an idiot. Sure, he’d been young, all of twenty-two years old. But still… there was dumb, and then there was him.


  Since that day, Jake had steadfastly refused to touch even one more drop of alcohol. However, the damage had already been done, and here he was, desperately wishing he could down a few dozen drinks but all too aware of how drinking could make a bad situation even worse. Maybe he should take up smoking? Given the average life expectancy of a Committee diplomat, it wasn’t like he had to worry about long-term health problems.


  Alas, his mind was inescapably drawn back to the horror unfolding in front of him, the horror that Amelia was still cataloguing with truly mechanical precision and poise, along with the sort of detached disdain that only a killer robot could muster. Jake seriously considered banging his head on the conference table until he knocked himself unconscious, but he wasn’t sure the table was sturdy enough. Besides, if he broke it, the repair bill would be coming out of his pay cheque. There was also a very good chance that Amelia would stop him before he got more than one or two hits in. She was horribly efficient that way.


  Given how negotiations were proceeding so far, it would be another hour, tops, before he had another interstellar war on his hands. Naturally, he’d get the blame for it, and if that happened, he could kiss his Christmas bonus goodbye. And, damn it, he really wanted that bonus. His folks back home were hoping to expand their farm, and that bonus would go a long way on a planet like Oceania III. He could also go on that holiday he’d been saving up for. There was this perfect beach world that he’d wanted to go to for ages.


  If he did miss out on his Christmas bonus, he wouldn’t be the only one. Someone was always declaring war on someone else, and he was still well below the number of interstellar conflicts required for him to get into real trouble. He was, somehow, pretty good at his job. In fact, he was one of the space station’s top three diplomats, which was reasonably impressive since Diplomatic Station TE-19 was one of the busiest in a conflict-riddled part of the galaxy.


  The secret, he’d discovered, was to try to keep all-out war to a minimum. He – and humanity – couldn’t possibly hope to keep people from fighting. Fighting was simply a part of life in the galaxy, and humans were far from the most belligerent race out there. What they could do was keep that fighting restricted to verbal combat or organised gladiatorial contests on Committee-approved contest moons. And, hey, they had to be doing something right. It had been almost two hundred years since humanity had been given control of the Committee, and the galaxy was still around.


  Then again, there had been a lot of close calls, like the one last month when someone had tried to cause a chain reaction that would have destroyed the super-massive black hole at the centre of the galaxy. That would have been a bad, bad thing, and the Ancient Ones had almost been worried enough to intervene. Humanity, however, had managed to get things under control, and the offenders had been promptly tossed into the super-massive black hole as a warning to everyone else. Technically speaking, there should have been a trial, but nobody had been in the mood for that, especially not after all of the trouble the culprits had caused on their way to the centre of the galaxy.


  The Ancient Ones had actually been impressed, and they’d sent every human diplomat involved a bottle of wine and a gift card valid on the many shopping worlds owned and operated by the closest allies of the space teddy bears, an enterprising race of super-intelligent aliens that closely resembled hamsters the size of small cars – with dragon wings. Jake had met a couple of them over the years, and he’d found them to be the most practical of the Ancient Ones. If there was money to be made, the hamster dragons were willing to listen.


  But, yes, back to the debacle in front of him. Odd. His little mental journeys into the past were becoming more frequent. Maybe he needed to apply for some leave? This whole thing would have been hilarious if it had been happening to someone else – and everyone in the Committee had learned to laugh off the misfortune of others as a coping mechanism – but it wasn’t. It was happening to him, which meant that it wasn’t funny at all. It sucked. It sucked harder than a super-massive black hole that had been super-charged with gravity manipulation technology sucked.


  “You, sir, are an idiot! Your father was an idiot! Your grandfather was an idiot! And while I’ve never met your great grandfather, I’m sure that he was an idiot too since idiocy like yours is so incredibly vast that it can’t possibly be due to just the environment. It would need a strong genetic determinant since no environment could ever produce an idiot as big as you! And if idiocy was a science, your family would know more about it than the Ancient Ones.” The small, glowing, fairy-like creature buzzing angrily over the chair on one side of the conference table shone bright red. Her voice was just shy of being painfully high-pitched despite Jake’s attempts to get the universal translator he wore on the collar of his shirt to modulate her voice to a more agreeable pitch. The fairy paused dramatically before delivering her most devastating blow yet. “And… your hat is stupid too.”


  Jake covered his face with his hands and wondered, yet again, if anyone would mind if he stepped out of the room, found the nearest airlock, and went for a quick – and hopefully lethal – stroll outside. It would be a fairly horrific way to die, but it couldn’t be worse than another hour or three of watching what was essentially the closest thing in the galaxy to a fairy insult and threaten a gigantic tentacle monster that could barely fit into the conference room. The tentacle monster looking like something dragged out of humanity’s collective nightmares did not make his job any easier. Most people would have run out of the room screaming the moment they glimpsed all of those barbed tentacles, mouths filled with jagged teeth, and eyes with slit pupils. But Jake was a diplomat. He’d manage. And, hey, he’d seen freakier things before.


  “I demand that the ambassador of the Pailia withdraw her remarks!” The tentacle monster bellowed and thumped one barbed tentacle onto the table, cracking it in two and smearing it with viscous, faintly corrosive goo. “I am not an idiot, nor were my father, grandfather, or great grandfather idiots! Our intelligence was tested at regular intervals after hatching, in accordance with the ways of my people, and we were all found to possess superior intelligence!” His normally mottled green exterior had turned bright purple and red with outrage and fury. “And my hat is most certainly not stupid!”


  By some absurd quirk of the universal translator, the tentacle monster’s mass of grunts, tentacle waving, and colour changing was translated into a voice that, despite being gravelly and deep, was nevertheless inexplicably similar to a petulant child whining. It was not the sort of voice most people would have associated with a species capable of slaughtering dozens of armed humans in combat.


  Jake took a closer look at the tentacle monster’s hat. It was a garish thing. It was mostly purple, but there was also a bright orange wolf on it with some fluorescent yellow stars around it. Jake considered it a miracle that his eyes didn’t start bleeding just from looking at it. If he recalled correctly, the hat belonged to one of the many human sporting teams that had become popular amongst the C’thark, the race to which this particular alien belonged. The C’thark enjoyed soccer immensely despite not having any feet with which to play – they used their fantastically strong and flexible tentacles to move around. However, the C’thark were supremely good at volleyball, on account of their many tentacles and their incredible size, speed, and reflexes. The hat did look stupid – it was bright purple, orange, and yellow – but he wasn’t about to say that. He enjoyed living too much. Oh, wait, not right now, he didn’t. Maybe he should say something.


  Amelia must have caught the thoughtful expression on his face because she gave him a picture-perfect frown and slid her data pad across the table to him, intensifying her disdain for a full three seconds to convey the extent of her displeasure. Yikes. Amelia could be scary, and that wasn’t even taking into account the fact that she was a killer robot. He glanced at the data pad. Ah, yes. There it was. Apparently, insulting the hat of a C’thark was considered a grave and potentially mortal insult, second only to insulting the strength and flexibility of their tentacles. Curiously, insulting their family only came in a distant third.


  It had something to do with ancient C’thark history, wherein various nests of C’thark had worn different hats to signify their allegiance to one brood or another. The standard response to such a terrible insult was typical C’thark stuff: rip off the tentacles of the offender and then beat them to death with their own tentacles. A Pailian, of course, did not have any tentacles to rip off since Pailians were basically made of condensed, thought-focused energy. For reasons unknown, they liked to take on a vaguely humanoid, winged form about six inches tall. Jake was sure the C’thark ambassador had already come up with a suitably agonising alternative. His race could be very creative that way, much like humans.


  “I will withdraw my remarks when you stop being an idiot.” The Pailian folded her arms over her chest and glared mightily – which might actually have been intimidating if she’d been more than six inches tall and didn’t sound like a children’s cartoon character. Her glow shifted to a deep pink. “That is to say, I will never, ever withdraw my remarks.” She huffed and looked away. “Ever… ever, ever.”


  Under normal circumstances, Jake was certain that the C’thark ambassador would have simply reached across the table to slaughter whoever was insulting him. Indeed, that was how the C’thark typically negotiated with each other. The C’thark ambassador was also a menacing example of his species. He stood a little over fifteen feet tall when he wasn’t hunched over to fit into a conference room, and his tentacles were exceptionally flexible and powerful. The barbed ends of his tentacles could tear through the hull of a normal spaceship like paper, and Jake had once seen the ambassador manhandle a malfunctioning spaceship that was more than twice the C’thark’s size as if it were nothing more than an unruly child.


  However, despite their small size and cute appearance, the Pailia were not a race to be trifled with. Although they were composed of condensed energy, the Pailia combined a maniacal drive for technological progress and innovation with a complete inability to use their technology in anything even remotely resembling a responsible manner. There were large patches of empty space where star systems had once been that could attest to their irresponsibility, and it had taken decades of negotiation to convince the Pailia that it was simply not acceptable to experiment on someone else’s star, especially when those experiments could kill the aforementioned star. A Pailian might look helpless, but they were bound to be packing some serious, serious weaponry. Nevertheless, the mighty C’thark ambassador gave his most menacing growl and drew himself up to his full height as he brandished his tentacles in a ceiling-destroying threat display.


  Damn, Jake thought. The ambassador was huge.


  “Oh? You want to pick a fight?” The Pailian reached into thin air. Her hand vanished as if into an invisible box and then re-emerged with what looked vaguely like a tiny chainsaw. Then again, since it belonged to her, it was sure to be a good deal more dangerous than a normal chainsaw.


  “I would like to remind you that the use of space-folding technology to conceal weaponry and smuggle it into a diplomatic negotiation session is strictly banned by treaties that both of your races have signed.” Jake squinted and leaned forward to get a better look at the Pailian’s weapon. “I shouldn’t even need to say this, but pointing a monomolecular ribbon chainsaw with a matter-decomposition array built into it at another ambassador is also banned by treaty.”


  “What are you going to do?” the little fairy snarled and brandished her weapon at Jake as the glow around her turned a brilliant red. “Come on, human, bite me. Go on. I dare you.”


  “My name is Jake Smith. I would appreciate you either using my first name or referring to me as Diplomat Smith. And, no, I will not be biting you. That would be extremely weird and, given humanity’s views on eating fellow advanced races, strictly illegal in this part of the galaxy. I will, however, rule in his favour if you cannot control yourself.”


  The Pailian sneered and buzzed angrily for a few more seconds before she finally managed to calm down. Her glow went from an angry crimson to a mildly aggravated purple. “Fine. I won’t murder you both although you’re both still idiots.”


  “Look.” Jake took a deep, deep breath. “It’s clear to me that you two won’t be coming to an accord today. Perhaps we can resume tomorrow morning. A break might give both of you a chance to calm down and reconsider your demands.”


  “I refuse!” the C’thark bellowed. The massive alien seemed unable to use his inside voice for discussion. Then again, the C’thark had a tendency to hold their important meetings in massive outdoor gatherings, which made yelling a necessity. “We will end this matter today, one way or another.”


  “Fine with me!” The Pailian’s hand vanished again, presumably to fetch yet another weapon that was banned by treaty. Jake strongly hoped that she opted not to use any nano-machine weaponry. Being deconstructed on a cellular level by a horde of tiny machines was not how he wanted to die.


  “Oh, for crying out loud!” Jake’s jaw clenched. “Fine. We’ll try to get this done today.” He stared at each of them in turn in a desperate bid to convey the seriousness of this situation to them with his eyes. If only he was one of the tree-climbing monsters of Tirag IV, he could have shot them to death with deadly eye beams. Oh, how he wished he could shoot them with deadly eye beams. Alas, he was merely human, and humans – cybernetic augmentation aside – were not capable of shooting deadly eye beams.


  “Ambassador Pana,” Jake said to the Pailian. “How about you begin.”


  They had already been talking for three hours, but they had yet to get to the cause of the dispute. Instead, the two aliens had spent that entire time threatening each other and hurling insults. The only pause in hostilities had come around the one hour mark when both of them had taken a break to consult their respective galactic encyclopaedias. They had wanted to make sure that they had been using culturally appropriate insults.


  In response to Jake’s invitation for the Pailian to talk, the C’thark gave another menacing growl and waved his tentacles, putting several more holes in the ceiling. Jake put one hand up to cut him off before he could spew another threat. “Ambassador Orgex, I promise that you will have your turn to speak and that she will not be allowed to interrupt you.” The massive alien gave a low rumble of displeasure but lowered his tentacles as Pana prepared to speak.


  “Okay,” Pana began. “It’s because he’s stupid –”


  “Stop right there,” Jake chided as Orgex prepared to hurl the conference table at Pana. “You need to tell me what happened without insulting the other ambassador.” Pana shimmered furiously as the tentacle monster gave her what Jake assumed passed for a smug look amongst his kind. It was honestly hard to tell since he had so many eyes and mouths. “This works both ways, ambassador. You can’t insult him, but I won’t let him insult you either. Now, continue.”


  What followed was a long, utterly rambling account of perceived slights, cultural miscommunication, poorly disguised insults, and general whining that would have sounded perfectly reasonable coming from a five-year-old human child and not a respected member of one of the most intelligent races in the galaxy. Humanity obviously had a lot to learn when it came to whining because what Jake had just heard was a whining masterpiece.


  “I see.” Jake covered his face with one hand as Amelia continued to take copious notes. She was far too good at that although he had no idea why she bothered to wear glasses. Her sensors were top of the line, and she could see perfectly well in more than a dozen different spectrums. He was sure she could see through walls too since she always seemed to know when he was slacking. “Let me get this straight. You want to go to war with the C’thark because…” He gestured, and Amelia slid her data pad over to him with the appropriate section of text already highlighted. “Ambassador Orgex may have insulted the craftsmanship of your spaceships by implying they would be unsuitable for the C’thark to use.”


  “Yes.” Pana bobbed up and down in the air, and the buzzing in the air around her grew louder until it reminded Jake of a nest of bloodthirsty Martian hornets. There wasn’t even any reason for her to be making a buzzing sound since she didn’t use her wings to fly. She flew by using her race’s innate ability to manipulate energy and gravity. “And because he’s stupid.”


  Jake took another deep, deep breath. His job had gotten much easier since he’d begun to practice the meditation and calming techniques of the insect monks of T’lan. Those guys could have entire limbs cut off and never even blink despite having more pain receptors than humans. He’d once seen one of them wandering around missing almost half of his body. The poor fellow had only looked slightly perturbed, and he’d been calmly trying to put his insides back inside where they belonged. “You do realise that Ambassador Orgex was merely stating a fact. As currently constructed, your spaceships are wholly unsuitable for the C’thark to use due to the massive – massive – differences in your physiologies. Even if we ignore the fact that your body is composed of condensed energy and not regular matter, the average Pailian is still far smaller than the average C’thark. I’m a lot smaller than Ambassador Orgex, and even I couldn’t use one of your spaceships properly.”


  “That’s not the point.” Pana buzzed defiantly.


  “It is entirely the point.” Jake nodded at Orgex. “All right. It’s time for you to give me your side of the story.” He paused. The C’thark could be a very literal race. Although they could understand metaphors and idioms, it was generally best to avoid using them whenever possible. One unfortunate diplomat had said he’d love it if it rained cats and dogs during a particularly boring diplomatic conference. One of his friends, a C’thark, had been caught the next day while trying to break into an animal shelter to acquire a sufficient number of felines and canines. “I mean tell me what happened.” In this case, the word ‘story’ could be taken as an insult if Orgex believed that Jake had accused him of making things up. Jake didn’t want that because he wouldn’t survive that.


  The tentacle monster gave an impressively whiny account of his own and did his best to paint Pana as a merciless bully who had relentlessly persecuted a helpless and peaceful C’thark over a few innocent remarks. To add further insult to injury, Orgex claimed that Pana had cackled maniacally the entire time. Jake considered chalking that up to exaggeration before reconsidering. Pana was exactly the sort of person who would cackle like a super villain while pointing a monomolecular ribbon chainsaw with a matter-decomposition array at someone.


  “Wait.” Jake rubbed his temple with one hand. “Can you say that again? Did you really threaten to eat her family?”


  “Yes,” Orgex said slowly as if Jake was some kind of idiot. “Because she called me stupid.”


  “You can’t go around threatening to eat people’s families. It’s rude.” Jake made a face. Not to mention that wars had started over a lot less. Hopefully, all Orgex had done was threaten to eat Pana’s family. If he’d tried to do anything or succeeded in doing anything, then Jake had a war on his hands, no ifs or buts about it.


  “Why do you seem surprised? My people do so regularly. It is part of our culture.”


  “What do you do regularly?” Jake asked.


  “The threatening and the eating.” Orgex nodded sagely. “It is a point of honour that we do not eat entire families. It is also practical. Our families are too large for that. Three or four members are usually enough to make a point, five if the point is particularly important.”


  “Right.” Jake rapped the conference table with one hand and winced. Orgex had done quite a number on it earlier. They’d have to get a new one after this. “I’ll start off by stating what should be obvious. Nobody is going to eat anybody. Nobody. This entire thing sounds like a big misunderstanding that was exacerbated by some short tempers and insults. Tell me, has anyone been eaten or otherwise seriously wounded yet?”


  “No.”


  “No.”


  “Good. In that case, we might be able to finish this today.” Jake breathed a sigh of relief. It was hard to resolve conflicts like this if people had gotten eaten or mangled. Humans weren’t the only race out there that got touchy about things like that. It was one of the perks of dealing with the various hive races that dotted the galaxy. They rarely cared if some workers or drones got killed, and he could be confident that whomever he was speaking to spoke for the rest of the hive since most hive races had some form of intra-hive telepathy. Of course, if you killed one of the higher ups, like a queen or a supervisor, things could get ugly.


  “Ambassador Pana, you will write a formal letter of apology for insulting Orgex’s intelligence.” Jake turned to the tentacle monster. Orgex was already preening and taunting the other ambassador. “Ambassador Orgex, you will also be writing an apology letter. Specifically, you will be apologising for threatening to eat her family. Tell your respective leaders that any further aggression from either of you will be dealt with according to the relevant clauses in the relevant treaties with the aggressor being considered to be in breach of those clauses and treaties.” He shook his head. “In the future, Ambassador Orgex, you may wish to purchase spaceships from a race with physiology more similar to yours. Barring that, you could purchase spaceships from a race willing to customise their technology to meet your needs. Might I suggest humanity?”


  Jake folded his hands together on the battered table. “If you two still want to kill each other, I believe that bookings are currently available on a nearby contest moon. I suggest you book before the end of the week since I’ve been told that spots are filling quickly.”


  Gladiatorial contests to settle disagreements could be fought either by ambassadors or by their chosen representatives according to rules that had been agreed upon beforehand. Contest moons were chosen to minimise the damage caused by some of the more outrageous weaponry people employed in combat although moon-destroying weaponry had been banned since the debacle on Eleris VII Alpha almost a century ago. The less they talked about that moon, which had exploded and wiped out all life on the planet it orbited, the better. Since then, they had managed to avoid any repeats although there had been a few other “accidents” over the years.


  “Hah.” Pana smirked and glowed bright blue. “I’d win easily.”


  “As if.” Orgex roared and took another chunk out of the ceiling with his flailing tentacles. “I would not be foolish enough to permit the use of advanced weaponry in the contest.” He flexed his tentacles. “I would only agree to honourable combat – tentacle against tentacle!”


  “Enough.” Jake gestured, and Amelia handed him a document. “I need both of you to sign this, and I expect your apologies to be on my desk or with Amelia by tomorrow evening. I will then pass them on. Do not attempt to hand your apologies to each other.” If they did, he was certain he’d have to drag them into another diplomatic conference. “That is all.”


  It was several more minutes – because the two aliens were determined to get in a bit of last minute bickering – before Jake trudged back to his office with Amelia. His office was his sanctuary, and it hid his stash of coffee, cake, and authentic cola shipped straight from Earth. The cola was one of the few indulgences he allowed himself. It was expensive, but he could taste the difference. Yes, cola from Earth was revered across the galaxy for a reason. Nothing else came close.


  He stopped at the door of his office. Something was wrong. Not only was the door open but there was also goo all over his office. For a second, he was tempted to step forward and poke at the goo, but he stopped himself. He’d learned the hard way that it was best not to touch anything until he knew what it was. The goo could be blood, or it could be some kind of venomous secretion. It could also be something far ickier.


  He took a step back and turned to Amelia. “Access the security system and find out what happened to my office.” A quick glance at the far wall made him breathe a sigh of relief. The safe he’d built into the wall to conceal his coffee, cake, and cola seemed to be undiscovered and intact.


  His beloved secretary, who he strongly suspected was versed in at least twenty different ways to kill any species of marauding alien thanks to programming so secret she’d most likely have to kill him if he ever found out who was responsible for it, studied the goo scattered all over his office. Her eyes, normally cornflower blue, had turned an opaque grey as she accessed the room’s security cameras and analysed the goo with her advanced sensors.


  “It appears that a Matatorian and a Velekan were able to breach the security system protecting your office before engaging in intercourse on your desk.”


  “What?” Jake hissed. “How does that even work? I didn’t think their species were sexually compatible. The Matatorians are a blob species, right? And what about the Velekans? They’re super-evolved fungi or something, aren’t they?”


  “Although your descriptions are far from precise, they are reasonable approximations. Until now, I would have concurred with your analysis of their sexual compatibility. However, the evidence before us is clear although I can forward a copy of the security camera footage to you if you wish –”


  “No.” Jake shook his head frantically and did his best not to gag. “I would rather not know how they did whatever it was they did on my desk. Review the footage to ensure that nothing was tampered with and file every complaint, protest, and injunction that you can. I would also appreciate it if you burned everything that might possibly be contaminated. You can charge the cost of repairing and replacing everything to their accounts.” He shuddered and made a mental note to ask for increased security for his office. “On the upside, those two have been giving me a lot of trouble lately. They’ve been arguing about who should have jurisdiction of some of the systems along their border. I can use this to make them behave since both of their races currently have bans on inter-species relationships.”


  “That is an impressive level of ruthlessness, sir.” As a killer robot, Amelia could certainly appreciate some ruthlessness. “What will you do now?”


  Jake pondered the possibilities, but his stomach provided the answer by giving a mighty rumble. “I’m going to the staff cafeteria for lunch. You’re welcome to join me.”


  “I shall accompany you to the cafeteria to ensure that you reach it safely. However, I have other business of my own to attend to.”


  “I don’t suppose you can tell me what your business is, can you?” Jake asked. Amelia had a tendency to disappear from time to time.


  “If I told you, sir, I would have to kill you.” Amelia’s expression was completely serious.


  “Then forget I asked.”


  * * *


  Jake was used to crappy cafeteria food. It was par for the course on almost every space station in the galaxy. Of course, crappy food wasn’t unique to space station cafeterias. He’d been to worlds where he’d been forced to kill what was on his plate before he could eat it – or before it could eat him. Most space stations did their best to grow some of their own food, and many claimed that the food they grew tasted exactly the same as food grown on a good farming world. Jake knew better. He’d grown up on Oceania III, which was a farming world. As a child, he’d gotten used to the taste of good, fresh produce cooked in ways that brought out all the best flavours and aromas. His folks – his father, mother, and seven siblings – were still there farming, and they were proud of it. Whatever this space station had, most of it didn’t come close to the food his mother whipped up each and every night.


  The trick was to find out what was good and to stick with it. Most of the junk food was good. For example, the corn chips were great although that was probably because they were imported. The space station went through a lot of corn chips every day. Humans were responsible for most of that, but aliens loved corn chips too. The most popular brands could be found on the worlds of thousands of different races, and corn chip companies had produced countless exotic flavours to cater to alien tastes. Jake’s favourite was C’thark chilli, which involved turning the chilli flavour on the corn chips up to a hundred out of ten to appeal to C’thark tastes.


  The best thing about the staff cafeteria – and the reason Jake ate most of his meals there – was that the food was completely free for diplomats. It was one of the smartest things the Committee had ever done, and there was something about the food being free that made it taste much better than if he’d been forced to pay for it. Since humans made up the majority of the space station’s employees, the staff cafeteria also maintained a very broad menu with plenty of things that were suitable for human consumption. Jake had been on space stations that catered to more unusual tastes, and he’d gone hungry more than once. He had three general rules for eating.


  Rule #1: If a similar species can eat it without dying or going into convulsions, eat it.


  Rule #2: If it’s still moving, don’t eat it.


  Rule #3: If it’s melting through your bowl or your spoon, don’t eat it.


  Those simple rules had saved him a lot of trouble over the years, and he’d once used a bowl of acidic… soup to fight off an alien intent on mugging him in a shady restaurant on a war-torn mining world. At least, he didn’t have to worry about that here. All he had to worry about was making the right choice. He decided to go with what the cafeteria did best: old-style human junk food.


  Jake ordered a hamburger and some fries, along with a bottle of juice. It was arguably the least exotic thing on the menu, but that was why he liked it. He’d met aliens without tastebuds who could make a decent burger and fries, so the odds of the space station’s human cooks screwing up were close to zero.


  Eating in the cafeteria also gave Jake a chance to catch up on all of the latest gossip. So many aliens forgot that humans had reasonably good hearing despite not having gigantic ears or some form of sonar. It also helped that talking behind people’s backs and stickybeaking weren’t traits specific to humans. There were races out there that considered gossip mongering a form of art, and human soap operas had become quite popular with those races. Jake had met aliens that knew every single nuance and plot twist of humanity’s leading soap opera, Galactic Romance, and tickets to watch the filming of the show were prized across the galaxy. Unfortunately, he wasn’t able to learn anything too juicy – although he was surprised to hear that one of his colleagues had lost it and attacked two squabbling diplomats with a welding torch – before his boss arrived, grabbed some food, and sat down across the table from him.


  Please, Jake thought, let it be a friendly visit and not anything work related.


  “Hi, Jim! How are you?”


  Malcolm Knight was a titan of a man with grey hair, eyes like steel, and a jaw like an anvil. Jake had it on good authority that once upon a time, Malcolm had been a Marine Rapid Assault Trooper, which was a nice way of saying that he was one of those genetically-optimised madmen who were crammed into specially designed boarding craft and shot at enemy ships or fortifications like missiles. Upon arrival, their orders were generally very simple: massacre anyone who even looked at them funny.


  Marine Rapid Assault Troopers were widely believed to be completely insane, and the fact that they went into battle wearing the most advanced and terrifying armour ever designed by humanity only emphasised how completely terrible an idea it would be to mess with them. There were hundreds of races with standing orders to surrender the moment Marine Rapid Assault Troopers boarded their vessels. Losing was one thing, dying in a giant blood bath was quite another.


  And Jake was not joking about battles turning into blood baths. He’d been fortunate – or unfortunate – enough to see Marine Rapid Assault Troopers in action before. Bloody couldn’t even begin to describe what he’d seen. He was now firmly convinced that the reason Marine Rapid Assault Troopers seemed to favour melee weapons that were designed to hack and tear through their opponents in as horrific a fashion as possible and old-fashioned ballistic weaponry that punched huge holes in people or blew them apart was to maximise the fear factor.


  A laser or plasma rifle might offer a cleaner kill – some energy-based weapons hardly left any marks at all when they killed – but nothing made the enemy crap their pants faster than shoving a chainsaw through the chest of one of their friends or blowing some limbs off with bullet-based firearms that were considered so needlessly violent that non-human races had passed no less than a dozen motions to have them banned in the last year alone. Jake had been extremely glad to be on the same side as those Marine Rapid Assault Troopers, and he’d made very sure to stay out of their way as they’d stomped through the ship he was on in search of any enemies who might have tried to stow away.


  But Malcolm was different from most Marine Rapid Assault Troopers. The only ones Jake had ever seen with grey hair were the higher ups, the ones who made it to the rank of colonel or higher. The overwhelming majority of them ended up dead despite being so genetically enhanced that they could only be called superhuman. But not even superhuman soldiers could take on overwhelming odds all the time and win. The odds always won in the end. Always. The fact that Malcolm was still alive and no longer a Marine Rapid Assault Trooper meant that he’d retired – deserters were hunted down and killed – and that meant he’d been good enough to make it to the standard retirement age, which was fifty. Considering the fact that Marine Rapid Assault Troopers usually entered service between the ages of eighteen and twenty, Malcolm had survived roughly thirty years of the most horrific, hard-core combat the galaxy had to offer, and he didn’t even have any visible scars. It was thus safe to say that Malcolm was an exceedingly scary person who could probably murder everyone in the cafeteria with a spoon without breaking so much as a sweat.


  Jake had once asked Malcolm why he’d retired. Malcolm had given him this funny smile and said that he wanted to stop people from being idiots without having to kill them all. Jake hadn’t said what he thought Malcolm had retired from, but they both knew that he knew. The Galactic Peace Committee wasn’t perfect, but it was one of the few organisations in the galaxy that at least tried to handle conflict peacefully. Malcolm had also said that he’d considered becoming a farmer, but he’d never been any good with plants. Jake had agreed. Malcolm had several pot plants in his office, but they never lasted long.


  Malcolm had moved on from his extremely scary past to become a diplomat. However, his natural bearing – he radiated confidence and strength like a star – along with his intimidating size and charisma made him an excellent diplomat, and he had one heck of a handshake. Jake was no slouch in the handshake department, but he usually ended up wondering if he’d still have a hand after he shook hands with Malcolm. The older man also had a gift for understanding what people wanted and making them believe they’d gotten it, all while giving them nothing and getting everything he wanted for free. It was Malcolm’s best skill as a diplomat although Jake was sure that people were generally less inclined to try to mess with Malcolm because he looked like he could rip most species limb from limb with his bare hands.


  Malcolm also liked to hold conferences in his office, which was where he kept some Marine Rapid Assault Trooper armour that he claimed came from a museum, along with a host of weapons that he likewise claimed were also from a museum. On the wall behind his desk, Malcolm had a large picture of someone in Marine Rapid Assault Trooper armour standing in the burnt-out ruins of an enemy ship. Seeing Malcolm, all seven broad-shouldered feet of him, sitting near those things made most people think twice about being idiots. There were only two reasons he hadn’t been promoted even higher: Malcolm was completely unwilling to suck up to his superiors, and he was absolutely terrible with names. By the time things got bad enough for Marine Rapid Assault Troopers to be deployed, there usually wasn’t any need to remember names. Their orders were to kill everything that wasn’t on their side.


  “Gah.” Jake bit back a yelp as Malcolm shook his hand and crushed it – again. “It’s nice to see you, sir. By the way, my name is Jake.”


  “Ah, yes. Jake. Don’t worry. I was just joking. I wanted to see if you were paying attention.”


  Malcolm laughed good-naturedly and reached over to clap Jake over the shoulder. It was barely more than a flick of the older man’s wrist, but it was almost enough to send Jake face first into the table. Jake steadied himself and looked at Malcolm’s food. The big man had an absolutely enormous serving of salad to go with what appeared to be a highly nutritious and balanced meal. It was horrifying.


  Jake couldn’t understand why Malcolm bothered. Sure, a certain level of healthy eating was good, but Malcolm always ate healthy food. Always. Personally, if he was going to get blasted by some angry aliens over a territorial dispute – and the statistics strongly suggested that Jake was overdue for a bit of a blasting since alien-related blasting was a major cause of death and injury amongst Committee diplomats – he’d like to enjoy his meals instead of worrying about how healthy they were. Besides, humanity had advanced health care technology.


  Humanity had spent centuries conquering the stars – and the evils of sugar, fat, and cholesterol!


  All Jake had to do was book an appointment, and he’d be able to get his arteries and veins scrubbed clean while the nano-machines took care of whatever else might be wrong with him. It was expensive, but his employee health insurance covered everything since diplomats tended to not last long enough for the Committee to have to worry about the cost. The doctors would put him under, and he’d wake up the next day feeling as good as new. He could even get dental work done at the same time if he was willing to pay a bit extra.


  It was at times like this that Jake truly envied Amelia. Apart from being largely impervious to most forms of standard weaponry, she could simply duck into a properly equipped repair shop to swap out any parts that weren’t working properly. Oh, well. She was a killer robot. The job had to have a few perks to make up for the killing she presumably did when she wasn’t at his side.


  “You’ve been doing a fine job, Jake.” Malcolm helped himself to a big forkful of his salad. “At the rate you’re going, you might have to put in for a promotion soon. Who knows? You might even end up bossing me around one of these days.” Malcolm’s eyes gleamed, and Jake caught flashes of blue amidst all of the grey, a side effect of the gene-optimisation process that gave Malcolm perfect vision during both the day and the night.


  Jake twitched. Malcolm meant what he’d said. The older man was a good leader, and he was genuinely happy to see his employees succeed. However, Jake was not too keen on a promotion. A promotion meant having to work with increasingly insane and bloodthirsty races, which meant a dramatic reduction in both his life expectancy and his free time. Orgex and Pana might have been annoying, but they could still be reasoned with. Top-level diplomats never lasted more than a few years before they were dead, in a mental institution, or, very occasionally, retired, most often to a nice resort planet in a remote part of the galaxy.


  All Jake wanted was to have a nice productive career dealing with moderately dangerous races before he retired on what he’d been told was a very good pension. The Committee could certainly afford it since so few diplomats lasted long enough to earn a full pension. As it was, his job was aggravating and often dangerous, but he still went to work each day expecting to survive. It wasn’t too dangerous – yet.


  “Did you hear about the mess on Charybdis IV?” Malcolm asked. He frowned, and those broad shoulders of his tightened. It was a miracle his shirt didn’t tear.


  “No. What happened?” Jake wasn’t sure he wanted to know, but it was better to hear it from Malcolm than the space station’s gossips. Unlike them, Malcolm would give him the truth, and Jake had learned that the truth was a precious thing, even if it could often be unpleasant.


  “Do you remember Roger? He worked here for a couple of months about a year ago. He worked with you on the trade deal with the C’thark ambassador.”


  “I think I remember him. Was he a tall, skinny guy with red hair? He took a post over at another station, didn’t he? I think it was Diplomatic Station EF-15. I can’t remember who, but somebody told me he was the lead diplomat for the Cargan-Telar peace accords.”


  The Cargan were a particularly voracious race of insects that seemed to believe that everything in the galaxy was destined to become a part of their hive. Earlier in their history, they’d made the mistake of launching a fleet of hive ships at one of the races that belonged to the Ancient Ones, all while spewing their lunacy about galactic conquest. The Ancient Ones – the space teddy bears that humanity was all too familiar with – had humoured the Cargan and fended off their massive assault, which had involved trillions of troops and thousands of ships, with mild amusement. However, that amusement had slowly but surely turned into aggravation as the Cargan refused to cease their attacks despite fifty years of failure. After realising that their holiday time was in danger of being reduced by a whopping two per cent, the space teddy bears had finally retaliated – with weapons that could reshape the very fabric of creation.


  The resulting counteroffensive took all of two hours and pushed the Cargan to the brink of extinction as the space teddy bears wiped out roughly ninety per cent of their population. It had taken the Cargan millennia to recover. Since then, they’d been smart enough to give all of the Ancient Ones a wide berth. Instead, they’d gone back to bullying the younger, less absurdly powerful races that didn’t have weaponry capable of making a supernova look like a firecracker. Satisfied that the Cargan would not be foolish enough to disturb them again, the space teddy bears had returned to their resort worlds. When humanity had taken over the Galactic Peace Committee, the Ancient Ones had ordered them to keep the Cargan in line… or else.


  Nobody knew what ‘or else’ meant, but nobody wanted to find out. Humanity was one of the toughest races out there, but they were nowhere near ready to take on the Ancient Ones.


  As for the Telar, they were a race of machines that believed metal was the pinnacle of existence. Like the Cargan, they too had run afoul of the Ancient Ones. Their misfortune had come at the hands – well, appendages – of the race that humanity liked to refer to as the killer blobs. The Telar had received a beating that was still talked about in seedy bars and dodgy spaceports across the galaxy. The killer blobs had turned the Telar home world into a black hole that had consumed their home star and the rest of their home system. Needless to say, the Telar had done everything in their power to avoid annoying the Ancient Ones again.


  Killer blobs: 1, Metal-worshipping machines: 0.


  “What happened?” Jake asked. “Don’t tell me the Cargan ate him.” He shuddered. He hadn’t liked Roger. The other man had been exactly the kind of ostentatious diplomat who liked to make negotiations all about himself instead of the warring parties. That was usually a great way to end up dead. Then again, human solidarity was a real thing. Jake was human, and the thought of another human getting eaten stirred some primal feelings of sympathy within him. He also didn’t like the thought of his co-workers getting eaten. It was a pointed reminder of what could one day happen to him.


  “No, they didn’t eat him. In fact, Roger succeeded in brokering a peace deal but not in the way he’d hoped.” Malcolm put his fork down and took a sip of his water.


  “Oh?” Jake took a big bite out of his burger. It was so unhealthily delicious. Mankind had conquered the stars and mastered countless forms of technology, all so he could eat this perfect burger on a space station orbiting a world covered in volcanoes. “What do you mean?” Jake savoured the taste of his burger. Centuries of genetic engineering had finally succeeded in creating the perfect cow for burger patties.


  “After weeks of intense negotiation, the Cargan Hive and the Telar Conglomerate came to an accord. They’ve decided to merge and form the Cargan-Telar Hive Conglomerate.”


  Jake gagged and almost choked on his burger, but a hasty sip of juice managed to avert an early death. “You mean to tell me that instead of a bunch of overly intelligent, giant, murderous insects trying to kill us all and a bunch of evil machines trying to kill us all, we now have a bunch of giant, murderous, cybernetic insects trying to kill us all? Damn. Is Roger getting fired or demoted?”


  “Neither.” Malcolm shook his head. “They didn’t eat him, but they did try to convert him. It didn’t take.”


  “Poor bastard.” Jake grimaced and helped himself to some French fries. Being burnt to a crisp by a plasma bombardment was one thing, but getting infected by the machine plague the Telar used to convert organics or the parasite the Cargan favoured was something else. No diplomat deserved to die like that. “What are we going to do?”


  A lot of diplomats were killed on the job, but the perpetrators didn’t get off lightly. Humanity had learned that words were not always enough, and it wasn’t like the Ancient Ones were going to lend a hand unless there was a galaxy-ending threat involved. Humanity had one of the largest, most powerful militaries in the galaxy.


  “They basically assassinated a diplomat in cold blood,” Malcolm replied. “And it wasn’t a rogue action or a spur of the moment decision. It was officially sanctioned by their leaders, which makes it even worse. The fleet is going to go bust down some doors. Those metal insects are going to learn that humanity can – and will – put its foot down when it has to. It might take a while since there’s all that red tape to get past, but we’ll teach them a lesson. We might not even have to go looking for them. They’ve already launched an offensive against the systems closest to their territory.”


  “Isn’t their territory fairly close to this space station?”


  “I wouldn’t say that it’s close, but it’s not particularly far either.”


  Jake winced. “Remind me again, sir. Why did I take this job?”


  “To help make a difference, Jake.” Malcolm smiled, and Jake couldn’t help but notice the laugh lines around his eyes. Malcolm was an optimist, but that wasn’t surprising. Only an unbridled optimist or an unmatched pessimist could have made it through thirty years as a Marine Shock Trooper. Malcolm caught sight of someone on the other side of the cafeteria and waved. “Over here, Marie!”


  Jake turned and followed Malcolm’s gaze. Marie was a killer robot too, but she was a war model, unlike Amelia. Jake would have bet a month’s pay that Amelia was an assassination model. Regardless of the structural differences – Marie’s inbuilt weaponry made any form of subtlety or stealth impossible and eliminated the need for body bags – she was also far more sociable than Amelia was. If Jake hadn’t already known, he would never have guessed that she wasn’t human. Okay, he might have guessed after seeing her transform her arm into a Class III plasma cannon to blow up some space pirates, but that was missing the point. There was nothing in her mannerisms or behaviour to suggest that she was a robot. She dressed in different outfits each day complete with all of the little details that Jake would never have expected a killer robot to pay attention to. Instead, she came across as a woman who although not vain about her appearance was nevertheless careful about how she looked, an attitude that made perfect sense since she was Malcolm’s personal assistant and second-in-command.


  Her conversation skills were top notch too, and she even did some negotiation herself. In contrast, the only negotiation Amelia could have pulled off was the kind where she threatened to kill everyone for treaty violations. It was genuinely intriguing. Jake had never seen a killer robot act so human before. The only robots that did tended to be either companion or carer models. From what some of the older diplomats had said, Malcolm had arrived with Marie, and Jake had a feeling that she must have served with him in the military. Most units – even Marine Rapid Assault Troopers – had a few synthetics, usually for electronic warfare purposes or to provide supporting fire.


  Jake liked Marie. Everyone did. She was always willing to give him an extra day or two on his paperwork, and she didn’t mind if he brought a few snacks to staff meetings, so long as he didn’t make a mess and he wasn’t too noisy. Sometimes, she even gave him candy. It made him feel like a kid, but most humans must have seemed like kids to a killer robot. And, hey, it was good candy, and it was free.


  “Good afternoon.” Marie sat down with effortless grace. She had a tray of food with her, which she promptly handed over to Malcolm. She couldn’t eat, but she used her position to ensure that Malcolm got an extra helping of his favourite dishes. She took a moment to run a brief diagnostic on her own systems, or so Jake assumed. It was what Amelia did whenever she got that odd, glazed look in her eyes. She could also have been computing firing solutions, but Jake doubted that. She hadn’t pulled out any of her weaponry. She smiled. Apparently, all was well. “How are you, Jake?” Unlike Malcolm, Marie was perfect with names.


  “Meh.” Jake took another bite of his burger. He wished his killer robot brought him extra food. All Amelia ever did when she joined him for lunch, which wasn’t often, was lecture him about eating more healthily. If she were truly worried about his health, she would have helped him get out of the diplomacy business since the life expectancy of the average diplomat was comparable to an obese, alcoholic smoker with a love of orbital skydiving. In contrast, farmers tended to live nice, long, fulfilling lives. “I’ve been busy. There’s always somebody trying to kill somebody else over something silly. And if people aren’t killing each other, it’s only because they’re waiting for an official declaration of war, probably over something like which flavour of pizza tastes the best. I had two races yesterday that nearly went to war over which of them made better food. They can’t even eat each other’s food, but you can’t just point that out. Otherwise, it’ll be us they declare war on.”


  Marie chuckled. “That’s how life is, Jake. Conflict is a part of creativity and growth. There is always something – or someone – to fight over.” She then proceeded to prove that she was the greatest killer robot in history by reaching into the pocket of her dress and handing Jake a chocolate bar. It was good stuff, made in a Martian chocolate factory. “Here. Amelia informed me about your office. That was poorly done. Your office is being subjected to a full cleaning and decontamination procedure. It should be available for use by tomorrow evening. Until then, you’re welcome to use Conference Room 28A. The culprits have been officially censured, and you can expect apologies and compensation by tomorrow morning.”


  “Thank you.” Jake grinned. Marie worked fast. “It’s nice to know that not everyone is out to get me.”


  The rest of the meal passed by in a pleasant blur right until Jake was about to leave. Malcolm had something he wanted to say, and he had saved the best for last.


  Jake gaped. “Please, tell me you’re joking.”


  “Not at all. I can assure you that I am completely serious.” Malcolm smiled sunnily and gave Jake his most approving look. “Starting from the day after tomorrow, you will officially be in command of this space station while I am on holiday.”


  “You’re serious – and you’re telling me this now?” Jake could feel the mother of all headaches forming. In theory, he was qualified. He had one of the highest success rates out of the diplomats on the space station, and he had been around for a while now. He had also worked closely with Malcolm on several occasions, and he had a knack for getting things done. True, things didn’t always go perfectly, but for the Committee, the most important thing was just getting things done. Fixing things could come later. “Couldn’t you have told me earlier? We did have that big meeting three days ago.”


  “It must have slipped my mind.” Malcolm gave him a sheepish grin, and Marie added her own apologetic smile. It was such a sweet, apologetic smile that Jake almost forgave Malcolm on the spot. Almost.


  “Fine. But you’re staying, aren’t you, Marie?” Jake asked.


  Malcolm was in command of the space station. He was the one who decided its overall diplomatic direction and approach, and he was the one who mentored new diplomats and kept the more experienced ones in line – and alive. However, Marie did a lot of the grunt work, which consisted of making sure that Malcolm’s ideas were followed and his orders were obeyed. She used a combination of asking nicely, bossing people around, and applying gentle but insistent badgering. If she stayed, Jake wouldn’t have a lot to worry about. He could simply continue doing things the way Malcolm had while letting Marie handle any problems that arose. And he was certain there would be problems. Indeed, he’d be worried if there weren’t any since that meant there were problems but he hadn’t noticed them.


  Marie shook her head. “As a high-ranking diplomatic officer, Malcolm’s safety is my top priority. I will be accompanying him on holiday to ensure that he does not come to any harm.”


  “Marie, you do realise that Malcolm is the deadliest thing on two legs in this space station, and that includes you and Amelia. He can literally kill dozens of people on his own, and I bet he can think of twenty-seven different ways to kill me using only the stuff on this table.”


  “Actually, I can think of twenty-nine ways.” Malcolm picked up one of the French fries that Jake hadn’t eaten and made stabbing motions with it.


  “That’s exactly my point.” Jake was tempted to ask about all twenty-nine methods but thought better of it. Knowing that Malcolm could kill him with a French fry was not going to help his mood. “Where are you going? Is it somewhere dangerous?”


  “It’s a working holiday, so I’ll be attending a conference for senior diplomats on Pacifica V.”


  “Pacifica V? Isn’t that a resort world famous throughout the galaxy for its sandy beaches and crystal clear oceans? It’s also run by the space teddy bears, which means that zero people are going to be dumb enough to make trouble there.” The space teddy bears hated people who interrupted their holidays. They obliterated people who interrupted their holidays.


  “That’s the one. Apparently, the space teddy bears will be going over some case studies with us, ones from before we took over the Committee. I expect the case studies to be suitably horrific, and unlike them, we don’t have the firepower to simply obliterate anyone who steps out of line. Hopefully, we’ll learn something.” Malcolm shrugged. “And the snorkelling there is supposed to be fantastic.”


  “I hate you.”


  “I’m sure you do.” Malcolm smiled indulgently. “Relax, Jake. I’ll be gone for two weeks. I don’t expect perfection while I’m gone. I know how hard this place is to run. Just hold the fort until I get back. Marie has already spoken to Amelia about it. She’ll help you out. You’ll be fine. Think positive. You can do this.”


  “Fine. But if you come back, and we’re all dead and the space station is on fire, don’t blame me.”


  “If you’re dead, blaming you wouldn’t do much good, would it?”


  “No, but it’s the principle that matters.”


  Malcolm clapped Jake over the shoulder, and Jake had to fight to stay standing. “Keep your sense of humour, Jake. You’ll need it if you want to stay sane in this job.”


  * * *


  Jake headed home, which was one of the nicer apartments in one of the nicer parts of the massive space station. It was one of the perks of working for the Committee. Since he’d sprung for some extras to make it more comfortable, the rent was a bit high. The Committee didn’t pay for anything except the bare necessities, and rent coverage was strictly capped. He could have managed the bills on his own – he earned enough to pay for everything and still have some left over to send home – but he wanted to send as much money to his folks as he could, and he liked to save some money each month to buy the things he liked. To help ease the burden, he shared his apartment with a roommate. He’d been careful to do his homework before accepting a roommate, and he’d made absolutely sure that his roommate was emotionally stable, financially reliable, and generally quite amiable before agreeing to let him move in. He couldn’t be too careful. There were still some races out there that ate humans whenever they could.


  He’d barely gotten through the front door when he heard a familiar sound. He took off his coat, hung it on the coatrack by the door, and glanced up at the ceiling.


  “Hi, Abe.”


  Abe – that wasn’t his real name, but it was the name he used on the space station since no human could ever have pronounced his real name – was similar to a chameleon with his stalk-like eyes and ability to change colour, only he was more stockily built and about seven feet long. Abe was a reptile, or what passed for a reptile in most parts of the galaxy. Unlike Earth’s reptiles, his hands and feet were both highly developed enough to handle tools and carry out complex tasks. In fact, Abe was one of the space station’s chief mechanics and engineers. If something broke, the odds were that Abe could fix it more quickly and more cheaply than anyone else. It made him incredibly handy to have around the house, and he was also a very friendly guy. Maybe it was his cold blood, but Abe rarely got upset. Instead, he was incredibly laidback. Jake liked that. Heck, he wished more aliens were that way. It would have made his job a lot easier.


  “Afternoon, Jake.” Abe reached down with his tongue and tugged off Jake’s hat before setting it down on another hook of the coatrack. “Good day or bad day? I can’t tell from your expression.”


  Jake shrugged and walked toward the living room. He could use some mindless entertainment programs for background noise while he thought. He’d always found real quiet a bit too quiet for his liking. Abe followed him, shifting easily from the ceiling to the wall and then the floor. It was a matter of courtesy more than anything else. Abe was perfectly comfortable on the ceiling, but most races tended to freak out when they saw a large reptile crawling on the ceiling. Jake sat down on the couch and leaned back into it. Abe sat nearby on his own chair, one that had been specially designed to accommodate his lizard-like physiology. It was even equipped with a nice sun lamp to ensure he got enough heat and sunlight since his species needed reasonable amounts of both to function properly.


  “I’m going to be in charge of this space station from the day after tomorrow.”


  “Yeah, I know. Malcolm mentioned something about it to me last week when I was repairing the display unit in his office.” Abe gave what passed for a smile amongst his species. It was an exceedingly toothy expression, but Jake had learned not to be bothered by it. Abe ate meat, but he wasn’t a fan of eating more advanced species. He preferred rodents, like rats, and a certain portion of his pay each month was used to import some from human-controlled worlds. Apparently, the rodents common to human-controlled worlds tasted the best. “Congrats. Hopefully, they bump your pay up too.”


  Jake made a face. “He told you last week, huh? He mentioned it to me today, right after I finished eating.”


  “Oh.” Abe shrugged as best he could – his shoulders weren’t really made for it – and adjusted his sun lamp to mimic a warm, spring day on his home planet. “Sucks to be you then.”


  “Thank you for your concern.” Jake bit back a laugh as Abe leaned over and opened the cooler beside his chair to toss him a can of authentic Earth cola. Reptiles, it seemed, enjoyed a good cola just as much as humans. “It’s like you can read my mind.”


  “Since you don’t drink alcohol, cola is the next best thing.” Abe cracked open a can for himself. “And I’m happy to admit that your cola is better than ours although our peanuts are better than yours.” He tapped his claws on the side of the can thoughtfully. “I’ll never understand why so many of you humans are allergic to peanuts. It doesn’t make any sense. Besides, the peanuts from my world even come pre-salted due to genetic manipulation.” Abe glanced at the holographic display unit. It was showing some mindless prattle from the latest galactic pop star. “Feel like playing some video games? You can’t do anything about being in charge, but it’ll take your mind off it for a while. Besides, you look like you could use some therapeutic simulated violence.”


  For some reason – it could have been as simple as most species enjoying a chance to blow stuff up without consequences – Abe loved video games. He specialised in combat-related games, but he’d give anything a try. If a video game came out, he’d have it completely finished within a day or two, he was that good. Of course, some games were more fun to play with two people, and although Jake wasn’t as good as Abe, he was good enough to keep up. Video games hadn’t been a priority back home, but even kids on a farming world got to play their fair share of them, especially during the easy months when everything was going well and all they had to do was watch their crops grow.


  “I could definitely go for some simulated violence right now. What are we playing?”


  Abe smirked, revealing more of his sharp, sharp teeth. “It’s a new game about an alien invasion of Earth. We’re playing as the heroic and noble humans who must bring righteous death and sacred vengeance upon the vile, alien scum that dare to intrude upon Earth’s sanctity and purity! Death to the enemies of humanity!”


  “Really?” Jake couldn’t help but laugh. Earth was one of the most popular tourist destinations in the galaxy. Humanity was an influential race, and they had produced a disproportionate amount of popular art, literature, and culture. Nothing pleased an alien that loved human culture more than a chance to lay eyes on the Mount Rushmore or the pyramids. The odds of anyone actually trying to lay waste to Earth, as opposed to trying to buy it, were pretty much nil.


  “Yep.” Abe turned on the video game system. “Let’s go kill some evil aliens, buddy.”


  * * *


  It had been precisely one week since Jake had been elevated to the illustrious position of Super Awesome Diplomat. Alas, that promotion was only in his mind, and Amelia had steadfastly blocked all of his attempts to make it official despite the fact that he was now in charge of the space station. Things were going surprisingly well. Nobody had died or been maimed, and the space station hadn’t de-orbited and plunged into one of the many gigantic volcanoes that covered the surface of the planet below. Everything was going smoothly, and he no longer had to deal with the petty squabbles of immature aliens.


  Oh, wait. He did.


  Pana and Orgex were back in his office. They’d found something else to bicker about because getting along was clearly far too difficult. Then again, at least he was already familiar with these two. He’d take the familiar over the unknown every day of the week when it came to aliens with ridiculously advanced weaponry or the ability to tear his limbs off.


  “What is it now?” Jake sincerely wished that he could order Amelia to start shooting people. It would make his life so much easier.


  “We were discussing human food, and she believes that pizza is superior to pancakes,” Orgex hissed the words as though merely speaking them was heresy of the highest order. Given some of the bizarre idiosyncrasies Jake had encountered in alien cultures over the years, it was entirely possible that believing pizza was superior to pancakes was heresy. “But she is wrong, and her wrongness is an insult that can only be answered with blood and pain! Pancakes are the most delicious human food in existence!”


  “I want to believe that you’re joking, but I don’t think you are.”


  Pana flickered in a way that reminded Jake of the emergency lights that turned on when a spaceship was experiencing complete systems failure. “Pizza is better, you tentacle-waving buffoon!”


  “I have a question.” Jake leaned forward and peered at Pana. He needed to be careful about how he worded this. Plus, he needed to start bringing sunglasses to these meetings. The brightness of her glow was starting to damage his eyes. “Can you even eat? I know you have a solid form, but isn’t that mostly a result of you condensing your energy into a more corporeal state to better interact with regular matter? As far as I know, your race is considered an energy-based race, not a matter-based race.”


  Pana huffed indignantly. “Just because I’m mostly energy doesn’t mean that I can’t talk about food.”


  Jake’s lips twitched. She hadn’t answered the question. “Ambassador, can you even eat human food?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe.” Pana was suddenly very interested in staring at the wall. Jake waited a few more seconds for the ambassador to crack. “Fine! I can’t eat human food! Happy?”


  Jake leaned back and rubbed his eyes. “I’m going to have to give this one to Orgex since he can actually eat and taste human food.” His stomach rumbled. “And as the only human in this room, I happen to agree with him. Pancakes are better than pizza.”


  Orgex turned bright orange with pride and preened, his tentacles tracing intricate patterns through the air. Pana would have hurled another insult, but alarms began to go off throughout the space station. Jake winced. Of course, alarms were going off. It would have been too much to ask for everything to stay sane and normal while Malcolm was away. Hopefully, it was either a false alarm or another brawl in the staff cafeteria. He tried to wait it out, but Amelia got to her feet and all but dragged him out of his chair.


  “As commander of this space station, protocol demands your presence on the command deck during an emergency.” Amelia glanced at the two ambassadors. The two aliens had gone back to glaring at each other. “You two will have to wait here. Do not touch anything.”


  “I’m not sure that’s a good idea. They can come with us. They both have clearance,” Jake said. The C’thark and Pailian ambassadors both had high security clearance due to the close trade and security links their races had with humanity.


  Jake made his way to the command deck with suitable speed, mostly to keep Amelia off his back and because the sooner he discovered that nothing was wrong, the happier he would be. He arrived at the command deck and flashed the officers there a quick salute.


  “Hi. What’s going on?”


  “Sir!” the officers cried as they shot to their feet and saluted him in a stunning display of perfect posture and decorum. He cringed. These guys must be fresh out of a naval academy. Nobody ever got this excited about anything on a diplomatic space station. “We detected a breach in the hyperspace barrier around this system. It came from a group of unauthorised vessels. They re-entered regular space less than five minutes ago and are approaching rapidly at sub-light speed. They will be within our visual sensor range momentarily.”


  Jake ran one hand through his hair. It probably wasn’t space pirates. The hyperspace barrier around the system was designed to make superluminal travel via hyperspace almost impossible for unauthorised ships. Getting past it required more sophisticated technology than most space pirates had. “How many ships are we talking about, and do we know their affiliation?”


  “We’re not entirely sure, sir.” The chief officer returned to his console. Damn, Jake thought. He looked younger than Jake, and he had that fresh-out-of-academy shine to his shoes. “They’re within visual sensor range. Let me show you.”


  Jake recoiled as the ships appeared on the holographic display. This was going to be troublesome. There were several dozen ships of various sizes. However, all of them shared the same distinctive style. They were shards of pure darkness ripped out of his nightmares, all black, twisting shapes with jagged edges that bristled with weaponry. The space station was roughly a hundred miles in diameter. The largest ship was at least three miles long, which meant that it was likely to have access to some very, very scary weaponry.


  “I don’t recognise those ships, but they don’t look friendly. Run a scan and see if the database has anything –”


  Orgex cut in. “Those ships belong to the R’bit, a race of deadly warriors that inhabit some of the harshest systems beyond my people’s territory. We have encountered them before.” Orgex’s tentacles stilled, and he gave a low rumble and pointed to a thin scar that ran the length of his body. “They are fearsome foes. I received this wound in combat against one of their finest warriors.”


  Jake grimaced. C’thark were legendarily resilient. For Orgex to be scarred like that, he must have been ripped almost in half. Jake did not want to fight someone who could do that. “Wonderful.”


  A voice came in over a communications channel, and it was immediately translated now that they knew which race they were dealing with. It was a voice from the grave, deep and gravelly, heavy with the promise of infinite suffering and pain. “Surrender or die, puny humans.”


  Jake covered his face with one hand. This just kept getting better. He nodded at one of the officers. “Open another communications channel with the source of that transmission.”


  The officer nodded grimly, and it wasn’t long before Jake was speaking to what he presumed was the flagship of the fleet. The ships had stopped their advance to keep out of range of the space station’s weapons although it wasn’t like the space station was formidably armed. Oh, they could fight off a random band of space pirates without a problem, but a proper fleet? Not a chance.


  “Hi,” Jake began. “Would you be able to introduce yourself? This is Diplomatic Station TE-19. I am its current commander, Jake Smith.”


  “Surrender or die, puny human!” The gravelly voice sounded outraged that they hadn’t either promptly surrendered or promptly died, which was not a good sign.


  “Right… I think we need to move past that. Is there a way of handling this where you don’t kill us all?”


  The space station had weapons and shields, but it was mostly protected by its legal status as a diplomatic space station. Anyone who attacked it would be subjected to a bureaucratic nightmare the likes of which most races could not even begin to imagine. It was also a tremendously bad idea to attack a space station housing diplomats from dozens of races, many of whom were itching to declare war on somebody. Their hyperspace barrier should also have kept any intruders out long enough for them to call for help, but the R’bit must have possessed reasonably advanced technology. Jake doubted that they were further along than the Pailia, but they could easily be similar to the C’thark.


  “You wish to challenge our commander, puny human?” Deep, booming laughter filled the communications channel. “How bold. Very well. We will honour your challenge. A ship will be sent to collect you and three – only three – other representatives to witness the battle. You will face our commander according to the Old Ways. Should you prove victorious, your space station and all within shall be spared, and we shall depart, never to return. Should you fail, all will perish! All!”


  “Uh… what?” Jake gaped as the communications channel cut off. “What just happened?”


  Orgex looked at Jake gravely. His many eyes were filled with respect, and he bowed low and turned a deep blue. “You are brave, Jake. Even I would not wish to challenge a commander of the R’bit to single combat to the death.”


  “What?” Jake blurted. “To the death?” He wanted to bang his head on the wall. He turned to the officers to ask them to re-open the communications channel, but they were all staring at him in absolute awe, no doubt amazed by his bravery. “Never mind. I’ll go over there and explain the misunderstanding in person. At least that way, I’ll get to speak to their commander. Hopefully, I’ll be able to sort this whole thing out without anyone ending up dead.” He sighed wistfully. “If only Malcolm was here. He could pummel their commander in a heartbeat.”


  The R’bit transport docked several minutes later, and Jake stepped onto it with Orgex, Amelia, and Pana. Pana wanted to know what a R’bit death match was like, and Orgex was determined to get through at least a dozen of the mournful death chants of his race because he was certain that Jake had about ten minutes to live. It did not help – at all – that Orgex occasionally took a break from his chanting to congratulate Jake on his suicidal bravery in the face of overwhelming R’bit superiority.


  Jake paused as the transport’s doors closed behind them. There was something strange about this ship. “This looks kind of like a short-range teleportation –”


  “– array.”


  Jake blinked. They were no longer inside the transport that had docked with the space station. Instead, they were somewhere else entirely. Yep, the R’bit definitely knew what they were doing from a technological standpoint. Humans had better teleportation arrays, but they didn’t normally bother with them outside of war since most races found teleportation highly disconcerting. There were entire sections in alien libraries devoted to exploring the question of whether or not teleportation transported matter or simply recreated it perfectly on the other end. Many races believed it was the latter and claimed that the individuals that emerged on the other end were not the same as the individuals that went in. Instead, they believed that the original individuals were all killed in the teleportation process before being perfectly cloned – right down to their memories – on the other end. It was scary stuff, but Jake wasn’t too bothered by it. He’d teleported before, and he always felt exactly the same coming out as he did going in although he had lost his lunch the first couple of times.


  They were now standing in the middle of a vast arena. It reminded him rather unpleasantly of the Colosseum on Earth that had been built for gladiatorial contests. The Colosseum had since been reproduced on more than a dozen Earth-themed resort worlds to help meet alien demand due to the fascination so many aliens had with Earth’s long, convoluted, and generally bloody history. It was why so many movies and entertainment programs dramatized Earth history – there was fun, sex, and plenty of violence.


  The main difference between this place and the original Colosseum was that the entire thing was made of black stone. To add to the dire appearance of the arena, the sand under their feet was also black. The colour had most likely been chosen to make blood harder to see although it could also have been the opposite. Perhaps the R’bit had fluorescent blood. He wished he knew more about the R’bit, but there hadn’t been time to learn about anything except their supposed deadliness in combat.


  His attention shifted to the seating around the arena. There were thousands of rabbits watching. No, that wasn’t quite right. Although they had the general shape of a rabbit, these things had four eyes instead of two and six legs instead of four. Still, the resemblance was uncanny. They also looked unbelievably soft and fluffy. If he weren’t about to fight a supposedly vicious and deadly alien, he’d have wandered over to pet a couple of them.


  There was a scuffling sound, and he turned. One of the cute bunny rabbits was hopping toward him. Its fur was steel grey, and its four eyes were all a piercing shade of blue. It was also the most adorable thing that he had ever seen in his life. Honestly, it was so sweet that he could actually feel himself getting diabetes. Once this whole thing was over, he’d have to ask the R’bit if he could bring one of these things back with him. Heck, Abe would love to have one. The reptile had a soft spot for fluffy creatures that weren’t rodents.


  “Hey there, little guy.” Jake bent down and extended his hand in what he hoped was a friendly manner. He didn’t want to scare the critter away. “What are you doing out here? You should leave before there’s any trouble –”


  “Greetings, puny human!” The voice that came from the bunny rabbit was the voice of a ravenous hell beast only moments away from tearing out Jake’s spine and devouring his soul. “I will be your opponent.”


  “Wait – what?” Jake almost laughed. Orgex had been too busy chanting to tell him much about the R’bit, but this was crazy. He was supposed to fight a bunny rabbit? Oh, well. He could do that. He could definitely do that. “I’m fighting you?” Jake grinned. Why had Orgex been so worried? Sure, the average human wasn’t as tough as the average C’thark, but he could handle one cute and cuddly critter. Maybe the C’thark had a horrible phobia of rabbits. It would hardly be the strangest fear in the galaxy. He looked back at the others. “Phew. You really had me going there, Orgex. That scar you have? That was a joke, right? I mean this guy is a rabbit. What’s he going to do, bite my toe? Wait. Why are you all staring behind me?”


  Slowly, Jake turned around. He wished he hadn’t. In place of the cute, little bunny rabbit was a gigantic monstrosity that vaguely resembled a rabbit that had been redesigned for the sole purpose of murdering people. It was almost ten feet tall, and thick cords of muscle rippled under its metallic fur. Its teeth were the length of his forearm, and its legs ended in massive clawed feet that dug deep into the sand beneath them. If rabbits could transform into tanks, this is what they would have looked like.


  “What the…?”


  “He appears to have undergone a massive physical transformation due to an extremely complex metabolic process that my sensors are unable to fully analyse,” Amelia said. “I estimate that his combat effectiveness has increased by several orders of magnitude.”


  “Did you know he could do that?” Jake asked Orgex. He was supposed to fight that… that thing? Were they crazy? That thing was death on six legs. “Why didn’t you mention that earlier?”


  “I assumed you knew,” Orgex replied.


  “Don’t you think I would have panicked a bit more if I knew I was fighting that?” Jake jabbed one finger in the direction of his opponent.


  “I assumed you were so relaxed because you had already come to peace with your impending death in a manner befitting a true warrior.” The tentacle monster waved his tentacles through the air lazily. “Was I wrong?”


  “Yes! Very wrong!” Jake turned to face the towering R’bit commander. “Perhaps we could negotiate –”


  “There will be no negotiation! However, due to your puny human nature and how pathetic you are, I will allow you the privilege of selecting a single honourable weapon to aid you in our battle to the death. Should you not have one, we will provide you with one.”


  Jake pointed at Amelia. “Does she count as an honourable weapon?” This guy might be tough, but Amelia was a killer robot. She could handle him.


  “A killer robot is not an honourable weapon.”


  “I was afraid you’d say that.” Jake held up one hand. “Give me a second. I need to discuss this.” He hurried over to the others and pulled them into an impromptu huddle. It was time for some human-alien teamwork. If he was lucky, he might even be able to convince Orgex to fight for him. “Okay, I need some advice. What do I do?”


  “You are truly a brave man to face a R’bit with only a single weapon. I would fight in your place, Jake, but this is a matter of R’bit honour. The only way I can fight in your place is by brutally murdering you first.” Jake grimaced. There went that idea. “But fear not, Jake. I have some advice you may find useful. Although their fur is largely impervious to most forms of energy-based weaponry, ballistic weaponry, and bladed weaponry and their claws and teeth can tear through the hull of a spaceship, the R’bit do have a weakness. Their underbellies are relatively soft, and since this is a matter of honour, he is not allowed to wear any armour. Aim for his underbelly. It is your only chance.”


  “Aim for his underbelly? How am I supposed to hit him there? He’s a walking tank, and it’s not like I brought any landmines or a rail gun.”


  “I don’t know. Use the ingenuity that you humans are so famous for. I remember watching an ancient entertainment program from Earth about a human who could use a toothpick and a rubber band to escape any situation.”


  “You’re screwed,” Pana added helpfully. “I’d lend you my gravity gun, so you could implode him – or maybe one of my mini-singularity grenades – but I don’t think they count as honourable weapons.”


  Jake turned back to the giant rabbit. “Would those weapons be considered dishonourable?”


  “There are no words in the language of my people for how great a dishonour using those weapons would be. Simply using them would give my fleet no choice but to slaughter all of you in as hideously painful a way as possible on general principle.”


  “Damn it.”


  “They have a non-symmetrical system of honour,” Amelia said. Her lips were pursed in thought. She must be connecting to the Galactic Information Network. How helpful of her, but couldn’t she have done it earlier – like before he’d apparently challenged the R’bit commander to a fight? “In other words, if they think a weapon will actually help you, then it is highly probable that it will be considered a dishonourable weapon.”


  “Yay.” Jake turned back to the rabbit monster again. “Look, uh, Mr R’bit…”


  “Targan, Destroyer of Worlds and Maker of Widows.”


  “Ah, right. Targan, Destroyer of Worlds and Maker of Widows, is there really no way we can end this without fighting to the death?”


  “Only death can settle the matter of honour that now exists between us, or you could commit suicide.”


  “That’s the same thing!” Jake winced. “Fine. Give me five minutes to pick a weapon.” He glanced back at the others. “Tell me you’ve got something I can use.”


  In the end, Jake was forced to settle for a shock staff. It wasn’t ideal. A shock staff was a staff about six feet long that could electrocute things. He’d used one as a traffic cop, and he’d gotten additional training in the navy before he’d been kicked out. They were good for subduing criminals or angry motorists, and they were often used to fend off the occasional wild animal. The end of this particular shock staff had been sharpened to a fine point, and Amelia had managed to surreptitiously up the voltage on it without anyone else noticing. Maybe she did care.


  He still wasn’t sure how useful the shock staff would be, but he might be able to stab Targan with the pointy end if he got lucky although he didn’t even know if it would get through Targan’s fur. Orgex had mentioned that R’bit fur was largely impervious to bladed weaponry. He could aim for the underbelly, but Targan was probably expecting that. Damn. This didn’t look good.


  “Okay.” Jake swung the shock staff around to get a better feel for it. It was well balanced, and he could feel his old instincts with the weapon coming back. For a farming world, there had been a lot of angry motorists on Oceania III. He wasn’t a great warrior or anything, but he might be able to catch Targan off guard once. Once would have to be enough. “So… how does this work, Targan?”


  “You will address me as Targan, Destroyer of Worlds and Maker of Widows.” The rabbit monster scowled ominously. “When the signal is given, you and I shall fight until only one of us remains alive. Should the pain of your wounds prove too great for you to bear, you may surrender. I shall grant you the mercy of a swift death to honour your suicidal bravery in challenging me.”


  “Wonderful.” Jake readied himself. “But are you absolutely sure there is no other way to settle this?”


  “If you are truly so reluctant to face me in honourable combat, you may instead face me in the ancient R’bit ritual of P’la.”


  “What is that?”


  “It is what you puny humans would call tug of war. Should you fail to defeat me, you would still be put to death.”


  Jake’s jaw dropped. “I’ll pass.” His odds of winning a tug of war against what was essentially a tank with muscle power comparable to – or even greater – than a C’thark were even smaller than his odds of somehow beating Targan in a fight. “Are there any rules for this fight?”


  “There is only one rule, puny human. Two beings enter the arena alive. Only one leaves it alive.”


  “I thought so. Okay. Let’s do this.”


  Jake took a deep breath and settled into a rough fighting stance. The underbelly – he had to aim for the underbelly if he wanted to win. But how could he reach it? Perhaps Targan would hop at him like a rabbit. He certainly had when he’d been smaller. If that happened, he had to wait until Targan was right on top of him and then stab upward with the pointy end of his shock staff. It wasn’t a great plan, but it was better than nothing.


  DING – a bell rang.


  Targan blurred forward with impossible speed, propelled by all six of his legs to what felt like a hundred miles per hour in the blink of an eye. He didn’t leap high into the air. He lanced forward like a laser. Jake hurled himself to the side and still almost got crushed by Targan’s bulk. He hit the ground hard, rolled to his feet, and spat some sand out of his mouth. This was crazy. The rabbit had turned into a living battering ram. Targan skidded to a halt and turned. Jake gulped. This was the very opposite of good. The R’bit charged again, head lowered, and more than a tonne of lethal alien shot toward Jake at a speed he couldn’t possibly hope to match.


  This… this was not going to be fun.


  Jake could only scramble out of the way with all the grace of a drunken fool. This was insane. He’d expected Targan to be fast – rabbits were – but he was faster than any rabbit despite being far, far larger than one. He didn’t fight like a rabbit either. It was more like fighting an avalanche or one of those giant insects from the Cargan Hive. Oh, right. They were the Cargan-Telar Hive Conglomerate now, weren’t they? Damn it. No. He could not afford to space out now. He had to stay focused.


  All Jake could do was dodge. A particularly close call had him flying through the air like a ragdoll. He was sure he’d broken at least one rib, but he didn’t have the time to check. Another charge came a hair’s breadth from hitting him, but he managed to recover in time and jabbed the shock staff into Targan’s side as hard as he could. He might as well have hit the R’bit with a pillow. The weapon glanced off Targan’s thick, shiny fur, and the electricity didn’t have any effect at all.


  This was rapidly becoming the worst day of Jake’s career as a diplomat.


  Raucous cheering came from the aliens watching the fight, but Jake could barely hear anything over the pounding of his heart and the rasping of his breath. How could Targan keep attacking? Jake was in good shape. He might have enjoyed junk food, but the space station had an excellent gym. His upbringing on a farm and the frequent calls he got from his family about his health also meant that he had to stay fit. But even if he was in good shape, he was starting to get tired from all the dodging he had to do.


  Part of him wanted to panic – he wished he could panic – but he forced himself to calm down. If he panicked, he was dead. He had to stay alive. Otherwise, his family would get a call from the Committee, the call every diplomat’s family dreaded, and Abe would have to find a new, probably crappier, place to live. He was tired, but he wasn’t out of energy yet. He could dodge for another few minutes if he had to.


  It helped that Targan wasn’t taking the fight seriously. He was playing to the crowd now, feinting charges and drawing tittering laughter from the bunny rabbits watching the fight. Jake could live with their laughter if it gave him time to get his breath back and plan. He had to hurt Targan somehow, but how? He peered at his opponent and wracked his mind for something – anything – he could do. Wait! Targan always lowered his head when he charged. Was it to protect his eyes? Maybe. The eyes of most species were relatively vulnerable.


  Jake would do his best to find out if the same applied to the R’bit.


  When Targan charged again, Jake waited until the last possible moment to dodge. He waited until he was all but certain the alien would crush him. He waited until the little voice in the back of his mind that told him he was an idiot for becoming a diplomat started screaming that he needed to move right this damn second. Jake tossed himself out of the way. He was too tired to do it gracefully, and he landed awkwardly in the sand. He scrambled to his feet, bones creaking, and he was sure that he’d cut his palms open somehow. It didn’t matter. He was close to Targan. The R’bit skidded to a stop in the sand and turned, ready to charge again, but he hadn’t realised how close Jake was. Targan’s four eyes widened reflexively as he turned to find Jake right next to him.


  Jake struck.


  He jabbed the shock staff into one of Targan’s eyes. The R’bit gave a piercing cry of agony and stumbled back, rearing up onto his hind legs as he pawed at his face. It was now or never. Jake rushed forward and threw himself into Targan’s side. He bounced off the alien – hard – and he knew he’d be waking up covered in bruises, but waking up covered in bruises was better than being dead. Targan lost his balance and toppled onto his back. Jake lunged and jabbed the pointy end of the shock staff into Targan’s exposed underbelly. Targan screamed, and Jake lifted the shock staff again.


  “I’d rather not have to kill you, so give up.” Jake was breathing so hard that he could barely get the words out, but killing an alien commander would be a great way to kick off a war and get fired. And as scary as he looked now, Jake couldn’t get the image of Targan as an adorable bunny rabbit out of his mind. “Well? Are you going to give up?”


  Slowly, very slowly, Targan nodded. “I yield, human.”


  Jake leaned heavily on his shock staff as a hush fell over the arena. Another R’bit hopped forward as Targan returned to his former size. It was hard to believe that the cute and cuddly creature on the ground had been a rampaging engine of destruction only moments ago.


  “You have defeated our commander. As promise, we shall withdraw, never to trouble this place again. However, if as you have said, you wish to avoid any deaths, then ex-commander Targan must stay with you.”


  “What?” Jake asked in what had become an alarmingly common state of surprise. “Why does he have to stay with me?”


  “Having lost a battle of honour against an opponent as weak and puny as a human, he is now your slave for the next seven of our years, which corresponds to roughly ten of your human years.”


  “No way.” Jake shook his head violently. “Not only do I not want a slave but slavery is also illegal for all citizens of the Federation of Human Worlds and in all Federation territory. Absolutely not.”


  “You forget, puny human, that this was a battle to the death. By surrendering, the only other way left for him to remove the stain on his – and our – honour is to be brutally put to death.”


  Jake felt like a complete jerk for asking, but he needed to know. “How brutally are we talking here?”


  “He will be skinned alive with blunt blades and then boiled. Slowly.”


  “Wow.”


  Jake stared at the defeated alien. Targan seemed remarkably calm about his impending death. Jake frowned. Sure, Targan had tried to murder him a few minutes ago, but he was so cute and cuddly in this form. And he’d feel bad if Targan was brutally put to death. Honestly, if he’d killed every alien who’d ever tried to kill him throughout his diplomatic career, there would be a lot of dead aliens. He’d come here because he wanted to save the space station. It was safe, and he didn’t want to kill anyone.


  “Fine. I guess I’ve got a new assistant.” He went over to Targan and patted him on the back. His fur was so, so soft. It made a normal rabbit’s fur feel like sandpaper. “You’re coming with me, little guy. I could use another assistant, and, hey, you’re not too bad when you’re not a tank-sized harbinger of death. I think Abe has some three-player games that he wants to try too.”


  * * *


  Jake arrived back at the space station and was immediately given a hero’s welcome after informing everyone that he had defeated the enemy commander and negotiated the enemy’s retreat. That welcome promptly disappeared when Orgex let slip that Targan – the cute bunny rabbit creature – was the enemy commander. Jake had to be some kind of horrible monster to beat up something so adorable.


  Thankfully, Amelia had thought ahead. She had recorded footage of Jake fighting for his life against the monster that Targan could transform into, and the hero’s welcome swiftly resumed once people realised that Mr Cute and Cuddly could also transform into Mr Death on Six Legs. Jake was happy to let everyone celebrate, but he was more interested in getting back to his apartment. Amelia had informed him that none of his bones were broken, but he still ached all over. He just wanted to take some painkillers, crawl into bed, and get some sleep. Hopefully, everyone else would remember his saving their lives the next time they came to his office to complain about something trivial. However, he noticed something decidedly out of place as he walked back to his apartment.


  “Why are you sitting on my head, Targan?”


  “There are some indignities that I refuse to endure even though I am now sworn to serve you.” Jake had yet to get over how incongruous Targan’s voice was with his appearance. A bunny rabbit should not sound like something out of a nightmare. “I will not be carried around like some children’s toy. Your head is a suitable place for me.”


  Jake felt obligated to point out the obvious. “If you don’t want to be carried around, there’s nothing wrong with walking.”


  “Puny human, how would I see the threats that lay ahead of us if I had to walk on the ground? As your slave, I am honour bound to protect your life with my own. Your head also makes for an ideal vantage point. You are not especially tall for a human, but you are not short either.”


  “What if my neck starts to hurt?” To be honest, Jake wasn’t bothered by the weight. Targan was incredibly light in this form. It was like wearing a hat – an adorable hat.


  “Then consider this another service to you, puny human. By carrying me atop your head, you shall develop a stronger neck.”


  Jake bit back a chuckle. He had a feeling they would be having a lot of conversations like this. “How about my shoulder?”


  Targan hopped onto his right shoulder and moved around briefly before settling down. “Yes, this will also make for an adequate vantage point. Very well, puny human, I shall sit here.” Targan nodded to himself. “Your cleverness is truly formidable. It explains how you were able to devise such a treacherous strategy to defeat me.”


  “It was a fight to the death, Targan, and I mostly enjoy living.”


  They continued toward his apartment. It was oddly comforting to know that he no longer had to rely solely on Amelia for protection from angry aliens. If someone tried to harm him, Targan could simply transform and massacre them. He grinned. He might actually survive long enough to retire with a full pension.


  “Rest assured, I will not be defeated so easily if someone attempts to kill you, puny human. Due to the nature of honourable combat, I was not allowed to arm myself as I would in a normal battle.”


  Jake paused mid stride. “What sort of weapons and armour do you normally use?”


  The list that Targan rattled off was disturbingly long. Apparently, he was normally protected by advanced armour that improved upon the already impressive protection his transformation gave him. His armour made his entire body – including his underbelly – practically invulnerable, and the weaponry he used would have been completely appropriate for a large tank. As for where it was, Targan was proud to reveal that the R’bit had access to space-folding technology thanks to an encounter with an enterprising Pailian merchant. The R’bit weren’t nearly as good with space-folding technology as the Pailia, but Targan had several implants built into his body that stored all of his weapons, armour, and equipment.


  “I am definitely bringing you to all of my meetings,” Jake said.


  “Should you wish for me to slaughter your enemies, merely speak the word, and the slaughtering shall begin.”


  “A bit of intimidation should be enough. I can’t negotiate with people if they’re dead.” They had reached his apartment. Jake opened the front door, stepped inside, and gestured vaguely at everything. “Well, this is home.”


  Targan hopped off Jake’s shoulder and moved swiftly through the apartment. He returned less than a minute later, but he wasn’t alone. Somehow, he had managed to ensnare Abe in a net.


  “Your lodgings are adequate for a puny human. However, I found this reptile clinging to the ceiling. Do you wish for me to dispose of this pest?”


  Jake was curious to know how Targan had managed to capture Abe without transforming. Abe wasn’t the toughest alien in a fight, but he’d helped Jake out of some sticky situations in the past. Seven feet of reptile wasn’t easy to take down. “Targan, he’s not a pest. He’s my roommate, Abe.” Targan continued to stare at him. Were roommates an unfamiliar concept amongst the R’bit? “He and I share this apartment. He lives here, and you will treat him with respect.”


  “Very well, puny human.” Targan blinked, and the net vanished. It must be the space-folding technology he’d mentioned. The R’bit turned to Abe. “My apologies… Abe. I believed you to either be an assassin or a pest. As this puny human’s slave, I can allow neither threats nor pests to persist in his home.”


  Abe hissed threateningly and then calmed down. He was too easy going to let a small misunderstanding – even one that involved a net – bother him for long. However, Jake was certain that he’d prank Targan later. “What is he talking about, Jake?”


  “You don’t know what happened?”


  “I heard something about you heroically saving us all on the space station’s emergency broadcasting channel.” Abe peered at Targan. “I slept through the alarm. I had a really long shift last night – some of the air recyclers were on the fritz and a couple of water recyclers up and died too – and I’ve been missing a lot of sleep since the new game I’ve been playing came out. Can you tell me what happened?”


  Jake explained. By the time he was done, Abe was smiling toothily. He couldn’t have been happier. “Not bad, Jake. Now, we don’t have to worry about anyone giving you trouble. Targan here can handle them.”


  Targan frowned. It was unimaginably cute. “Jake may address me as Targan. He has earned that right by defeating me in honourable combat, no matter how treacherous his methods may have been. You, however, have not. You will address me as Targan, Destroyer of Worlds and Maker of Widows.”


  “No, I won’t.” Abe poked Jake’s leg with his tongue. “By the way, where is he going to sleep?”


  “Good question.” Jake reached down to pat Targan on the back – so fluffy. “What does your species do for bedding? What about food?”


  Targan hopped toward the couch. “Your couch shall be sufficient for my sleeping needs. As for food, I require a mix of both plant material and meat, more if I must transform regularly. I can provide you with a complete list of suitable foods if necessary. There is also the matter of money. As your slave, I cannot simply rely on your charity. I will gladly slaughter the enemies of this space station for money.”


  “Please, stop saying you’re my slave.” Jake cringed. “Humans don’t keep slaves. If anyone asks, you’re my assistant.”


  “I see. As your slave, I shall be assisting you, so calling me your assistant is a suitable alternative.”


  “Cool.” Abe went over to his chair and turned on his sun lamp. “I know you must be sore, Jake, but how do you feel about some video games? You can play too, Targan. I’ve got this three-player game that I’ve been dying to try.”


  Targan peered at the holographic display as Abe started the game. “Simulated violence? Yes, I shall play.” He nodded at Jake. “Join us, Jake. Together, we shall crush our imaginary enemies, destroying their imaginary worlds and making widows of their imaginary women.”


  Jake sat down with a groan. An hour or two couldn’t hurt. “Let’s play.”


  * * *


  “Ah, it’s nice to be back.” Malcolm strode toward Jake with a twinkle in his eye and a spring in his step. “Jim, why is there a rabbit thing on your shoulder?”


  “Greetings, large human.” Targan had settled onto Jake’s right shoulder. “I am this puny human’s new assistant. You will address me as Targan, Destroyer of Worlds and Maker of Widows.”


  “My name is Jake, sir, and it’s a long story. You didn’t read the report I sent?”


  Malcolm laughed and scratched the back of his head. “I haven’t had time to read through it yet.”


  When Jake had finished explaining, Malcolm nodded sympathetically and clapped Jake over the back. “You did fine, Jake, more than fine. The most important thing is that nobody ended up dead, and the space station is still in one piece. I must admit that having an alien warlord as a slave isn’t ideal, but it’s better than the alternative.”


  “I’ve been calling him my assistant,” Jake said. “And I was hoping we could pay him to help with security. He… eats a lot, sir.”


  “Don’t worry. I’ll handle it. I’m sure we can find some trouble for him to deal with. He should be fully registered as part of space station security by the end of the day. I’ll also make sure that you get paid for all of the extra work you’ve done.” Malcolm grinned teasingly. “Are you sure you don’t want to file for a promotion? They’d have to give you one now.”


  “I’d rather not, sir. Extra pay will be fine.” Jake would be more than happy with the extra money. He and Abe could buy some of the things they’d been saving up for, and he could send more money to his folks back home. He also wouldn’t say no to a medal or two. His folks were always worrying about him, and some shiny medals and a formal letter of commendation might set their minds at ease. His parents would probably have a copy of the letter framed and put up on the wall of the living room, so they could tell their friends all about their brave son in the Galactic Peace Committee. “By the way, sir, do you think I could get some leave?”


  “Sure. I’ll even set it up, so you don’t have to use any of the leave you’ve accrued. We can call it a… medical sabbatical. Where do you want to go? A beach world?”


  Jake knew there was a reason he liked Malcolm. “Beach world, sir.”


  “Consider it done.”


  * * *


  Jake was busy enjoying his time on a beach world a fortnight later when some familiar faces arrived. He pulled his sunglasses down and tried to murder them with his most menacing glare – except for Abe. He would have been happy for the reptile to come along, but Abe hadn’t been able to get any time off work.


  “What are you doing here?” Jake asked.


  “Someone has to keep you out of trouble,” Amelia replied.


  To his surprise, the killer robot was wearing something other than a business suit. She was wearing a bikini, and she looked fantastic in it. It made him wonder about humanity. Why did they have to make so many of their killer robots sexy? Oh well. Not even the Ancient Ones had been able to work out all of humanity’s quirks. He’d simply sit back and enjoy the view.


  Orgex and Pana were there too. The little fairy had a tiny umbrella to block out the sun while the tentacle monster was wearing a heavily modified pair of board shorts and his usual hat. Abe had a big, toothy smile on his face. The beach must have been like heaven for him. All he needed now was a nice rock to bask on. Even Targan was there. The R’bit was perched on Amelia’s right shoulder, his four eyes scanning the beach for any sign of trouble.


  “I thought you couldn’t get any time off work,” Jake said to Abe.


  Abe reached into the backpack he was carrying and pulled out a towel that simulated the texture and heat-absorbing qualities of a rock. He put the towel down not far from Jake and crawled onto it with a contented sigh. “I had to call in a couple of favours with the guys in engineering, but it’s already worth it. I love a nice, sunny beach.”


  “There are diplomatic matters that require your attention,” Orgex growled, rising to his full height. The beachgoers nearby decided to move a few yards away. He snarled and lashed the air with his tentacles. “The human who took over for you is a fool. If it would not have resulted in my immediate expulsion from the space station, I would have ripped his arms off and clubbed him to death with them.” Orgex paused. “I also like the beach, and there is an important volleyball tournament taking place here over the next week. I intend to compete and bring glory to the C’thark.”


  “I wasn’t about to let this buffoon talk to you alone. He’d cheat,” Pana said. “I’ve also never seen him play volleyball before. I want to see if he’s as good as he says he is.”


  Targan chimed in next. “Puny human, how can I protect you if I am not at your side at all times?”


  Jake grimaced. Targan’s devotion to his duties was impressive. However, Targan had also decided that he needed to accompany Jake into the bathroom to ensure that no one could assassinate him while he used the toilet. Jake had drawn the line there. It was hard to use the toilet when there was a bunny rabbit staring at him the entire time or peeking under the door.


  “Weren’t you supposed to be helping with the space station’s security?”


  “I have already crushed the enemies of the space station. As we left, the air was filled with their cries of sorrow and lamentation.”


  “I’m sure it was. Whatever. Just don’t make any trouble. I like it here.” Jake had certainly enjoyed the past several days. This planet had great food, great beaches, and great weather, and although he hadn’t had much luck with the ladies yet, it had some great ladies too. Besides, it was only a matter of time before his luck improved. Even the concierge at his hotel agreed, and he was a space teddy bear. “I’m hoping to get lucky.”


  Targan hopped onto Jake’s chest and poked him with one paw. Despite how adorable he currently was, Jake couldn’t help but remember what Targan could transform into. If the R’bit did that now, he’d crush Jake like a bug. “Puny human, you are already lucky. How else could you have defeated me in battle?”


  “He means the other kind of lucky.” Pana looked like she wanted to throw up. “You purely material beings are so icky. You need to learn how to reproduce by melding your energies like civilised people.”


  “You mean he wishes to mate with a human female? Interesting.” Targan nodded absently. “Simply tell them that you defeated a R’bit commander in battle, and they will immediately hasten to mate with you to ensure the mightiness of their offspring.”


  “Please, stop talking,” Jake muttered. “Really, stop talking right now.”


  “Why? My advice is strategically sound. I have often had great success with the females of my species after a suitably successful and bloody campaign of conquest. Are human females not the same?”


  “No,” Jake said. He glanced up as a lovely brunette and an equally lovely blonde walked toward him.


  “Is he your pet?” the blonde asked, leaning forward to pat Targan on the back. She smiled. “His fur is so soft!”


  “It is soft, isn’t it?” Jake got up and held Targan easily in one hand. Pets were all the rage amongst humans, especially exotic ones. He grinned. Maybe things were looking up. “His name is Targan.”


  “Targan? That’s an adorable name. What species is he?” the brunette asked as she reached forward to pat Targan on the back too. Humans across the galaxy had a weakness for cute things, and it was common for particularly cute aliens to become popular pets. The day that humans had discovered unicorns – or a species extremely close to them – existed was still considered one of the greatest days in human history. Many a little girl had begged to visit the unicorn home world, which was under humanity’s protection.


  Naturally, Targan had to ruin the vibe. He spoke, and his voice was like something torn out of humanity’s worst nightmares. “Do you wish to mate with them, puny human?”


  “…” Jake could only stare forlornly at the two women as they shrieked and ran off. “It doesn’t matter now, Targan.” He sighed. “Wait. You have to do what I say, right?” Targan nodded grimly. “Good. Just… try to look as cute and cuddly as possible but don’t say anything. If you can do that, I’ll buy you whatever you want for lunch tomorrow, okay?”


  “Acceptable.” Targan struck a pose. Jake almost had to cover his eyes. It was too cute.


  Beside them, Abe continued to enjoy the sun. Orgex had spotted a volleyball game further along the beach and had gone off to join. Amelia was scanning the beach for possible threats while ignoring the people who were trying to hit on her. Pana was wandering the beach collecting seashells with her gravity gun.


  And Jake?


  Jake was already thinking about what he was going to say to the pretty redhead walking his way.
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Two Necromancers, a Bureaucrat, and an Elf


  The Unconventional Heroes Series Part One


  Two necromancers, a bureaucrat, and an elf – it sounds like the start of a bad joke, only the joke is on Timmy.


  



  Timothy Walter Bolton – better known as Timmy – has spent most of his life as a necromancer. When he isn’t terrorising his enemies, he’s plotting inside his castle, which is built on top of lightless chasms filled with nameless horrors and beings of a generally malevolent and megalomaniacal nature. But after one of his latest creations, a zombie hydra-dragon-bear, tries to eat him, he decides that maybe it’s time to find a new, less dangerous, career.


  



  But that’s easier said than done. He’s a wanted criminal with no shortage of powerful (and crazy) enemies, and he has a bone or two to pick with the Everton Council of Mages.


  



  Hope arrives in the form of a new law. War is coming to Everton, and the Council is desperate. In exchange for providing some help, Timmy might just earn that pardon he’s been looking for. Of course, just because it’s possible to earn a pardon doesn’t mean that it’s going to be easy.


  



  To earn his pardon, Timmy is going to have to take down some of Everton’s most dangerous enemies and put together a quirky group of unconventional heroes, most of whom want nothing more than to mangle him and/or the Council in as vicious a way as possible. It’s a good thing that he’s got some help: an obnoxious ten-year-old apprentice who thinks that pink glasses are appropriate for a budding necromancer and a bumbling bureaucrat who may or may not make it through their first real fight without puking his guts up.


  



  Wonderful.


  



  Still, Timmy’s never been one to back down from a challenge even if their first recruit is basically the elf version of the bogeyman.


  



Two Necromancers, an Army of Golems, and a Demon Lord


  The Unconventional Heroes Series Part Two


  Two necromancers, an army of golems, and a demon lord – it sounds like a recipe for trouble, and for Timmy, it definitely is.


  



  To earn his pardon and avoid horrible torture and/or gruesome execution, Timmy has to complete every mission the Council throws his way, most of which seem to involve extremely scary things trying to kill him. At least he’s got help – sort of. His help consists of an apprentice with designs on his castle (and her plans may or may not involve overthrowing him), a bureaucrat whose two greatest skills are fainting in the face of trouble and using people (usually Timmy) as human shields, and an elf with the world’s worst case of pyromania and enough magic to level a mountain.


  



  Somehow, Timmy’s got to get this bunch of unconventional heroes to work together. Trouble is coming, and it’s trouble of the kind that only a necromancer like Timmy could possibly find himself in the middle of. An army of killer golems is on the loose, which may give Timmy the excuse he needs to legally unleash wave after wave of killer zombies. Zombie versus golem – it’s every necromancer’s dream. And then there’s the demon lord that’s out to usher in the apocalypse. Sure, demons aren’t exactly his specialty, but there’s nothing that a good magical shovel to the back of the head can’t fix.


  



  One way or another, Timmy is going to get his pardon and a tax rebate too – even if it means going up against murderous golems, insane demon lords, or mischievous ninja rodents with a predilection for magical swords and the skills to back up the trash talk.


  



Two Necromancers, a Dragon, and a Vampire


  The Unconventional Heroes Series Part Three


  Two necromancers, a dragon, and a vampire – it sounds like a shortcut to disaster, and for Timmy, it’s certainly looking that way.


  



  To earn his pardon and avoid becoming yet another necromancer statistic, Timmy has to work for the Council. From bandit uprisings to giant sea serpents and ogre invasions, Timmy and the others are there to save the day – sort of.


  



  And despite relying on overly intelligent ninja rats, an elf who believes that fire is the answer to everything, a bureaucrat who struggles to stay conscious through an entire fight, and a precocious apprentice who has designs on his castle, property damage per mission is down, they haven’t blown up another mountain, and they’ve gone several missions without ripping a hole in reality.


  



  Naturally, it won’t last.


  



  When the dragon egg their resident pyromaniac stole hatches to reveal the world’s cuddliest harbinger of death, Timmy and the others are dragged into a pair of diabolically dangerous missions. Breaking out of one of the world’s most secure prisons was hard enough. Now, they have to break back in to rescue a vampire.


  



  And then there’s the Eye of the Abyss. Does your country have a problem with a divine artefact capable of singlehandedly winning a war? Don’t worry. Just send Timmy and the gang. They’ll handle it, and Timmy might even get to live every necromancer’s dream with… zombie pirates.


  



  Timmy and the others want their pardons, and they’re not going to let anyone stop them, not armies, not fleets, not even the most powerful empire the world has ever seen that just so happens to hold a centuries-old grudge against Everton.


  



  The world is going to learn a very important lesson: never, ever underestimate a necromancer with a shovel and time to plan.


  



The Trouble With Werewolves


  The Department Series Part One


  Listen up rookies, I’m going to keep this short, and I’m going to keep this simple. If you’re going to be an agent for the Australian Department of Unusual Events, then you need to know how to deal with werewolves. And werewolves, rookies, are not pleasant creatures to deal with. The average werewolf is seven feet tall and weighs roughly two hundred and fifty kilograms. The average werewolf also wants nothing more than to rip your face off and eat you for dinner.


  



  If you want to beat a werewolf, you can’t afford to fight fair. No, you cheat – you cheat as much as you bloody can. If that means sneaking up on it and putting a silver bullet in the back of its head with a sniper rifle, then that’s what you do. But I’m not going to waste your time by telling you what you already know. I’m not going to tell you about a mission where everything went right. I’m going to tell you about a mission where things went wrong because things always go wrong and learning how to deal with that is the only way you’ll last more than a year or two in the Department.


  



  So pay attention and take notes. It could save your life.


  



Beneath a Shattered Sky


  The Fracture Chronicles Part One


  There were idiots – and then there were the Ancients.


  



  More than two thousand years ago, the Ancients decided that simply killing each other with all the power in one world wasn’t enough. No. They had to use the power of countless other worlds to kill each other.


  



  Unfortunately, things didn’t quite work out the way they planned.


  



  The barriers separating the world of Fracture from other worlds shattered, and the Ancients were overrun by endless hordes of otherworldly monsters. Civilisation collapsed, monsters ate lots of people, and pretty much everything that could go wrong did go wrong.


  



  Oops.


  



  Eventually, the survivors invented barriers, a powerful form of magic capable of stabilising parts of Fracture and keeping out otherworldly monsters. Score one for civilisation.


  



  Sophie is a graduate of Relic’s Temple, a warrior trained to use innate magic to fight all manner of bloodthirsty otherworldly monsters in hand-to-hand combat. At her legendary mother’s behest, she goes on a journey to find her mother’s almost-as-legendary former student. The problem is that Matilda isn’t quite what all the legends say.


  



  Oh, Matilda has got ass kicking down to an art form, and she’s an absolute genius at barrier magic, but she’s also an irredeemable (and highly successful) flirt who is seemingly immune to the effects of alcohol. She also likes to give people nicknames – irritatingly accurate nicknames.


  



  Before she knows it, Sophie is part of Matilda’s crew, journeying across Fracture in semi-epic fashion while performing acts of heroism for fame, charity, glory, and the occasional big payday. When she’s not being fired out of a sky-ship to board a pirate vessel, she’s fighting hordes of otherworldly monsters with a troubled city in their sights.


  



  But it is beneath a shattered sky that Sophie finally learns that Matilda really is every bit the legend people say she is.


  



The Last Huntress Series


  Collection One: Parts One To Four


  They meet on a lonely road lit only by moonlight and stained by the blood of werewolves.


  



  Rose is a girl searching for the power to take back her homeland.


  



  Scarlett is the last of her line – a huntress sworn to destroy all monsters.


  



  Rose wants nothing more than to learn the ways of a huntress. She needs the strength to slay the monsters that destroyed her home and slaughtered her family. Only then can she leave the shadows of her past behind and help her people rebuild what they have lost. But the road she must walk is one that Scarlett knows only too well, and there is no room upon it for softness.


  



  A huntress cannot have mercy, a huntress cannot hesitate, and a huntress cannot fail, not even if it means killing the ones they love the most.


  



  From the frozen forests of the north, to the fetid swamps of the south, and the towering mountains of east, Scarlett will show Rose what it means to be a huntress. They will face the darkness in their pasts, the old wounds that made them who they are. They will face ancient evils that have endured for centuries, waiting for mankind to grow weak and forget. And they will even face the wrath and power of dragon fire.


  



  Rose wants to be a huntress. Who better to learn from than the last huntress?


  



  This collection contains:


  



  
    	The Last Huntress (The Last Huntress Series Part One)


    	The Lord of Dark Waters (The Last Huntress Series Part Two)


    	The Fire Upon the Mountain (The Last Huntress Series Part Three)


    	The Lonely Wood (The Last Huntress Series Part Four)

  


  



The Gunslinger and the Necromancer


  The Lizzy Stanton Series Part One


  When the Church needs someone to send the denizens of Hell back to where they belong, they go looking for Lizzy Stanton.


  



  As gunslingers go, Lizzy’s right up there with the best of them. No matter what kind of evil she’s up against, she knows exactly how to handle things – put a holy bullet right between the eyes. But when she takes a job to go after a necromancer over in Pine Creek, she might just have bitten off more than she can chew.


  



  With zombies, demons, and one tricky necromancer to worry about, Lizzy’s going to have to be real quick on the trigger. In the gunfight between good and evil, she’s the gunslinger who always delivers.


  



The Gunslinger and the Train to Hell


  The Lizzy Stanton Series Part Two


  Lizzy is a bounty hunter, and hunting down demons for the Church is something she knows like the back of her hand. So when her brother, Matt, asks her to come with him on a hunt, she’s more than ready for some trouble. Matt is one of the best, and anything bad enough to need the two of them is going to mean one heck of a fight.


  



  They’re tracking a train that’s been going round. People get on, but they don’t get off. Nobody knows where it goes. Lizzy and Matt reckon there’s a demon behind it all, and they’re right. Before they know it, they’re stuck on a train with dozens of passengers that’s going straight to Hell.


  



  Getting out of this in one piece isn’t going to be easy. There are imps, Hell Hounds, and things too terrible to have names. And, of course, there’s the demon behind it all too, a demon that’s gotten hold of a train, a demon who can turn every piece of metal, every scrap of wood, every shard of glass into a weapon.


  



  Lizzy and Matt have a fight on their hands. But if there’s one thing they know how to handle, it’s a fight. That demon better watch out.
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