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    Chapter 1 
 
    Piñatas, Ponies, and Presents 
 
      
 
    I had begged, borrowed, bribed, and blackmailed my way into an invitation for the Emperor’s Private Birthday Ball on his own personal star-cruiser. Figured I’d crash the party with my nearly invisible dust-cameras and show the over-taxed, miserable populace how the Emperor celebrates his fortieth birthday. I’d exhibit a shocked reaction to the fine wines being served at an open bar, the Antrusian caviar by the bucket-full, various delicacies, fancy dress, and perhaps some dignitaries sampling the happy gas that’s illegal on all worlds of the Empire, but not covered by laws while space-borne. I’d explain how much it costs to transport all the notables from the twenty-seven worlds to this one party and close out with ‘It’s good to be the Emperor!’ 
 
    All on a live, holovision feed to the galaxy. My fans would eat it up.  
 
    After all, that’s what I do. For I’m Raka Varoule, and my show, Raka Live! is the seventh most popular investigative reporting program in my demographic and time-slot, with notable popularity within mental health institutions with locked-out video controls. Detractors say that’s because my program immediately follows Calming Meditation with the Stars, but my agent insists that I connect with this crowd in particular. 
 
     As I approached the main ballroom door, I heard a strange sound, much like the sound of an elephant’s trumpet call coming from within. I took a deep breath and tapped my shoulder to awaken the cameras; a confirmation signal flashed in my eye, reading ‘Live Broadcast’. I announced, “This is Raka Varoule, and here is what your Emperor does with your tax dollars!”  
 
    When I opened the door, I stared in stunned silence, unable to speak as I took in the vision of the most disgusting display of depravity that one could ever imagine. This wasn’t an X-rated scene; the mere concept of what I saw would make a pornographer blush, swear an oath of celibacy, and live as a eunuch for the rest of his life. For before me wasn’t a ménage a trois; this was a ménage a two-hundred. Emperor Caligula’s pale, naked bulbousness on full display in the center of the room, lying on a bed of what looked like pure cocaine. A tube from a huge hookah pipe connected to several lifetime supplies of hospital-grade happy-gas hanging from his lip, as a rubber-suited dominatrix spanked him with a long, leather whip that cracked in the air. An unnatural orgy of animal, mineral, vegetable, and device surrounded him.  
 
    I recognized the source of the elephant’s trumpet, as an elephant passed me, ridden by a ‘three-legged’ midget chasing a chimpanzee in a pink ballerina’s tutu. To call the monkey pants-less was more or less true; the monkey was wearing leather chaps, but by their very nature, they were by definition, ass-less. I saw naked acrobats, arch-bishops, and anaconda in various acts that defied logic and human limits. Spread across the floor I saw the widest selection of illegal drugs, paraphernalia, and contraband devices with functions my brain couldn’t fathom. All of this, broadcast across the galaxy in 3-D holovision, during the family-viewing block. 
 
    While I stood there dumbfounded, an alarm pierced through the din of the party. People and animals startled as the voice of the ship’s computer announced, “Unauthorized broadcast transmission detected in the main ballroom!”  
 
    The Emperor struggled to his feet, fell flat on his face, and let loose a thunderous expulsion of flatulence.  
 
    The computer voice continued, “Location of transmission found.”  
 
    Dozens of purple targeting lasers pointed at me. Every eye in the room fixed upon me. I knew I had to say something memorable as these would likely be my last words ever. My brain kicked into overdrive and my voice cracked, “Oops. My bad.” 
 
    The Emperor’s royal guard stormed the room, dressed in their full silver battle regalia with the red, yellow, green and blue stripes of the Empire emblazoned across their chests. Their rail weapons drawn, laser-sights fixed on various parts of my anatomy, but generally targeting my chest, although one repeatedly strayed toward my crotch until one guard elbowed his neighbor to raise his aim. One shot would tear a hole clean through my body. I’m doomed. 
 
    The Emperor had stumbled back to his feet with the aid of two royal guards. He grabbed one of their rail guns.  
 
    “I’ll take the shot!” The Emperor said, raising the weapon to his shoulder.  
 
    I dropped to my knees, my voice cracking into a falsetto scream. “Please don’t kill me! Oh God, please no!” I sobbed as a warm stream of liquid ran down my leg as I faced death straight in the eye, except my eyes blurred from tears and my gaze darted from one guard to the next. 
 
    I heard a high-pitched scream and I caught the motion of the chimpanzee swinging from a crystal chandelier, his pink tutu rustling in the air. He launched himself at the Emperor, knocking the gun from his hand, shrieking and screaming, bouncing on Caligula’s head. In the flailing, the Emperor fell face down, into the mountain of cocaine, causing a dust cloud of white powder erupting outward. The royal guardsmen turned their guns toward the monkey, and then something surprising happened. 
 
    The dominatrix emerged with an oversized hammer, taking a mighty swing at the regulator assembly of the happy gas canisters. I heard a loud hiss as a huge cloud of blue gas vapor escaped at high pressure. For a moment, I smelled a mixture of banana, burning rubber, and rotting eggs. Then my world went black. 
 
    *** 
 
    I awoke to a vision of an angel. I stared into mesmerizing hazel eyes that drew my soul into a sea of intense infinity, my heart fluttered as a sense of euphoria came over me. I did not want to break the spell of her gaze, but my eyes caught a glimpse of her pale skin that looked too magical to touch, too perfect for words. Her hair flawlessly sculpted into a curl that framed a lovely oval of a face, centered by a tiny nose with a touch of an upward turn to the tip. Her hands balled into fists that she used to gently ease me from my slumber by pounding them into my face, yelling in a husky voice, “Wake up, you idiot!” The domanitrix said. 
 
    A stream of blood dripped from my nose as I tried to stand, but fell back into semi-consciousness, unable to lift my own weight. She would save me. I fought back the black curtains that tried to overwhelm my vision. Lucky for me, she had a strong back, and flipped me onto her shoulder like a sack of potatoes.  
 
    “This one better be worth saving,” she said as she carried me away. The jostling made my stomach turn and I fought back the urge to purge. The chimp led the way to the launch bay, into a shuttlecraft opulently decorated in a style I’d call tacky-elegance, and must belong to somebody important. She dropped me, face-first onto an imperial seal. My clouded mind started to piece things together. This is the Emperor’s personal shuttle!  
 
    I struggled to my feet to stagger into the shuttlecraft’s cockpit, walking in on an argument of epic proportion. A tall and skinny, dark-skinned Rastafarian argued with the dominatrix about programming the shuttle’s destination while the chimpanzee jumped on the control board screeching loudly and motioning with his hands. 
 
    “Don’t be a ginnygog, mon! We go to Katochia. My cousin set us up good,” the Rastafarian said, reaching for the controls. The monkey hissed at him and bared pointed, white teeth. 
 
    “Katochia? That drug den will be swarming with contraband agents after what just happened,” the dominatrix said. “We have to go somewhere they wouldn’t think of. A border planet without much influence from the Empire.” 
 
    “Where you thinking, whip lady?” 
 
    “Eclipse.” 
 
    “You crazy! That hunk of ice got nothing but Feds and fuckers. At least Kotochia got ganja.” 
 
    “Can I offer a suggestion?” I said. 
 
    “No!” came the unanimous reply; even the chimp narrowed its eyebrows and snarled at me. 
 
    I ignored their response. “We need to go somewhere, now. Make the first jump and get some space behind us. That’s the plan, right? Get away from this mess and figure out what to do? Can we do that and talk about our destination after we’re away?” 
 
    The Rastafarian flipped his dreadlocks and said, “The dunku has a point, we need to go now, wherever we go.” 
 
    “Fine. We make a quick emergency jump, and while the ship’s computer determines where we ended up, we’ll decide where we’re going,” the woman said. She took the controls and expertly launched the shuttlecraft into the vacuum of space.  
 
    As we accelerated hard, I slid backward into the rear wall of the cockpit, unable to raise a hand. 
 
    When the acceleration burst stopped, she raised the safety cover for the emergency jump button. She slapped the button down. The Chronos drive spooled up; for an instant within the ship, time no longer existed. 
 
    This had been my first superluminal jump in a small ship. Commercials ships are so smooth, you might never notice the jump unless you happened to be looking outside a window and the star-field suddenly changed. In a shuttlecraft, the Chronos drive is barely big enough to create a complete time-pausing field around the ship; it takes all available power. I found the effect sickening; one side of my body immobile and dead, the other still active.  
 
    People react to this effect differently. Some have a sense of doom, others of euphoria; many become nauseous. This day I learned monkeys react to it with projectile vomiting.  
 
    I had an instant as the Chronos drive shut down I became aware of my own existence, I couldn’t move, and a monkey puked all over me. If I ever smell a banana again it will be too soon! Roughly at that moment, my own stomach decided that out is better than in; and I retched furiously, falling to my knees. 
 
    Once I re-gathered my wits, several facts became apparent. I’m now suddenly a wanted man, exposing Emperor ‘off with their heads and despoil the corpses’ Caligula as a freaky drugged-up pervert. I’m trapped on a small shuttle craft with two people I do not know or trust, and an ass-less chaps wearing chimpanzee under a pink tutu, and no plan. I also stunk, because multi-species vomitus covered my clothing. My first priority became to find somewhere to clean up and put on some fresh clothes. 
 
    The shuttle had one room clearly designed for Caligula, taking up most of the shuttle’s space with a big bed, clothing and personal belongings, lockers, and entertainment nodes. The rest of the ship just big enough to sleep four separately, a galley kitchen, some storage lockers for food, a small bathroom with shower, and the equipment room for the engine, life support and Chronos drive. I found a bathrobe in a cabinet just big enough to hold it, perfectly folded. I peeled off my reeking clothes, dumped them into a laundry chute, and had a quick shower. A few minutes later I emerged cleaner, smelling better, and nude. I reached for the bathrobe. The chimpanzee, no longer wearing the tutu but still in the ass-less chaps, snatched the  
 
    bathrobe from the wall-hook and ran off with it. I gave chase into the cockpit.  
 
    “Come back here you little…” I said, watching the monkey jump into the dominatrix’s arms. He screamed, pointing at me, bent over to touch his own ass, then waved a finger back and forth in the classic “no-no” gesture. 
 
    There I stood, naked, having just chased this monkey, and he’s telling this gorgeous creature that I had tried to touch him. Why do things like this keep happening to me? 
 
    “Really?” she said, her face contorting. “You couldn’t even wait until we knew where we are before trying to molest the damn monkey? What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    “This isn’t how it looks. I swear, I never touched the monkey,” I said.  
 
    The chimpanzee hugged her, acting as if I terrified him. He motioned a spanking action and showed a frown that would make a clown cry.  
 
    “Look, can you at least hand me the robe?” 
 
    She looked at me, glanced down at my crotch and laughed. “You must be freezing.”  
 
    “Give me the robe.” 
 
    “Fine. I think you scared little Marco enough with that thing.”  
 
    “He stole the robe. I never touched him.” 
 
    “The bad man is calling you a liar, Marco.”  
 
    Marco bared his teeth at me, laughed, then scurried off somewhere. 
 
    “So now I know the monkey’s name. I’m assuming you know mine.” 
 
    “I know of you. You’re that loser on the holovision. An investigative reporter, right? But I have you at a disadvantage, and since you already seem disadvantaged enough,” her gaze dropped again to my groin. “Let me introduce myself. I’m Maven. Maven Blackheart.” 
 
    Maven Blackheart. If an angel had a name it would be Maven Blackheart. I cleared my throat. “Raka Varoule, at your service.” 
 
    “Tell me, why might I ever want your service?” 
 
    I noticed an ever-so-slight glimmer in her eye, and a small smile cross her lips. My heart thumped, hands started to sweat, and I blushed. I needed a good comeback line. “Because my service is good?” I did not just say that! Oh my gods, I did. Why didn’t I just say “because I’m a total tool”? or “because you’re hotter than the monkey”?  
 
    Maven rolled her eyes. “You’d better be good for something or I’ll space your ass. Do you have any idea of what you cost me with your stunt?” 
 
    “My stunt? It was an investigative report. It’s what I do.” 
 
    “And I was doing what I do. You ruined fourteen months of my work. But we can talk about that later. We need to figure out a plan. The Emperor will send his goons after us and we can’t outrun them in this ship. Our only hope is to go where they can’t find us.” 
 
    A scream came from the other end of the ship. “Holy bumboclot, I‘ve found the mother lode!” 
 
    Maven and I both made our way toward the Emperor’s suite. There we found the Rastafarian, his face plastered with the biggest grin I’ve ever seen.  
 
    “We got ganja, opium, cocaine, heroin, an’ Antrusian ‘shrooms. All fruits ripe, I’m tellin’ ya! I found neural stimulators, virtual real’ty ultra-porn, transcendental modifiers and Margonian toad secretions. This stuff is bad like yaz. You could stone an army!” He turned toward us as Marco bounded into the room and buried his nose into an open brick of cocaine.  
 
    The Rastafarian ignored Marco’s actions. “I’m being a dang-fool. We haven’t met yet. I’m Nicholai. I run ganja fo’ da’ Emperor.” 
 
    “Raka Varoule. Investigative Reporter.” 
 
    “Maven Blackheart.” 
 
    “And what do you do, whip-lady?” 
 
    “What I do is my business,” Maven said, her eyebrows spiking. We shared a moment of awkward silence. 
 
    “Apparently the monkey is called Marco,” I said. As soon as I said ‘Marco’, he raised from his brick of cocaine, his beard now white, his beady eyes staring me down. He pounced, springing from one side of the room. He flew through the low artificial gravity with unnatural speed, grace, and ferocity. We all ducked and covered our heads. Marco screamed a simian chant that had to mean, ‘I freaking love cocaine and watch out for me because I have way too much energy for this small room, so I’m bounding from wall to wall and will bounce off your head. My nails are sharp, my teeth are long and nasty, and I’m completely out of control. Look at that! It’s shiny, and I can pick it up and throw it at you, and, wow! It broke into a million pieces and was really loud, so I need to shout louder. If I bounce really hard, I can smack my head into the ceiling with a loud crack!’ 
 
    He fell to the floor like a bird that had been shot. 
 
    “Is the little bugger dead?” Nicholai said. 
 
    Maven moved closer to Marco. “No, he’s breathing.”  
 
    “He’ll have one hell of a headache,” I said. 
 
    Nicholai and Maven rolled their eyes. 
 
    Maven picked the monkey off the floor and laid him on the bed, gently placing a fluffy pillow under the chimp’s head. “Maybe we should lock the stash back up. At least keep Marco from the cocaine. Then we need to meet in the cockpit and figure out a plan.” 
 
    “Let’s meet in 15 minutes,” I said. 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    *** 
 
    I searched out some clothes to find only a few choices: the Emperor wore clothing about thirty sizes too big for me, or perhaps some see-through women’s lingerie? I finally found a closet containing a silver Royal Guard battle uniform, complete with the rainbow stripes down the side. I picked the uniform. When I put it on, It seemed a little too big, but once I fastened the last connector, the suit compressed and auto-adjusted to fit me perfectly; a little too perfectly for my preference, because I lacked the Kevlar-plate undergarments the real guards wear. Prediction: Chafing is in my future. 
 
    The suit had a variety of controls built into the gauntlets that I had no clue how to use. I started to press buttons in random patterns and found that some combinations seemed to do nothing, others stiffened the material, another combination pressurized the suit. Another triggered the communication link to the Imperial Security Network. Something told me that might come in handy at some point. 
 
    When I arrived at the cockpit, I found Nicholai already there, but Maven hadn’t arrived yet. He busied himself fiddling with the communication systems, listening to a news update. Maven walked in wearing what looked like a sheet tied into a sarong. As she settled in, Nicholai pointed toward the communicator: 
 
    “…dead or alive, substantial reward for any information leading to the capture and decapitation of three subjects who stole the Emperor’s shuttlecraft. Reward reduced if executed prior to presentation to the Emperor. Suspects are identified as Raka Varoule, Investigative Reporter for Albatross Broadcasting Company, Maven Blackheart, occupation unknown, and Nicholai Anterwon, occupation unknown. Suspects may be accompanied by a chimpanzee. All Imperial Guard are to be on the lookout for these subjects. If found, the reward can be collected at any Imperial Outpost. This concludes this special broadcast, brought to you by Vibratron Prescription Undergarments. Vibraton is really neat, they put a smile in your seat. We’re all wearing Vibratron! Ask your doctor if Vibratron brand vibrating prescription undergarments are right for you.” 
 
    “Oh shee-it!” Nicholai said. 
 
    “This is not good,” Maven said. “We can’t outrun the broadcast. It’s simultaneous throughout the galaxy.” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Actually that’s a common misunderstanding. We say that the broadcast is live across the galaxy, but not quite.” 
 
    “So what are we talking about, a few seconds delay?” Maven said. “That’s negligible.” 
 
    “It can be several months delay through the galaxy. Hear me out; I’m in broadcasting, so I know what I’m talking about. We use two different methods to communicate through the galaxy. The first, and by far most expensive, is a paired quantum transmission. There are two communication nodes with matching quantum systems. What is sent from one node is received at the second at precisely the same time, regardless of the distance between them. These nodes are set at the major hubs throughout the twenty-seven worlds. There are only twelve of these nodes in our broadcast system because the cost is measured in billions of credits. They say that the reason for this is the quantum particles have to be manufactured…” 
 
    “Get on with it!” Maven said. 
 
    “Right. The major distances are covered immediately with the broadcasts between nodes with zero delay, but minor distances are covered by good old laser transmission, slowed way down to the speed of light. So, in theory, a ship jumping from one sector to another could beat its own launch broadcast message as long as it jumped past the last of the quantum nodes.”  
 
    I smiled briefly, “This is broadcasting 101.” 
 
    “Where are the nodes, exactly?” Maven said. 
 
    “That is an Imperial secret. If someone knew the exact locations, the nodes could be interfered with or destroyed.” I raised my hand and rubbed my chin in thought. “A person with years of broadcasting experience could infer the rough positions of outer nodes by comparing date stamps on broadcasts and then on the review numbers as they come back in. Some of the border worlds take months to get the numbers back in. Until now, I never really thought it important.” 
 
    “You may just have some value after all, little man,” Maven said. “This ship is just big enough for a Chronos drive and its computer is barely adequate to pinpoint our location in space. It was never built to travel between worlds; the jump system was designed for emergencies. We can line ourselves up and point our way where we want to go. When we jump, we’ll travel approximately that direction and cover an estimated measure of distance. The way things are looking right now, it’s going to take a solid twenty-four hours for the generator to handle another jump.” 
 
    “Just drop me off at Katochia,” Nicholai said. “I’ll take da’ stash and be gone. I’m da’ Emperor’s ganja runner; da’ dunka will spare me once I talk to him and give ‘im a special deal.” 
 
    I said, “Kotochia is not where we want to go. We get logs back from them in minutes after a broadcast. There’s definitely a node near Kotochia. We need to head for the border planets, maybe even toward the barbarian worlds.” 
 
    “Barbarian worlds? They be cannibals,” Nicholai spat words out. 
 
    “Aye, and dragons be there,” Maven said. “Those are just stories. They are ‘barbarian’ in the sense that the Empire doesn’t control them. They are so far out of the galactic core, there’s no value in trading with them. They aren’t truly barbarians.” 
 
    “Nobody knows for sure,” I said. “The story goes that during the early days of the Empire, everyone expected continual growth, so the StarSeed program was set up to terraform habitable planets. The planets nearest to the core were seeded first and colonized, then the next closest, until we established the twenty-seven worlds. But constant expansion of the Empire was unsustainable. The last few outer worlds were left alone.” 
 
    “You’re full of drad,” Nicholai said, ‘No knowledge of da Empire! That is a dream, mon!” 
 
    Maven said, “He could be right. I’ve heard the same stories; that the barbarian worlds are just like us but neglected by the Empire. There wouldn’t be a node near them, would there?” 
 
    I said, “Of course not. Why spend billions on a quantum node for a neglected sector of space? The further we jump toward barbarian planets, the more likely we are to be ahead of the signal, or perhaps even to escape permanently.” 
 
    Maven’s face wrinkled. “Then what? Say goodbye to the Empire forever? But it’s not like we are flush with options. Besides, my career is dead and gone now anyway.” 
 
    “And what exactly is that?” I said, not expecting an answer. 
 
    “If I ever think you need to know what I do, I will tell you. I’ll be extremely surprised, but then I’ll tell you.” Maven’s eyes seemed to cut me down. 
 
    “Right. Well, I know that you have the basic skills to launch a shuttle craft from a capital ship, so as far as I’m concerned, you’re a pilot. Can you plot a course to the barbarian worlds?” 
 
    “If someone can tell me where they are, I can plot a course. But it’s going to be a series of jump, recalculate, jump again, adjust, and we may overshoot our target and have to backtrack. In a ship designed for this, it would be no problem. But with this ship, it’s going to be tough to get anywhere.” 
 
    I said, “And of course, we don’t know exactly where we are going. It’s not like there’s a marker on the galactic map saying, ‘This way to the barbarian worlds’. I still have access to my communication logs. Maybe we can find something in the historical record to give us a clue. All I’ll be able to come up with is the best guess.” 
 
    “Your best guess better be good, little man. You got us into this mess,” Maven said, biting her lip. “In the meantime, I’ll take an inventory of what we have. We need to know how long we can support ourselves in this tiny ship. I may be able to help out if I can crack Caligula’s code.” 
 
    Nicholai said, “And I’ll take inventory of da stash. I know how much this stuff is worth.” 
 
    “What about the monkey?” I said. 
 
    “Marco does what he wants. There’s no controlling him. But I’ll say he has a way of proving himself worthwhile over time,” Maven said. 
 
    I snorted. “I’ll believe that when I see it. He’s a menace.” 
 
    “Don’t forget he saved your life. Back there, with the Emperor.” 
 
    I laughed. “You think he meant to do that? He had too much cocaine or that midget scared him, or any number of explanations. He wasn’t trying to save me.” 
 
    “Marco has always proven to be worth keeping around,” Maven said. 
 
    “Fine, but keep him around away from me.”  
 
    *** 
 
    I found a communications terminal and logged into my account. I sorted messages and checked time stamps. A short time later, I had a list of the planets that took the longest time to respond. I called up a map of the galactic Empire and started to mark locations. In general, I found what I expected; the outer worlds took longer than the inner worlds. But no clear pattern emerged, no indication of where ‘barbarian worlds’ would be. Damn! I pounded my fists on the table, and my guard’s suit buzzed. I looked at the gauntlet to see a small red light flashing. When I touched it, the communicator came alive. 
 
    “This is Lieutenant Morrow. We have positive identification. The Emperor’s shuttlecraft has been located. Load EMP missiles.”  
 
    Then I heard a reply of, “EMP’s, why not tact-nukes?” 
 
    “Remember boys, we get more if the Emperor removes their heads himself. Missiles locked…” 
 
    I ran to the cockpit and dove for the emergency jump button, slamming it down. The wave of reality shifted and a shower of monkey puke rained on me in super slow motion. The star-field changed. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Ants Marching 
 
     
 
    We soon fell into a routine of life on a small shuttlecraft. I remained on alert for any signals that might be picked up by the imperial guard suit. I also discovered that the ‘laundry chute’, which I had put my clothes in incinerated them to ash. Apparently, the emperor didn’t wash clothes; he only bought new. Marco and Nicholai spent most of their time smoking ganja, giggling, and acting stupid. I learned that Marco could be extremely accurate in the feces-throwing department, and nothing seemed funnier to a stoned simian than flinging turds at me when I least expected it. Maven worked to crack into the Emperor’s data system.  
 
    Without knowing exactly where to go, we decided to work our way toward the outer rim, and stay as far away from communication nodes as possible. After a few jumps, we learned that the drive needed a longer recovery period each time to prepare for the next usage. I also learned how miserable traveling in a small ship can be and I dreaded every jump. The last thing I learned is that no matter how far I went from Marco, as soon as we prepared to travel, he’d find me and cover me in puke.  
 
    Every. Single. Time. 
 
     I found Maven in the cockpit, her head lowered, her hands upturned and flexing in a rapid manner. She looked frustrated. “Making any progress?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, it’s you. I needed a break anyway.” She straightened up and stretched her back. 
 
    I’d be happy to rub those shoulders. “Anything I can get you?” 
 
    “No.” Maven said, “I’m trying to break the Emperor’s code, but I’m afraid to actually attempt logging in. I’m stuck. I know how many keystrokes he used, I know approximately where the keys are, but the gaps are too large. If I screw this up, we’ll be locked out permanently.” 
 
    “May I ask how do you know how many keystrokes? Or would you have to kill me if you told me?” 
 
    “If I have to kill you, it won’t be for something I’ve told you. But I’ll play along. I’ve been watching the Emperor for more than a year, and I’ve seen him enter his passcode from several angles on several different systems. I’ve memorized and analyzed this data, many times over.” 
 
    “How can you memorize and analyze something you’ve witnessed?” 
 
    “Mnemonic implant. I can record short bursts of visual input, index it and review it.” 
 
    “Makes sense. I have a translation implant. Gives me a headache from time to time,” I said. 
 
    “It’s probably drawing too much power. They could adjust it to better match your cognitive attributes.” She curled her upper lip just a touch, enjoying her own witty insult. “So I have a finite list of possible passcodes and they are ranked by likelihood of success.” 
 
    “There must be a reason you aren’t simply starting at the most likely and working down.” 
 
    “Actually, there are three reasons. I’ve only got three attempts before a complete lockout. If the top three options don’t work, I’m done.” 
 
    “You said you had likelihoods of hits identified. Combined, how likely are the top three?” 
 
    “Less than seven percent. Now, do you see why I’m stuck? I was so close, then you burst into the ballroom, broadcasting everything.” 
 
    “I don’t get it. I was the one the Emperor was after. Why didn’t you just let them kill me? Why break the regulator off the gas tanks? You could have just continued on with whatever it was you were doing and have your code by now,” I said. 
 
    “I had to think fast,” Maven said. “That transmission of yours was going out to all worlds of the Empire. It would be analyzed, frame by frame, until everyone at the party was identified, charged, or cleared by imperial decree. Someone, somewhere, would recognize me. There was enough happy-gas to knock everyone out, so I went with it. Let’s just say I’m trained to think that way.” 
 
    “So why didn’t you pass out?” I said. 
 
    “I was prepared. I held my breath after I knocked off the regulator, and I injected myself with a counteragent.” Maven said. 
 
    “What about Nicholai and Marco? Why didn’t they pass out?” I asked. 
 
    “Nicholai has probably built up a resistance. Who knows how a chimp would react?” 
 
    “That makes sense. Back to the password, the Emperor is an idiot, right? Are there any stupid passwords in that list?” I said. 
 
    “What do you mean by a stupid password?”  
 
    “I don’t know. ‘12345’?” 
 
    “No,” Maven said. “Security is too tight for that. It’s going to be a combination of numbers, letters, special characters, and capitalization.” 
 
    “But again, keep in mind, he is an idiot. So, he’s probably memorized one password for all systems.” 
 
    Maven’s eyes lit up. “I see where you are going with this. We could try his passwords in tertiary systems. Or better yet, I can partition communication logs into read-only blocks. If we lock out one block, we can move to another and try again. If he repeats his passwords or uses an identifiable pattern, we can get in!” She smiled and gave me a quick hug that knocked the wind out of me. 
 
    Just as I started to say something amazingly witty and intelligent, Nicholai wandered in, a cloud of ganja smoke trailing behind him.  
 
    “Yo mon, I got it all figured out. This ship, it’s got that Chronos thing. That thing can fuck-up time. So me and the monkey were talking mon, and okay, so it was ’is idea, but why don’ we just use the time thingy and… wait what was I saying?”                
 
    Marco bounded into the room, a lit reefer hanging on his lip. He still wore the leather chaps, and his bloodshot eyes squinted tightly. He looked at Nicholai and made a counter-clockwise circular motion in the air.  
 
    “Oh ya mon, so we should just go back in time, mon, like before all this happened.” 
 
    Maven sighed and stiffened her lips. “Not that you’ll remember this, but let me explain something about the Chronos drive. It doesn’t work that way. All the drive does is create a time void around the ship, like a bubble. Within this bubble, time practically stops. Think of a vehicle traveling on land; its speed is measured in kilometers per hour. If you warped time so that the hour turned into a minute, but the distance traveled was the same, your effective speed would increase sixty-fold. Scale that up to approach zero time passing and your speed approaches infinity...”  
 
    Nicholai raised one finger in the air. “So you just turn it on, and critey it up backwards.” 
 
    “That’s not possible. All it can do is to slow time within the field,” Maven said.  
 
    Nicholai’s expression went blank. 
 
    “It makes us go really fast,” Maven said. 
 
    Nicholai frowned. “Stupid monkey doesn’t know what he’s talking about.”  
 
    Marco made a motion like striking a flame on a small lighter.  
 
    Nicholai turned to Marco and said, “Good idea, monkey-mon. Let’s go.” 
 
    “You all need to leave me alone. I have work to do,” Maven said, waving her arms, her eyes rolling. 
 
    I decided to follow the pair to find they had built a fort out of blankets and sheets, with a huge mess surrounded them. Drugs had been scattered all over the place, food containers had been left out on the floor half-full, drinks spilled, and sticky messes everywhere. In the corner, a guard’s helmet had been used as either a spittoon, commode, or both.  
 
    “You two need to clean all this up! Look at this on the floor. You’re living like pigs!” I said. 
 
    “Don’t judge us, you ginnygog. We just enjoying ourselves,” Nicholai said. 
 
    “At least clean up the food. That’s how you get ants.” I said. 
 
    “We’re on a spaceship, fool. Where we be getting ants from?” Nicholai said as he released a cloud of smoke. 
 
    “That’s beside the point. Mark my word, if you don’t clean up this mess, you’ll get ants.” 
 
    “Ants. What he been smokin’? What you think, monkey-mon?”  
 
    Marco pointed toward his head, making a spinning motion with his finger, then he made a repeated motion with his hand held tightly to his crotch, then he pretended to be holding a small baby in his arms, only to drop it, then to act out the baby screaming and crying. 
 
    I get it. I’m a crazy wanker with a small manhood and abandonment issues with my mother.  
 
    I stared at Marco with my blood boiling in rage. “I’m telling you, Marco. Ants. Big biting ones that get in your fur and cause a rash. You’ll wish you picked up this mess.”  
 
    Marco’s gestures continued, this time he gestured picking invisible lice from his ass and eating them, which led to him holding one hand over his eyes as if he was looking for someone, anywhere, then pointing toward me. He was insulting my grooming habits and saying I’d be forever alone.  
 
    “Ants,” I said, walking away. 
 
    *** 
 
    Maven worked non-stop trying to break the code. She seemed completely focused on the task at hand. I became worried that she hadn’t eaten, so I brought her a meal. She barely looked up from her work, took a few bites and a swallow of water, without stopping.  
 
    I decided to bring some food to Nicholai and Marco and I got a better reception there. They still hadn’t tidied any of the mess, so I got started. I grew stir-crazy in the shuttle, so I needed something to keep me occupied. I picked up the piled food containers, straightened up supplies, and checked the food inventory. The secondhand smoke from Nicholai and Marco thickened. I found myself lightheaded and euphoric as I worked, and focusing became difficult. Finally, Nicholai broke the silence. 
 
    “Hey mon, why you don’t like my monkey friend here?” 
 
    “Well, every time we make a jump, he pukes on me. That doesn’t exactly put him at the top of my ‘let’s make friends’ list. Maybe in his world, puking on someone is a great honor, but in mine, it’s disgusting, and makes me want to space him.” 
 
    “He likes you, mon. He feels safe with you when da’ time-wave comes, that’s why he finds you.” 
 
    “No, he’s looking for someone to toss his banana-reeking cookies on, and I’m his favorite target. That or he finds some other way to embarrass me in front of Maven.” 
 
    “Ah, Maven. That’s it. You hot to trot with her. Let me tell you somethin’ mon, she’s not what you think she is.” Nicholai’s mouth curved into a smile. 
 
    “What do you know?!” I said, my voice unintentionally loud. “I know she’s got her own agenda, and I think that her tough girl act is just that, an act. I think she has quite a few surprises up her sleeve.” 
 
    “At least one. You know she’s a Queen, don’t you mon?” Nicholai said, grinning. “Or maybe a princess? That’s what they call the young ones, right?” 
 
    “A princess? Are you insane or just stoned?” 
 
    “Probably fuckin’ both mon, but I know one when I see one.” 
 
    “So, you have no proof. You just know one when you see one? You spend your day getting high with a monkey. Who knows what’s going on in your mind? You’ve lost more brain cells than…” A good analogy slipped my mind, so I just went on. “Than somebody that’s lost a bloody large number of brain cells! You think she’s royalty. That’s the craziest thing I ever heard.” 
 
    “Look at ‘er hands.” 
 
    “I’ve looked at her hands. They aren’t dainty ‘princessy’ hands, they are strong, about as big as my own. Hell, she’s strong enough to pick me up and carry me. Does that sound like a princess to you?” 
 
    “More like a Queen,” Nicholai said. 
 
    “I’m sure that’s part of the Queen-academy: No crown until you carry a person out of a gas-filled room while dressed as a dominatrix. This is the stupidest conversation I’ve ever had. Maybe I should talk to Marco. He’s probably got a more intelligent view.”  
 
    I looked at Marco, he gestured a crown on his head, then made a stiff wave with one hand.  
 
    I squinted my eyes at Marco. “Fine. Think what you want, idiots. That Queen is trying to crack Caligula’s code so we can find a place to go, outside of the Empire. I’m sure that’s part of royal training too. System hacking? Regality one o’ one, I’m sure.” 
 
    Nicholai shook his head. “You not hearing what we be sayin’.” 
 
    “Think what you want; you two can worship her. I’m making some points in that department anyway.” I turned and walked off to hear snickering behind me. Idiots. I don’t know which one is the bigger ape. The first girl with any class and they assume she’s royalty. But what’s her angle? Nothing’s more attractive than an intriguing woman! 
 
    *** 
 
    I decided to take a shower. Sometimes, thinking about nothing with hot water running over your body is great therapy. I sighed loudly as the tension eased from my shoulders. For the moment, the water felt good and I relaxed. I closed my eyes and thought about Maven. Wouldn’t it be great if she joined me in here? The thought of her with me and the warm water aroused me, but she’d never join me. There’s not enough room for two in the tiny shower.  
 
    Suddenly, the bathroom door opened to a crazed monkey. Marco flew into the bathroom, bouncing off the walls, and leaped into my arms. He flipped over, upside down, and pointed to his ass, screaming and waving. Ants. He had them all over his backside and, by his reaction, they belonged to the biting variety. I struggled to push him away but he wrapped his legs around my neck. I stood there, naked, covered with soap and water, staring into a monkey’s sphincter when he released a terrible howl as if in terrible pain. In his panic, Marco thrashed and drove his face into my scrotum biting me hard.  
 
    I screamed, flaying around, trying to get him away from me, and fell onto the floor. We wrestled and fought, I got a foot on his face, pushing him away. I grabbed at my bleeding manhood knowing that things could never get any worse than at this particular moment.  
 
    Just then things got worse. Much worse. The bathroom door had swung wide open and I had an audience. 
 
    “Oh my gods!” Maven said, staring at us. “That is disgusting! With a monkey!” 
 
    Nicholai also stood there, his eyes bugging out, and his jaw dropping open, looking exactly like you’d expect a stoned man staring at a pervert molesting a chimpanzee to look. “Poor monkey-mon. What did he do to you?” 
 
    I tried to say, ‘It’s not like this! I didn’t do anything!’, but it sounded like a high pitched ‘Ahhhh!’ that continued until I couldn’t breathe. Then I broke down into blubbering sobs, with snuffling and moaning thrown in. 
 
    “Just stay away from me!” Maven said. “You’re sick, I never want to talk to you again. Oh, by the way, I cracked the code. I found a barbarian world within range. We’ll dump you there, you monkey-molesting pervert!” 
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Great Expectations 
 
      
 
    Personal Auto-journal entry for Nicholai Anterwon; 13 Juanes, 4th cycle of Narroom, 11246 G.E.S. 
 
    “Dear Diary. Today, I got stoned with a monkey! Then a pervert tried to fuck him! BEST, DAY, EVER!!!” 
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Terror Firma 
 
     
 
    I bandaged myself as best as I could and donned the guard’s uniform. Every step grew more painful than the last. Occasionally, blood ran down my leg and I’d stiffen as I walked. Maven made an announcement over the shuttle’s intercom. “Prepare for Chronos jump in twenty seconds. Barbarian world, here we come.” 
 
    I hunted for a place to hide. I would not allow Marco to puke on me this time. I ran to a small closet, opened the door, and ducked inside. The wave of nausea from the jump hit me as I looked up to see a chimpanzee leaning over the top shelf, emptying the contents of his simian stomach over my head. I had been through so many insults and abuses; I simply wiped the barf off of me and made my way to the shower to spray the rest off. This is what I had become: a sad, puked-on exile from the Empire with a bleeding scrotum that now itched and ached. Destined to be abandoned in a barbarian world, if Nicholai and Maven didn’t decide to space me beforehand.  
 
    I noticed that something seemed strange about the shuttle. We seemed to be accelerating in the wrong direction. I made my way to the cockpit, stumbling in the ‘off’ gravity and walking a painful gait. 
 
    Once in the cockpit, I stared through the windshield. “That’s a planet. We’re heading right toward it!” I had a way of stating the clearly obvious. 
 
    “Shut up!” Maven said, at a volume that echoed in the cockpit. “We emerged too close to the planet. Our retros aren’t strong enough to keep us from burning in.” She wrestled the controls and wiped sweat from her brow. “I’ve got to get the nose up and do a full burn. It might be enough to keep us from disintegrating in the atmosphere. It’s all I’ve got.”  
 
    We entered the stratosphere, and the shuttle creaked and groaned as if in agony. The windows glowed a bright orange-yellow, I could feel the temperature rising, the smell of carbon and ozone filled the air. 
 
    “Crap!” Maven said. “I can’t budge her. We’re gonna’ burn in.” 
 
    “Can’t you burn and just pull up?!” I said, yelling over the ever-increasing racket. 
 
    Maven glared at me. Her speech became desperate, her hands motioned her words. “Full burn without pulling up first, we just create a bigger crater. If I can’t pull the nose up first, there’s no recovery.” 
 
    “There’s got to be a way.” 
 
    Maven’s eyes turned upward. “There’s nothing we can do. The maneuvering retros aren’t strong enough.” 
 
    “Not even a crazy solution?” I said. 
 
    “Hell, you want crazy? We could manually detonate the top aft pressure tank. That might push our tail down enough to point us in a reasonable direction if it didn’t blow us apart. It would have to be done outside the tank. You could get to it from the aft access port and you’d need a timed detonator.” She reached into the top of her outfit over her left breast and pulled out a flat disk, offering it to me. “Here, take this.” She stopped and looked at the disk. “No, wait, that’s too much; it would destroy us.” She reached into the other side of her top, and she pulled a smaller disk out. “Use this one, it’s just what you need. Run to the aft access panel, open the ceiling panel, pull yourself up and find the red pressure tank. Slap this to the outside, spin the knob to thirty, press this button. Run like hell back up here and strap in.” 
 
    “Umm,” I said. 
 
    “Aft pressure tank, ceiling panel, outside of the red tank, rotate to thirty, press button. Go now!” 
 
    The detonator had a pin attached to its back that poked me in the palm of my hand when I grabbed it. Ignoring the pain, I ran toward the rear of the shuttle. As I passed the blanket fort, Marco jumped on my back but I flung him off with a quick spin. I did not have time for his simian antics. I found the ceiling access panel, spun two quick release handles and yanked the cover off. I pulled myself in and followed the pressure lines to the main tank, to find it larger than I expected, marked ‘Warning - Extremely High Pressure!’ and painted bright red with a white skull and crossbones to add seriousness. I slapped the disk on it, magnetically sticking it in place, and I spun the dial to thirty, pressing the button. But as soon as I pressed it, the disk flashed ten, then nine, then eight. I fled in a panic, wriggling out of the access chute, then running as fast as I could. Marco jumped on my back again, I tried to spin him off, but he had a death grip on me this time. I fell to the floor.  
 
    The detonator blew, and the shuttle jerked violently driving the tail down and nose up. I felt the thrusters fire at full power. I became weightless for a moment, slammed into the ceiling, then I struck the back wall, gasping for air as the g-force slammed me hard against the bulkhead. I fought to remain conscious. All the while, Marco wrestled with me, trying to climb on my head.  
 
    Blood trickled down my forehead. Who it came from, I couldn’t be certain. I struggled to my hands and knees and crawled back toward the cockpit. Marco raced ahead of me and jumped into a seat, strapping himself in. With great relief, I saw the nice, safe, vacuum of black space through the windshield. Maven worked controls furiously, Nicholai tightened his restraints, looking way too calm for the situation. 
 
    “I thought I told you to strap in!” Maven said. 
 
    “I tried.” 
 
    “Quit screwing around. We’re losing atmosphere now. I’m setting a standard re-entry trajectory.”  
 
    Before I could enter the cockpit, the door slammed closed, locking me outside. “What the hell?” I said, banging on the door. 
 
    Maven spoke over the intercom. “Automatic safety doors. When we lose atmosphere, the cockpit seals itself to protect the crew.” 
 
    “Open the damn door!” I said. A rush of air poured toward the back of the ship. 
 
    “No can do,” Maven said. “I can’t override the safety controls. If I were you, I’d put on the rest of that guard’s uniform you’re so fond of wearing. It’s auto-pressurized.”  
 
    I made it to my feet and held onto a grab rail. My mind raced for where the helmet and gloves had been left. 
 
    Wait, the gloves were right here in the pockets, but the helmet? I hadn’t seen it in some time. I’m sure I hyperventilated trying to get as much oxygen as I could in my system as I made my way through the ship. The blanket fort! Marco and Nicholai had it in their fort and used it for god-knows-what.  
 
    The ship rocked and rattled as retro jets fired in rapid succession. I progressed as best I could; sometimes hand-over-hand, occasionally falling forward in great strides, and often being driven backward by ship movement. But eventually, I made it to the blanket-fort and found the helmet. I poured a thick, rancid liquid from the helmet, gasped for air as the pressure dropped fast. My lungs expanded painfully and I coughed out the last of my air. I had no choice, pulled the helmet on, and twisted it in place. The overwhelming scent of monkey urine burned my eyes with ammonia and made me gag. The suit auto-pressurized and I coughed as the disgusting air filled my lungs. Lasers fed information to my retinas, from high-resolution cameras in the front and back of the helmet, as well as from the gloves’ fingertips. I had to concentrate to look past all the views and competing images. Finally, I managed to shut down most cameras by focusing on closing icons.  
 
    “Why aren’t you answering me?” Maven said, over the helmet’s speaker. 
 
    “I’m here. Grossed out, but here.” I said. 
 
    “I can’t imagine anything grossing you out.” Maven’s voice cracked a little. “Hold on to something. I’m taking the ship back into the atmosphere. It’s about to get rough.” 
 
    “It’s about to get rough?!” I said sarcastically. 
 
    “I don’t have time for your whining. I’ve got a damaged shuttle to land and I doubt this planet has auto landing capabilities. If this were a civilized world, I‘d just hand the controls over to the space traffic computer.” 
 
    “You do know how to land this thing without the auto-lander, don’t you?” I said, not wanting to know the answer. 
 
    “I’ve done it several times.” Much quieter, she added, “In simulators.” 
 
    “In simulators?”  
 
    “I don’t have time for this. Maven, out.” 
 
    I’ll admit, I’ve never been fond of the landing cycle. Space travel is pretty much non-eventful in a big, commercial spaceship, but landings are always intense. Spaceships are made for the peaceful vacuum of space, not for being tossed around in a volatile and non-predictable atmosphere, trying to be smashed by gravity. There I stood, in a stinking guard’s suit, in a depressurized shuttlecraft that needed to be manually landed by a person I don’t really know is capable. My hands shook, my eyes twitched and I found myself hyperventilating. I desperately wanted to run somewhere, but where? 
 
    When a traumatic event happens, one’s mind goes into ultra-awareness mode. I have intense memories of what happened in a matter of a few seconds as if they took hours. A foreboding crack that I more felt than heard inside the pressurized suit shook me to the bone, carrying a meaning that something terrible has just happened. I snapped my head around to see the top hatch of the shuttle break free of the ship and spinning wildly away from the shuttle. A huge hole now in the top of the shuttle craft, the remaining air escaping through it. I became weightless as the ship lurched and the last of the air pushed me toward the opening. I grabbed for a hand-hold with my fingertips; survival depending upon my grip. I gasped as I watched my gloved fingers slip from the handle. I thrashed at everything but found nothing to grab. I watched the shuttle slowly fall away from me, and I screamed until out of breath, only to gulp down just enough air to scream a second time. My heart thumped so hard that my ears pulsed and my arms twitched. Completely helpless, falling to my death in the upper atmosphere of a foreign world. The guard’s suit lit up with alarms as the suit glowed from the air friction. Automatic temperature adjusters kicked in. Instead of being cooked to death, I simmered in a stew of my own sweat. 
 
    I flailed for a while, but soon realized that I had plenty of time to think. The sky’s color lightened and air buffeted me around as I fell. At least I’m in an atmosphere. This planet looked like any of the dozens of terra-formed worlds, nondescript masses of blue and green. I raced toward the surface at whatever the terminal velocity of me in this suit happened to be. I drew a deep breath and enjoyed a moment of calm; an acceptance that I would smash into the ground and hopefully die instantly. Really, at this point, I didn’t have a lot of reasons to live. Things had been catastrophic for me; nobody here knew or cared about me. It is probably for the better in the long run. As the ground neared enough to make out trees and land features, a singular thought crossed my mind. Do I crap myself before or after I hit the ground? And at that moment, I actually snickered at myself. I closed my eyes and tensed up. 
 
    A force suddenly drove air from my lungs but didn’t hurt like I expected crushed bones to feel. I eased one eye open to find that I couldn’t see, but made out a pinpoint of light. I looked toward the light and saw motion. I’m still falling I haven’t hit yet. I couldn’t move a muscle or breathe. For some reason, my arms and legs spread out as far outward as they would go. 
 
    My body shook at an impact and sudden reversal of direction. I became momentarily weightless until the tug of gravity pulled me again. Another impact, a reversal of direction, a violent spin, each time shorter than the last. After the third time, my wits came back to me. I’m bouncing. 
 
    The guard’s suit had an auto-deploying air-bag system, just like in the adventure programs where space marines dive from the upper atmosphere, arms out like they are soaring without a care in the Empire. Just before they hit the ground, their suits pressurize into a giant ball and they bounce a dozen times or so. When they stop, they jump up, rail-gun in hand, to take out the bad guys. I did just that, except for the rail gun and heroically taking out the bad guy thing. I laid there until the suit auto-deflated and ended up face down in a boggy pile of muck.  
 
    Alone on a barbarian world. I did not know if the shuttle landed or if it burnt up on entry. I didn’t know where to go, what to do, or what my next move should be. But I knew two things: I survived the fall, and I had crapped my pants.              


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Long Live the Front 
 
    
Encrypted paired quantum message transcript, intercepted and decryption by Decrypton™ Ultracomputer 

ISLF Field Agent Report  
 
      
 
    Sirs: 
An unexpected opportunity presented itself. After months of tracking the Emperor, I saw a chance to help our cause through alternative measures. Escaped on Emperor's shuttle with the idiot. Have arrived at barbarian world called "Earth". Natives have no knowledge of Empire or my capabilities. With a superior technology and mind, recruiting should be easy. This could be the catalyst to our freedom. Will provide updates as appropriate. Long live the Front! 

- Agent M.  
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Cyst, Boom, Bah 
 
      
 
    Wild nature surrounded me in the darkness; a terrifying combination for a citizen of the Empire. Silent at first, as if my arrival had hushed whatever vicious and ferocious carnivores surely hiding behind every tree, rock, or pile of dirt. My eyes darted around as noises poured out from the distance. I saw lights moving, some kind of civilization or transportation. Civilization meant safety from predators, so I made my way toward the lights. My nether regions seemed to be on fire, so I took my time, but soon enough made it to a primitive road of sorts. I looked both ways, neither seemed any better than the other. But roads lead to and from somewhere, so I picked a direction and started walking. 
 
    After a while, lights came toward me, so I did the natural thing that any citizen of the Empire would - I stood squarely in the middle of the road, held my hands out in front of me signaling ‘I need assistance’ and waited. The vehicle sped toward me, and due to an apparent malfunction of its infrared vision systems, didn’t seem to see me. At the last moment, I heard a screeching sound. It’s coming right at me! I jumped to the side; someone screamed in a savage tongue. The vehicle skidded, went into the ditch, slid for a bit, then drove back onto the road. I heard another scream, the occupant giving me a one-fingered wave. Another screech and the vehicle sped away. How rude.
  
 
    I walked with torturous steps. My crotch burned; it felt like I had a terrible infection and swelled to an ungodly size. A strange warbling noise grew louder. I didn’t know what danger approached me now. 
 
    I tried to run, but I couldn’t. I recognized two fixed, white lights and several colorful lights rotating. The noise grew louder; the lights brighter. A spotlight hit me square in the eyes. I was blinded and heard a loud voice. 
 
    I heard phonetically in Galactic Standard, “Getalvurge hoedstad klyneta hta jroo baltouq!” It meant nothing to me, so they said it louder. “Getalvurge hoedstad klyneta hta jroo baltouq!”  
 
    The familiar pain from the translator implant in my cerebral cortex heating up peirced through my head. I had no idea of what they said, but I could guess the intent. I raised my empty hands in front of me, to the unidentifiable mumblings from behind the light. Two silhouettes appeared in front of the white lights. I sighed in relief to find them humanoid.  
 
    I heard what sounded like arguing, and one of the figures moved toward me. Definitely human, male, strangely dressed with a metal device in his hand pointed at me with as an unusual design, but by the way he held it, I had to assume it to be a weapon.  
 
    The figure motioned toward my hands. “Ahg roog getalvurge hoedstad hands hta jroo air!”  
 
    I raised my hands high and the man pushed me to the ground. Their words became meaningful as the translator chip learned their language. My head throbbed. 
 
    One of the men, younger and thinner than the other said, “He stinks, Uncle Rob!” His dark hair waved across his head; he had a strong jaw-line and deep brown eyes. 
 
    “What da’ ya’ mean he stinks, Bobby?” 
 
    “He smells like he’s crapped himself.” 
 
    “Are yo’ sure?” Uncle Rob said. 
 
    “I’m sure he stinks. I haven’t done a visual inspection.” 
 
    “Great. An’ I just had the squad car warshed.” 
 
    “Yes. I know, I was the one that washed it,” Bobby said. 
 
    “What’s he wearin’? Is that silver?” Uncle Rob stepped closer. He was an older man; fat, balding, and had the look of a person you could convince punching himself in the stomach would kill a tapeworm. His shirt strained to contain his heft. At any moment one of his buttons might pop off with the power to put someone’s eye out. 
 
    “I think it’s some kind of jumpsuit. He’s not from around here. Maybe he’s with one of those rock and roll bands, and they dumped him after a party. Are you with a band, stranger?” 
 
    “I…am…” the words failed me, and I automatically cursed in Galactic Standard. 
 
    “You hear that?” Bobby said. “I think he said “Bjork or something. Where you from, stranger? Sweden?” 
 
    I tried to answer him, but I formed each word individually. “I…I…am…lost.” 
 
    “Listen at ‘im, Bobby,” Uncle Rob said. “He’s definitely a dummy. We need to take ’im in. He prob’ly escaped from some ‘tard home. Oh gawd, you‘re right. He‘s crapped his‘elf. When we get back, you gonna‘ haf‘ to delouse ‘im.” 
 
    “Jeez! Why do I have to do all the grunt work?” Bobby said, his face turning bitter. 
 
    “Because I’m the boss and yo’ momma’ begged me to give you a job.” 
 
    Bobby mumbled just loud enough for me to hear it. “You’re the boss at eating donuts.”  
 
    He pushed me toward their transport while Uncle Rob opened the rear door. 
 
    “This fella’s burning up!” Uncle Rob said, pushing me into the rear of their vehicle. “He’s got a fever. I can feel the heat comin’ off of him!”  
 
    It occurred to me that felt ill, and not just due to all the commotion. Falling to my near-death on a barbarian planet, lost, alone, about to be taken to jail and be deloused by a primitive human, tends to upset one’s sense of well-being. But once he mentioned it, I realized I had been sweating profusely. Most likely an infection from the bite had triggered my immune system. I need medical help! 
 
    I heard the rumblings of what sounded like an antique motor from centuries back, running on some form of explosive fuel.  
 
    “This is Unit One calling dispatch.” Uncle Rob said, into a handheld microphone. 
 
    A tinny voice replied through a boxy radio. “This is Marge. What’cha need, Rob?” 
 
    “Come on Marge. You’re s’posed to call me Unit One.” 
 
    “Fine. Unit One, what do you need?” 
 
    “We’ve got a code… Bobby, what’s the code for an escaped ‘tard that crapped himself?” 
 
    “There is no code for that,” Bobby replied. 
 
    “Come on Bobby, gimme’ a code. You know we’re supposed to use that fancy code book for ev’ything now.” 
 
    Bobby thumbed through the book and finally said, “Here it is. Code eleventy-twelve blue goose delta. Escaped ‘tard with messy pants.” 
 
    “See? I told you that book had a code for everything! You hear that, Marge? We gots us a code eleventy-twelve blue goose delta. Check an‘ see if there are any reports of escaped ‘tards.” 
 
    “I haven’t heard anything, number one.” 
 
    “That’s Unit One.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll dial up the hospital and see if they lost anybody,” Marge said. 
 
    We came to a stop in front of an old stone building with bars on the windows. After studying the sign for a moment, the nonsensical letters formed in my mind into the words ‘County Jail’. 
 
    “Standard procedures, Uncle Rob? Pictures and fingerprints first?” 
 
    “Not this time, Bobby. Take that stinker to the shower house. Grab yerself a gallon of that delousing soap. See if he’s smart enough to warsh his’elf. If not, I’d grab a brush on the way too. And wear your gloves; he’s got some kind of infection or the flu. You don’t want to catch somethin’ from ‘im.” 
 
    Bobby directed me into the bath house. I heard the words in my head, but forming the words proved difficult. “I…can…bathe…myself.” I grabbed the soap and tried to find some privacy. 
 
    “Sorry, partner. Until we know where you’re from and if there are any outstanding warrants for you, I have to stay right here. Believe me, I won’t like this any more than you will. Now get on with it and I won’t have to hold this gun to your head.” 
 
    I got undressed and tried to protect my modesty as best I could, but as I turned away from Bobby, he pulled a flashlight from his belt.  
 
    “What the hell is that?” He said, shining the light at my crotch. He pulled a large radio from his belt and keyed the microphone. “Boss, you need to get down here. You’ve got to see this.” 
 
    “Whatcha’ got, Bobby?” said the tinny voice. 
 
    “This guy’s not quite right.” 
 
    “What are ya’ talking ‘bout?” 
 
    “Anatomically. He’s not quite right. He looks like he’s got something extra. I’d have to say I’m looking at an E.T.!” 
 
    “I’ll be right down, Bobby, to see ‘dat E.T.” 
 
    The term “E.T.” rang in my head. There must have been a divergence over the hundreds of thousands of years since this planet had been seeded. Had these barbarians evolved differently than we had; maybe their genitalia had been internalized? If they know that I’m different, they’ll put me through tests, inquisitions, and find out about the Empire. Beheading would be a relief compared to what the Emperor would do to me if I revealed the Empire to a barbarian world. I knew that my survival depended on getting away. I tried to run, fell on the wet floor, and Bobby put his knee on my back, holding me face-first to the floor. I felt his gun press against the back of my head.  
 
    Uncle Rob entered the room and “Show me this E.T., Bobby, and yo’ betta’ not be screwing around.” 
 
    “Look at him, Uncle Rob. I told you. E.T.! See, right there?” 
 
    I struggled to break free, but couldn’t move. The thought occurred to me that maybe they’d just shoot me right now and put my body in a museum. That would probably be for the best. 
 
    “What the hell is ‘dat, Bobby?” 
 
    “See...E.T. He’s got an Extra Testicle.” 
 
    “Bullshit!” 
 
    “You’re looking at it. Right there. One, two, three.” 
 
    “Let me look closer at that.” I felt something poking around my private parts. 
 
    At this point, a little bit of explanation is probably needed. You see, the monkey bite on my scrotum had gotten infected, creating a cyst the size of my fist. To the fine and noble officers, this appeared to be a third testicle, until they started to poke around it with a big flashlight. With that poking, the cyst reached a critical mass of sorts and exploded right in their faces, with their slack-jawed mouths wide open. The cyst burst in a brown and yellow spray of disgusting liquid. Imagine, if you will, that the devil himself made a meal of day-old skunk road-kill (warmed at ninety-three degrees Fahrenheit for fourteen hours), sautéed in a garlic, curry, and habanero pepper sauce, served with a large side of boiled cabbage, asparagus, and a few pounds of rotting raw oysters. This sat in his upper intestines for a solid day before being rejected and ejected as a stream of high-pressure liquid. That would come close, but not quite equal the odor of the cyst’s liquid. They both dropped to their knees and started a long series of gagging, puking, coughing, swearing, and crying. I used this opportunity to make my escape. 
 
    I grabbed the guard’s suit and the key ring from Uncle Rob’s belt loop and ran as best as I could. I got into the police car and figured out how to start it and put it in gear. I bumped into the building and a couple of other cars before I got it under control but soon drove it with relative confidence, only sideswiping a handful of vehicles in the first few blocks. Each minute that passed left me more light-headed. My head spun and I fought black curtains in my perception. I found a random road leading out of town and drove as fast as I could into the night. The road turned hilly and had multiple switch-backs as it worked its way upward. I eventually found a deep ditch that couldn’t be seen from the road and parked the car in it. I stumbled out and felt an unnatural cold breeze where its rarely felt. I need to wear something. I put the guard’s uniform back on, and as I got myself situated, I saw headlights down the road. It appeared to be a big vehicle, and as it approached I recognized it as a truck hauling some kind of livestock. At the switchback, it had to slow down considerably, so I took the opportunity and jumped on the back of the trailer. I tugged at the handle and swung the door open just as the truck gained speed again. I rolled inside to be greeted by a chorus of dozens of sheep bleating. They smelled bad and had left droppings everywhere. At this point, I didn’t care. I leaned against the wall and went out like a light. 
 
    I awoke from being unconscious unaware how long I had been out. It had been dark when I got in the truck, and now it was the heat of the day. I felt dehydrated, starving, and ready to get out of the truck with my new four-legged friends. When the truck slowed, I made my exit. I remember picking a direction and walking as far as I could before I passed out.               
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    The Red Menace 
 
      
 
    Excerpt from official police report. Filed 5/12/56 at the county office, Rhodell, West Virginia.  
 
      
 
    Loss of police car: 
 
    Squad Car Unit 1 stolen by unknown perpetrators. Sheriff and Deputy were protecting the peace when we encountered a group of ten to twelve Communist Cubans, mostly male. Average height and weight for Cubans; normal skin and hair coloring. They were armed and dangerous, with typical Communist Cuban weapons and got the drop on us. Took squad car and threatened to kill us if we pursued. Both Sheriff and Deputy acted heroically to save the county’s property, but we were heavily outnumbered. 
 
    Addendum 5/28/56. Squad Car Unit 1 located, slightly damaged, but operational. No additional sign of the perpetrators. Case considered closed. Will remain ever-vigilant for Communist Cuban threat. 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Swedes, Smoked Salmon, Serpents, and Soothsayers 
 
      
 
    I awoke to an animal licking my face. I waved my arms and it stepped away from me. a female voice came from somewhere. 
 
    “Are you okay?”  
 
    I pried my eyes open to see that the beast appeared to be a horse, and a woman sat upon its back.  
 
    “I’m hurt. I need water, food, and medicine.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’m hurt. I need water.” 
 
    “I don’t understand you.” The woman dismounted and brought me a container filled with water. “Have some water, and then maybe you’ll make sense.” She looked young, perhaps late teens or early twenties with straight brown hair pulled into a ponytail. She had a lovely face; not an overly made-up media darling, just pretty. Her clothes looked a little sloppy as if comfort and utility ranked higher on her priority list than fashion. But her eyes had kindness, her lips enticing, and immediately I believed I could trust her. 
 
    I drank. The water tasted slightly metallic, but I drank it like it was ambrosia. “Thanks for stopping. My name is Raka. I’m hurt and need medical attention. Antibiotics, probably a surgeon. Can you take me somewhere safe?” 
 
    “Oh dear Lord! You’re speaking in tongues! And your clothes are so strange and shiny, like an angel. Where are you from? What’s your story?” 
 
    “What do you mean I’m speaking in tongues? I’m talking in very clear Galactic Standard…” I sighed as I remembered what I had learned of this new language. “I…need…your help.” 
 
    “Now that I understood. My name is Gina, Gina Roberts, and I figured you needed help.” She touched the back of her hand to my forehead. “You look hurt and are burning up. Stay right here. I’ll ride back to get the truck and the first aid kit and be right back for you. You spoke in tongues, and that means you have the Holy Spirit in you!” 
 
    *** 
 
    She returned with an older male companion. He had graying hair and a strong build, looking like someone who had worked for years doing hard, manual labor; his hands rough and dirty, like his clothes. He spoke in a loud, simple manner that sounded like an order. “My name’s Henry. Gina’s my daughter. We’re here to help.” 
 
     They loaded me into the back of a rusted, beaten-up truck and took me to a small, simple house, located kilometers away from anything but fields of a crop I didn’t recognize. They carried me inside and dumped me on a bed.  
 
    “What happened to you, son?” Henry said. 
 
    “Infection. Animal bite.” The words came a little easier now. 
 
    “Where at, son?” Henry said.  
 
    I pointed to my crotch, Henry’s eye’s opened wide and he backed away. “I hope it wasn’t poisonous. Otherwise, you’re going to die.” 
 
    “No, not poisonous. Infected.”  
 
    I didn’t find the need to explain that the bite had come from an intergalactic, drugged up monkey.  
 
    “Gina, this is serious. Take the truck into town to the vet’s office. Tell him that one of the cows has another infection. Get him to give you a syringe of antibiotics and put it on our account. Go on, girl.”  
 
    She ran out and I heard the car roar away. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. 
 
    “Don’t thank me yet, mister. She’s going to be gone at least an hour. Do you think you can eat something? Perhaps some crackers?” 
 
    “Yes, please.” I chewed some salty bread wafers and drank from a big glass of water. 
 
    “Gina’s my daughter. She gets ideas in her head sometimes. She told me you spoke in tongues.” 
 
    “What do you mean, spoke in tongues?” 
 
    “You know, like in the Bible. You have read the Bible, haven’t you?” 
 
    “No, sir. Can’t say that I have.” 
 
    “You can read, can’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, just haven’t read the Bible.” 
 
    “Well, you need to. As sick as you are, you may not live. It wouldn’t be right for you to meet your maker and not know Jesus.” Henry got up, walked across the room and returned with a thick book. “Read this. Your salvation depends on it.” 
 
    I started at the beginning and read it page by page. The translator implant has a benefit that few appreciate these days; you can read and comprehend written pages at an extremely high rate. I’d look at a page, process it in a matter of seconds, and proceed to the next. At the beginning, Henry watched me, not sure if I really read it, so he tested me a few times. After a while, he accepted my reading the book, and comprehending it. 
 
    “I’ve never seen anyone read like that, son.” 
 
    “I learned to read fast at the University.” It seemed reasonable enough. I couldn’t tell him the truth. 
 
    “You went to a University and never read the Bible?” 
 
    “No, sir. It wasn’t part of the curriculum. I’m going to have some questions once I complete this book.” 
 
    “Good. I always kinda’ figured that was part of it. It is supposed to make you ask questions. I’ll leave you to your reading. Gina should be back soon. She’ll have medicine to heal you. You’ll be fine; I believe that in my heart. I think there’s a reason she found you.” 
 
    “I am glad she did, that’s certain.”  
 
    I returned to my reading, but after a while, my eyes blurred and I could no longer fight the urge to sleep. I fell asleep and had a frightful dream about barbarians. Cannibals chased me through wild, wooded land. I remember screaming and being held down. I called for help, but no one understood me. I awoke to horrible pain in my right butt-cheek, that felt like a giant insect stinging me and injecting its venom in my ass. I heard voices telling me to relax, but in my confusion, I thought they tried to butcher me. I struggled until the blackness overtook me. 
 
    The next couple of days I lived in a daze of delirium. Brief moments of wakefulness, freezing and convulsing as my feverish body fought the infection. From time to time, I’d wake to be given a broth and go to the bathroom. I found out later that during my delirium, I happily spoke in Galactic Standard for Gina and Henry. Apparently, I carried on full conversations that they recorded on a primitive tape recorder they borrowed from the banker in town. They said that they had to record this ‘miracle’. 
 
      
 
    On the third day, I started to rally. I found myself sitting up in bed for an hour or more at a time, feeling stronger and hungry enough to eat. They brought me a plate of scrambled eggs; I devoured them not knowing what animal they belonged to or how the eggs had been harvested. I’m sure there had to be some bloody ritual involved, but I didn’t care. My body needed the calories and I grew to like the taste. Gina always brought me the food, adjusted my pillows and she simply sat there, with me, like she cared. I saw a true kindness in her eyes that I’d never encountered before. She held my hands when I shivered and brought me a wet cloth to put on my head when my temperature spiked. I liked holding her hands; it gave me the inspiration to keep fighting. With her around, I found my mood improving and my situation started to appear tolerable. 
 
      
 
    On the fifth day, Gina brought her grandfather in to see me, and apparently he insisted on talking with me. She introduced him as Grampa Lyle and whispered to me to ‘humor him’ before she left us alone. I looked him over. If he had been born in the Empire, I’d guess him to be one-hundred-fifty years old. His hands appeared spotted and bent; his eyes dark and clouded. He had prodigious hair growing from his ears and nose, but none on his head. He smelled ‘old’; slightly musty with a bitter tinge.  
 
    While I looked him over, he did the same to me. He frowned a bit as if my appearance disappointed him. He finally broke the silence. “Gina tells me you talk funny. Go right ahead, say something funny.” 
 
    I’m supposed to humor him and say something funny. But what’s funny to a barbarian, stinky Grampa? I tried to think of a joke that would translate, but nothing came to me. Would he understand that Katochian women are known for their promiscuity? I had a joke about being hit by a bag of credits, but that probably wouldn’t translate right. I finally muttered, “A monkey bit my scrotum.” 
 
    Grampa Lyle stared at me for a moment, took a deep breath, and let out the largest guffaw of laughter I ever heard in my life. During his laughter, he broke wind ferociously; the smell horrendous, and that got us both gagging and laughing. The laughter grew louder as we laughed at each other. We finally paused for a moment; he wiped a tear from his eyes and said, “Wow. That’s not what I expected to hear from this angel Gina’s been going on about. I was expected to hear some ‘gloop gloo gobbledy gook’ the way she talked. Where are you from, boy? You have a strange accent.” 
 
    “Gloop gloo gobbledy gook,” I said.
We both laughed a little more. 
 
    “Seriously. Where ya’ from?”  
 
    “Sweden,” I said, recalling what Bobby the cop had said. 
 
    “Sweden? Oh my God! Swedish women are hot! You ever end up in a sauna with a hotty?” 
 
    Translating slang is always tough. I tried a noncommittal answer. “We have saunas, and they are hot.” 
 
    “That’s not what I asked. Them Swedish babes sauna naked, don’t they?” 
 
    “I don’t think it would be safe to bring a babe into a sauna,” I said. 
 
    “Hell no. Especially if I was in there!” Grampa Lyle said. “I’d like to get in there with a couple of them big blonde bimbos. That’s how I want to die. Smother me to death in blondes!” 
 
    “Big blonde bimbos?”  
 
    “Yup. I saw this movie once when I was in the navy. Ya’ see, this guy was a fish delivery boy, and he was sent to a sauna to deliver some smoked salmon. There were a couple of blondes in there, with boobies out to here.” He held his hands out way in front of himself. “Gretchen and Helga. Oh, man have I ever dreamed of Gretchen and Helga! Anyway, in this cinematic masterpiece It wasn’t just the salmon that got smoked if ya’ know what I mean! I tried to get transferred to Sweden after that; I begged and I pleaded with my superior officers, but they just kept sending me to one hell-hole after another. I never did meet a Gretchen or Helga.”  
 
    He looked toward the floor for a moment, then his smile reappeared as his eyes met mine. “But I had my share of Marthas and Eleanors.”  
 
    “I bet you have.”  
 
    I looked him over again. “Do you mind if I ask how old you are, sir?” 
 
    “I was born in eighty-two. I’ll be seventy-four in November.” 
 
    “I would have guessed a lot younger.” It was a lie. In the Empire, a seventy-four-year-old was closing in on middle age. Here, it was closing in on death. 
 
    “So tell me, Sonny, you got a special gal? Some girl that gets your motor running?” 
 
    “There was one girl I liked, but everything I did made me look like an idiot. She didn’t want anything to do with me.” 
 
    “What was her name, son?”  
 
    “Maven.” 
 
    “Maven. Not as good as Helga, but not bad. What happened to her?” 
 
    “I don’t know. We got separated. She may be dead.” 
 
    “Well I’ll tell ya’ something, and if you tell her I’ll swear that you’re full of crap, but Gina has her eye on you. She’s a good girl, not the best-looking gal in the world, but she’s got a good heart. A fella’ like you could do a lot worse.” 
 
    “She’s a lovely girl. Probably the sweetest I’ve ever known.” I thought about how a smile curved across my face when she visited, even when I felt horrible. But then an issue occurred to me. She’s not from the Empire. She’s what we would call barbarian, and in fifty years would look like this guy. I’d still have seventy years or more left in me. That is if I didn’t start aging like these people did, at twice the natural rate. 
 
    “What’s the matter, son? Are you shy? The way she talks about you, she thinks you got angel wings. Said you could talk the angel tongue.” 
 
    “She just heard me speaking naturally.” 
 
    “Funny about that, son. She played me a tape of your words. Didn’t sound like the Swedish that I know from that movie.” 
 
    “I probably wasn’t talking about getting my salmon smoked.” 
 
    “Ha! That’s true. If you weren’t talking sexy, I wouldn’t recognize it. But you sounded different. It sounded like nothing I’ve ever heard before.” 
 
    “I was on the edge of death. I probably just made random noises.” 
 
    “Could be. Or maybe you got the angel tongue. Only one way to know fer’sure.” 
 
    “How’s that?” 
 
    “Have Gina take you to the holy man. He’ll know.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The next day, Gina came to visit me. She beamed as she looked at me. “Hi,” she said. 
 
    “Hi,” I couldn’t deny she was cute when she smirked. But I saddened at the thought of such a short life for a sweet person. The cruelty of the universe defined right there before me. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she said, her smile dropping to a frown. 
 
    “Nothing. Just that I can’t ever repay you for your kindness.” 
 
    “Don’t be silly. We’re good Christian folks. We had to take you in and don’t expect anything in return.” 
 
    “That’s very kind of you. But I promise to make it all up to you somehow.”  
 
    As I talked, she straightened up my pillow and checked my scraps of food. She stared at the bacon. “Don’t you like bacon?” 
 
    “Wasn’t really sure what it was. Looked a little too…”  
 
    What, barbarian? I couldn’t say that.  
 
    “Animal-like.” 
 
    “Well, of course it’s animal-like. It’s bacon! Our own pigs of course. Pa butchered one last Saturday.” 
 
    “I’ll try it later. My stomach has been pretty weak lately. I think that medicine did something to my system.”  
 
    “I bet. That was veterinarian-grade antibiotics. It probably cleaned you out,” she said, “Give it some time. Your system needs to get back to normal.” She sat down on the edge of the bed and took my hand. “Did Grampa talk to you yesterday?” 
 
    “Yes…you know he did. You led him here.” 
 
    “Yes, I know. I meant did he talk to you about seeing the preacher man?” 
 
    “He did mention it. I think…” she interrupted me before I could finish with ‘it’s a crazy idea’.  
 
    “Great! Are you feeling up to going to town? I’ve called the Reverend and he has time to see you this afternoon.” 
 
    “Uh.” 
 
    “Excellent! Now get cleaned up. I left some of Pa’s dressier clothes on the dresser. He said you could wear them and doesn’t use them often. I think they’ll fit you.”  
 
    My stomach wanted to knot up as I prepared to meet this reverend. 
 
    *** 
 
    We pulled up to the church; the sign read ‘Pentecost Church of the Divine Spirit’.  
 
    Under the marquee, it read, ‘This week’s Sermon: The Unforgivable Sin and Eternal Damnation - A Puppet Show for the kids.’  
 
    My stomach filled with great, pulsating butterflies churning at a thousand RPM as I approached the door. I found the office of Rev. David Goligoth.  
 
    I took a deep breath and rapped on the door. A thunderous voice, deep and strong, rumbled in the floorboards. “Come in!” 
 
    I took a deep breath, eased the door open, and saw Reverend Goligoth sitting in his desk chair. The reverend was, by human standards, a large man. He looked to be crushing the chair, or perhaps engulfing the chair. He stood and I followed him on his way up until I wondered if he’d hit his head on the low ceiling.  
 
    “Gina told me a lot about you. She says you speak in tongues, like some sort of soothsayer.”  
 
    My eyes leveled out, and I stared straight into his chest.  
 
    “I swear I’ve never said sooth.” I tried to joke, but he didn’t laugh. “She told me a lot about you too, sir,” I said, lying through my teeth. “All good.” 
 
    “I wanted you to come in here to find out what kind of a man you really are.” He reached a hand out toward me, large enough to crush my skull. He shook my hand and I felt as if either the bones in my hand would shatter or I would hit the ceiling. My mind raced. He’s a giant! The story of David and Goliath from the bible ran through my head. Don’t slip and call him Reverend Goliath! 
 
    “Good, good. Do sit down.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” It occurred to me that he hadn’t let go of my hand. I tried to pull it back, but he gripped it harder and raised his other hand. I sat there, uncomfortably holding the big man’s hand across the desk. 
 
    “What do you know about the serpent, son?” 
 
    “The serpent? Not much, sir. Not particularly fond of them.” 
 
    “Some people consider them inherently evil. I, however, disagree with that consensus. After all, why would God put a creature on this great Earth if it was simply evil? Let me introduce you to my friend, Ssssam.”  
 
    He pulled a plastic bin from his desk and set it on the desk, squeezing my hand even harder as I realized that the container must hold a large, probably venomous, snake. 
 
    “Pleased to meet you, Ssssam,” I said.  
 
    The snake, still in the plastic bin, snapped forward and tried to bite me. Its fangs hit the side of the bin, and a white venom dripped on the plastic wall. I watched it fall to the bottom of the bin, looking for a way to get me. 
 
    “It’s okay, Ssssam. You see, my boy, some folks think that the serpent is evil, but my friend serves a purpose. He is a fantastic measure of sin and lies. If you lie to me, he will bite you. Something as simple as your ‘pleased to meet you’ was enough for him to know you are lying. No one is ever pleased to meet Ssssam.” 
 
    “You are correct. It was just a figure of speech.” 
 
    “Well, be careful of your figures of speech. As long as you tell me the truth, we’ll have no problems. Now Ssssam does get a little testy with the ‘intentional omissions meant to deceive’, too.”  
 
    Goliath, no Reverend Goligoth, opened the lid and slid the snake onto the desk. “So, Gina tells me you aren’t from around here. I’m assuming she means you journeyed here from overseas. Please, do tell me about your travels.”  
 
    A cold sweat dripped from my armpits and I knew I had to walk a fine line between the truth and misrepresenting myself. 
 
    “Come now, Ssssam tends to be impatient.” 
 
    My voice cracked. “There’s not a lot to say. It was a small ship, only carrying a few people. It was a little crowded, but I got here.”  
 
    Sssam’s head moved a little back and forth, but he didn’t strike. 
 
    “Tell me about your travel companions,” he said. 
 
    “Well, there was this Rastafarian; Nicholai was his name. He was a drug runner, stoned most of the time. I didn’t care for him, so I mostly stayed out of his way. I tried to straighten him out from time to time, but he was more interested in smoking ganja than listening to reason.” 
 
    “Drugs are the Devil’s delight! I trust you abstained from them?”  
 
    I saw fire in his eyes. 
 
    “Oh, yes sir. I had nothing to do with the drugs, nothing whatsoever. I swear Mr. Golia - Goligoth.”  
 
    The snake’s eyes twitched, but he did not move. 
 
    “Good, good. At least you avoided that sin. Was there anyone else on the ship?” 
 
    “Yes sir, there was a lady. Her name was Maven Blackheart.” 
 
    “Maven Blackheart? And what did this Miss Blackheart do?” he said, spitting out her name as if he spoke of some whore. 
 
    “I don’t know exactly.” The snake raised up and my heart raced. “I thought of her as the pilot, but when we first met, she was a dominatrix. You know, black rubber corset, whip, domination. She wouldn’t tell me what she really did, I swear.” Ssssam flicked his tongue at me but didn’t strike. “I called her a pilot because that was the duty she took on.” 
 
    “So where did you meet this motley crew of sailors?” 
 
    “At a party.” The snake raised up, opening its mouth wide to display sharpened fangs. “An orgy. I wasn’t invited, so I crashed the party.” The snake closed its mouth. 
 
    “An orgy?!” His face turned a color of red typically reserved for tomatoes, radishes or pools of blood after a knife fight. 
 
    “I wasn’t a part of it.” 
 
    “Ssssam doesn’t disagree with your statement. So you were on this ship with a drug runner and this dominatrix. I trust that you remained chaste during your journey?” 
 
    Galactic Standard has very few homonyms, so my translator implant mistranslated ‘chaste’. “Yes sir, I was chased, and it was the most horrible and difficult time of my life. You see, there was this monkey…” 
 
    “A monkey?” 
 
    “A chimpanzee to be more precise. He was some kind of a sex-simian. Always running around in ass-less chaps, flinging poo at me. He was insane.” 
 
    “A sex-simian?” 
 
    “Yes, when I met him, he wore a pink tutu and the chaps. I said that they were ass-less, didn’t I?” 
 
    “Yes, you did.” 
 
    “I don’t know exactly what he did, but he was clearly oversexed. I tell you, it was the most difficult thing I’ve ever experienced, being chased under those conditions. He also liked to puke on me.” 
 
    “You found the difficulty with the monkey and not the woman? The woman in the black rubber corset?” 
 
    “Absolutely. Maven pretty much ignored me the whole time. But Marco; that was the monkey’s name. He would get hyped up and jump in the shower with me. One time, he grabbed me and he flipped upside down, sticking his butt in my face.” 
 
    “Oh dear Lord!” 
 
    “Exactly. It was driving me insane.” 
 
    “That’s truly sick, young man.” 
 
    “I know. The sad thing is, sometimes I wonder what happened to that little bugger. We were separated when I arrived.” 
 
    “Let me get this straight. Did you have a relationship with the monkey?”  
 
    “What do you mean relationship? He puked on me regularly, flung his poo at me, and made it a point to make me look stupid in front of Maven. Does that equal a relationship? One time he tried to insinuate that I had spanked him. I swore that I hadn’t, but she didn’t believe me.” 
 
    “She didn’t believe that you hadn’t spanked him?” 
 
    “No. She didn’t believe it. I mean, the evidence looked so damning. I ran after him, I was naked, and he pointed at his bottom and gestured that I had struck him. I swore that I hadn’t, but she didn’t believe me. I mean what would you say under those conditions?” 
 
    “My serpent friend here believes you on this matter. I supposed if I were you, I’d look her in the eye, and simply tell her.” 
 
    “Tell her what, exactly?” I said, glad to get him talking instead of me. 
 
    “I’d just say,” the reverend raised his voice, “I never spanked the monkey.”  
 
    Just then, Ssssam raised up and turned his head. To me it all seemed to happen in slow motion; I tried to say something as I watched the snake’s fangs dig into the Reverend Goligoth’s arm.  
 
    “Jesus Christ, not again!” He said. 
 
    “Are you alright, Reverend Goliath?”  
 
    “What did you call me?” He released my hand and crushed the snake with a quick grasp of his massive hand. “Nobody calls me that. Not since grade school have I been so insulted. Oh dear Lord, it’s all starting again. I can feel the toxin boiling in my veins. Not the venom from the snake, the poison in my soul. I remember it now, all the other kids screaming, ‘David is Goliath!’ and shooting dirt clods at my head with their slingshots. Oh dear, not the voices again! No, I won’t listen to you, you’re not the voice of God! God wouldn’t tell me to burn things! No! Now, all those years of therapy gone, wasted! You are a horrible, horrible little man! Why do you do these things? Are you touched by Satan?” 
 
    Realizing he had released my hand, I jumped to my feet and fled as he reached into a small refrigerator and fumbled with a box marked ‘Antivenom’, dumping a syringe on the desk. I ran outside and slowed to a dignified pace as I rounded the corner, toward Gina’s truck. 
 
    “So, how did it go in there?” Gina said me, her mouth slightly quivering, wanting to smile. 
 
    “As well as expected.” I said, adding, “Hey, can you show me more of this town?” 
 
    “I knew he’d just love you!” Gina said. 
 
    As we drove off, I watched in the truck’s mirror as the giant reverend emerged from the church, tearing off his jacket, throwing it on the ground, and loosening his collar. We turned at the next road and I lost sight of him. With a sigh of relief, I changed the subject. “So, where are we headed?” 
 
    “There’s a farmer’s market festival’s going on. We can get some good fresh fruit and vegetables, and lemonade. Sometimes they have musicians playing for coins. There’s always something to do there. Let’s go!” 
 
    “Sounds great,” I said. She drove for a few minutes, telling me which farmers had the best strawberries, apples, corn, and beans. I found it cute how excited she could get talking about sweet corn from the McMillan’s. I smiled, thinking how little attention I paid to food. In the Empire, food had become standardized, homogenized, pasteurized, and monotonized to a level of acceptability. The elite few, like the Emperor, hired expert chefs to prepare actual fresh foods imported from the border worlds; the rest of us ate a mixture of proteins, vitamins, minerals, and fiber that probably resembled something in nature, over a hundred thousand years ago. They had been numbered and programmed into the food dispensers over generations. Generally, you’d approach the dispenser. It would recognize you and your dining history, from the proximity sensor injected in your chest at birth. The dispenser would recommend your next meal. Ninety-nine times out of a hundred, you’d agree with its recommendation, and you’d eat the concoction it offered. Except for option two-hundred and fifty-three. No one ate that. I assumed that it was a joke programmed by a disgruntled programmer at some point. That or the recipe got corrupted over the years. As a kid, you learned to say no to two five three. It became a part of your general education. As no one ever took it, why bother to fix the program? The number became a general code for failure.  
 
    “Here we are!” Gina parked the truck and grabbed my hand, leading me around like a puppy. She’d lead me to a stand, talk with the farmers selling their wares, and as we walked away, she’d give me background information on who we just met. She’d tell about the people and why they liked a family and didn’t like another, not in a gossiping way, but deep in detail. I saw fruits and vegetables that I’d never seen before. Simple folks who always smiled handed me samples and insisted I try their wares. This is a barbarian world, outside of the Empire? Perhaps we were the barbarians after all?  
 
    We continued until I saw an old man, in a raggedy suit, sitting under a shade tree. He had a musical instrument case open with a few coins in it. “Who’s that man playing the music?” I asked. 
 
    “We call him ‘Mumblin Moe’. He plays a four-string guitar. The story is that the other strings broke and he couldn’t afford to replace them. But nobody knows for sure because nobody can understand him. At the end of the day, some farmers bring him food they didn’t sell. He plays music and ‘sings’ to make the time pass.” 
 
    I approached and listened. The music had a simple pattern; repetitive but with a few flourishes thrown in and an occasional surprise. He started to sing: 
 
      
 
    I ain’t got no woman to boil my hambone, 
 
    I ain’t got no dog to fetch my shoes, 
 
    I ain’t got no shoes anywhere in my home, 
 
    I ain’t got not home, just got the blues, 
 
    Got the blues, that’s all I’ve got, 
 
    In the winter, I’m cold, 
 
    In the summer, I’m hot, 
 
    Got the blues, that’s all I’ve got, 
 
    I’d like to say I’m lucky. 
 
     But God knows I’m not. 
 
    I got the blues. The no hambonin’ blues. 
 
      
 
    I turned to Gina. “Why do they call him Mumblin’ Moe?” 
 
    She grinned. “You heard him; nobody can tell what he’s saying. I think he’s just making up sounds. Everyone thinks he’s a dummy. But I don’t know; he seems to know how to take care of himself.” 
 
    “Trust me, this is the voice of experience. Just because you can’t understand him, it doesn’t make him stupid. I understood most of what he’s saying. I don’t really know why he wants a woman to boil his hambone, though.” 
 
    “I think that has a double meaning, Gina said, blushing. “But I don’t know anything about that.” 
 
    “What do you say, Moe? Double meaning?” 
 
    “You understand me? You’d be the first,” Moe said. 
 
    “I’m not from around here. But I’m good with languages.” 
 
    “You must be. I ain’t no dummy. Got a bad mouth. My tongue doesn’t work right.” 
 
    I turned to Gina. “He’s got a problem with his tongue.” 
 
    “How? Did he tell you that?” Gina’s eyes widened. “You really are an angel! You can understand that mumbling, it’s a sign. You are something special, Raka.” 
 
    “Honestly, that’s the first time anyone said something like that to me in as long as I can remember.” 
 
    Mumblin’ Moe stood up and took me by the hand. “If you can help me, I’ll do anything I can to help you too.” 
 
    “I’ll try. I just got here myself and I don’t know what can be done. I won’t forget you, Moe.” 
 
    “The name’s actually Jacob. Not sure how they got ‘Moe’ out of that!” 
 
    “Jacob, I’m Raka and this is Gina.” 
 
    “Pleased to meet you.” 
 
    “Likewise. Keep playing your music. People need that, and they appreciate you more than you know. Someday, things will work out for you.” 
 
    “Thank you. Anytime you want to talk, please come back, you hear?” 
 
    I nodded as we walked away. “Will do.”  
 
    Gina squinted as she looked me over. “You really could understand him?” 
 
    “Mostly.”  
 
    I didn’t tell her that the translator implant had picked up and cleaned every word to perfection. “I got his meaning.” 
 
    “You never cease to amaze me.” She squeezed my hand hard and pulled me to her, planting a little kiss on my cheek.  
 
    A deep voice yelled from behind me. “Who the hell is this, Gina?!” 
 
    You know that sense you get when everything is going too well, and you just know that someone is waiting around the next corner to kick you right in the nuts with a steel-toed boot? Maybe I’m the only one that gets that feeling, but right about then my shitstorm senses tingled.  
 
    A bulldog of a man marched toward me. He was barrel-chested, sporting a flat-top haircut, and even through his tight T-shirt, I could see he had pecs wrestling with one another for dominance. He had arms that looked like he could bench-press a small building, and his eyes burned with rage. 
 
    Gina formed fists. “Don’t start anything Bill. Bill! Don’t!” 
 
    Bill didn’t listen. Before I could react, he threw a punch at me that I deftly took precisely on the chin. My feet left the ground, my head spun around, and I heroically passed out. 
 
    *** 
 
    My eyes fluttered. Gina leaned over me, calling my name. I tried to smile at her only to notice how much my jaw and mouth hurt.  
 
    Mumblin’ Moe talked fast. “Oh man, you should have seen it. That little girl kicked that big guy’s ass! He punched you, you fell to the ground, and she just exploded. She spun her leg around and twisted his knee sideways until he hit the ground. I heard a loud pop as if his knee exploded. Then she dove on him, knee to the crotch and her little fists pounding on him in the face, one after another, like she hit a punching bag. He jumped up, with tears in his eyes, screaming a falsetto wail. He limped off like a scolded puppy, snuffling, and crying all the way. 
 
    “You did that for me?” I said. 
 
    “Did what?” 
 
    “Beat that guy up?” 
 
    “Nah. That was just Bill. He thinks that he and I have some kind of relationship. We went out a few times and he was nothing but walking hormones. I told him I didn’t want to see him anymore, but he didn’t take it well. I just scared him off. That’s all.”  
 
    I watched as she rubbed her knuckles, and I grabbed her hand. It was red, swollen and scraped up. “Well, thanks anyway. I wasn’t expecting that.” 
 
    “I know. And things were going so well today. Let’s head home.” 
 
    “Moe, er Jacob, take care. We’ll talk again later.” 
 
    He tipped his hat toward us and walked off. “Hope so. Take care, you two.” 
 
    As we got further away, Gina spoke. “Can you really understand him?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    She just smiled and started the truck. Besides the sharp pain in my jaw, watching a man being bitten by a venomous snake, it had been a decent day by my standards. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    The Black Pen Makes Its Mark 
 
      
 
    Luckily for me, the Reverend Goliath, er Goligoth, decided to take a transfer to another church. That is, he transferred to another church after he completed a few years of court-ordered counseling. Apparently, that’s what happens when one ends up on top of the church tower, in one’s underwear, shooting parishioners with a BB gun while screaming ‘I’m the God-damn King Kong up here!’. That and pouring red paint all over his head and chest, swatting at invisible flying demons with a crucifix. At least no one had been seriously injured, with the possible exception of a few flying demons he swore he took down. 
 
    After I healed, Gina taught me how to ride a horse. I can’t say that I excelled at it, but I could point the beast in the direction I wanted and mostly not fall off too often in the process. I tried to help with the chores but found I pretty much sucked at all of them. If I could screw it up, I’d do it, unintentionally of course. Henry joked that he’d have me look after the chickens, but was afraid I’d plant them either too close together or too deep. It actually took me hearing that a few times to understand what he meant; you don’t plant chickens, only hogs.  
 
    I remember kissing Gina for the first time; the memory is etched in my mind in exquisite detail. We had just returned from a trip into town. She had sold several dozen eggs at the general store and bought a few things for the farm: flour, sugar, and a big bag of feed for the horses. I reached into the truck’s bed to retrieve the feed, she grabbed the other end, and in the process, her hair brushed across my cheek. That simple touch, the unexpected perception in the sensitive nerves of my face sent a shiver down my spine and a warm feeling in my chest. I grabbed her arm, gently but firmly, and pulled her close. Our lips met, and I felt hers nibbling softly on the edges of my mouth. I started to back away after a few seconds and felt her arms wrap around my waist, pulling me back toward her. How long did we kiss; an instant or an eternity? At that moment, nothing else in the universe mattered to me and time seemed to cease as my heart pumped with excitement, and my legs started to shake. We broke the embrace with nervous laughter and Gina wore a sly smile the rest of that day. 
 
      
 
    Later that week, I overheard Gina and Henry talking about money and how little they had. My arrival had added to their expenses and caused them difficulties. They couldn’t help but be too nice to tell me to shove off, and I didn’t want to go anywhere else. That afternoon, Gina and I left the farm on horseback to a favorite picnic spot. She rode Sable, a strong mare with small light spots on her leg, I rode Thunder, an exceedingly stubborn young male. We unpacked our food under an old Elm tree and talked over sandwiches and lemonade. I’m not one to ‘kiss and tell’, but, I’m telling you, we kissed, a lot. 
 
    After a pause, I spoke. “I’ve been thinking. I’m not much help and I don’t think I’m carrying my own mass.” 
 
    “You have a funny way of talking, Raka. I love that about you.” Gina took a napkin and dabbed at a spot of mustard on my cheek. “You’re not a problem.” 
 
    “Yes, I am. I know I’m costing you money, and not contributing. I need to find a way to earn some.” 
 
    “Well, what are you good at?” Gina unfolded some wax paper that covered two cake slices. “What jobs have you had in the past?” 
 
    “For some time, I was a reporter. I investigate, discover when someone’s doing something that they shouldn’t, and I report it.” 
 
    “We have a newspaper in town. They might pay you to do reporting for them. You better be careful, though; this is a small town. People might not take kindly to everyone knowing what they’re up to.”  
 
    “Hmm. Do you think the paper would buy a story like that if I had proof?” 
 
    “Perhaps. If they thought a story might sell papers, they might pay you for it.” 
 
    “I started in the business as a free-lancer. I think you are rightthough; I should come up with an alias so nobody knows who I really am. That will help protect us. I just need a name, something that would never lead anyone to me.” 
 
    Gina’s eyes turned upward. “Something that means business.” 
 
    “Something like ‘the black pen’, but in a different way.” 
 
    “La plume noire, the black pen,” Gina said. 
 
    “Hmm. How about Noire LaPlume? Sounds more like a name. You think anyone will get it?” 
 
    “A few. Most locals won’t understand it. But you and I will. You are right about being careful. If you expose the wrong person and they know who you are, you’ll find yourself tarred, feathered, and escorted out of town.” 
 
    “Tarred and feathered? Who would…how would…why?” 
 
    “Relax. I’ve never seen it done. Let’s say a fellow does something extremely heinous, the story goes that a mob will take him in the middle of the night, tie him up, and pour hot tar on him. Then they cover him with a big barrel of feathers. The tar cools, the feathers stick to his body, and they drop him off somewhere to figure out what to do. Did I mention the part where they strip the guy naked, before pouring the tar on them?” 
 
    “No, you left that part out,” I said. That truly is barbarian. 
 
    “Yeah, I think they want to make sure that the tar gets in all the most private places. I imagine it is not a fun experience. Relax, Raka, you look like you’re about to fall over! As long as nobody but you and I know who Noire LaPlume is, you’re perfectly safe. We can set up a post office box for you. You can mail your stories to the paper and just give them the post box number. Nobody will ever know.” 
 
    “Do you think they’d just pay me like that and not try to stuff me?” 
 
    “I think you mean ‘stiff me’ not ‘stuff me’,” Gina said, smiling. “Sure, they’ll probably try to stiff you, so you’ll need to keep your most critical information, like pictures or sworn testimonials to yourself, until you got paid.” 
 
    “That could work. I could blank out key information, but give enough to want more. What’s a fair price to ask for?” 
 
    “I don’t know exactly. I’d start at fifty dollars. As you get noticed, you can raise your prices. 
 
    “Sounds like the good old days. Catch a local official doing something they shouldn’t be doing, and show it to the galaxy.” 
 
    “The galaxy?! You have big thoughts, mister!” Gina gave me that ‘I’m studying you’ tight-lipped smile that she gave me whenever I said something odd. 
 
    “Just a figure of speech. Show it to the county is more like it.” 
 
    “County today, galaxy tomorrow.”  
 
    “Sounds like something I’d say.”  
 
    “Not really. You’d say some nonsense techno mumbo-jumbo from some science fiction book. Comm-link this or sat-nav that.”               
 
    “Sorry. I get carried away sometimes.” 
 
    “I love it about you. Every once in a while, you talk about stuff that’s impossible, just like they're everyday things. Sometimes I wonder about where you grew up.” 
 
    “It’s all just my imagination.” I have to be more careful. She’s catching every little slip I make. I needed to change the subject. “So, have you heard anything more about that guy you beat up? Bill?” 
 
    “Yeah, the doctor reattached his tendon and he’s expected to walk normally in a couple years. I heard that he never wants to see me again, so that’s a good thing.” 
 
    “I’d agree with that.” 
 
    “He’s also got a thing going with a nurse that worked on him. She’s quite older than he is, but apparently, likes them young and dumb.” 
 
    “From what I’ve heard, that pretty much sums him up.” 
 
    “That’s the truth!” Gina said, laughing. “I’m heading into town to pick up a few things. You want to talk to Moe?” 
 
    “Yes, yes I do.”  
 
    *** 
 
    I can’t say that I’m particularly proud of what I did next, but I needed a mole and Mumblin’ Moe fit the bill. Nobody in town thought Moe could talk or understand them, so they talked absolutely freely around him. Moe loved to talk with me; his face would brighten and his smile became infectious as we conversed. I easily turned him into the best source of information I ever had, and he didn’t even know it. I paid him in conversation and friendship, a soda pop and sandwich now and then, and he gave me the town’s hot gossip. I gathered information on who did what to who. I didn’t bother with minor gossip; I waited for the big stories.  
 
    I set up a post office box, and before long, I had a story. Minor compared to what I had dealt with in the Empire, but a big deal in this small town. Rumor had it that the town treasurer, Linda Holmes, a voluptuous brunette ex-cheerleader, who had dated almost every man in town at some point, was now romantically involved with the local mechanic, John Tanner, a dark-haired macho type with a scar over his left eye, and arm muscles that bulged as he flexed them, which he often did. The fact they dated meant nothing; in all likelihood, had been predicted by everyone in town. But I found a lot of questionable repairs to the police cars and emergency equipment, all approved immediately and paid for without question. To the order of about three hundred dollars per week. To add fuel to the fire, Mr. Tanner had just bought a new Cadillac, and Ms. Holmes had been on quite a shopping spree, buying new appliances, a mink coat, even paying someone to clean her apartment. I know a scam when I see it; I just needed proof.  
 
    One day, I waited until two cars pulled up at the same time to get gasoline, and while Tanner attended the cars, I slipped into the garage and set up my dust cameras around the shop. I video logged everything, and with some modifications to the guard’s helmet and a cheap camera, I converted the recorded images into still, black and white photographs. I learned a lot of things. First, when a town vehicle needed service, Tanner would do a quick inspection, and often nothing more. He’d look it over, and if everything looked alright, he’d just leave it to sit for a day or two. Eventually, someone would pick up the car and be presented with an invoice for about three hundred dollars, already marked “paid by town treasury dept.” I also learned something else about Mr. Tanner. He had an unusual set of interests. He and Ms. Holmes did things with shop tools that would most likely void their warranties, all inside the shop and often in the back of the vehicle he should have been working on. I had my first story, complete with pictures of invoices and the couple in compromising positions.  
 
    The town library had a typewriter they let me use to write my exposé. I told the librarian, Mrs. Lewis, that I like to write home to family, and she let me work mostly without interruption; that is when she didn’t ask about my family, what I wrote, where I stayed, what I had for breakfast, if I liked coffee, the music I enjoyed, if I listened to a certain radio program, and so on. I hated that primitive torture device known as a typewriter. Completely manual, you had to hammer each key to make a single letter. I had to think in this new language to write in it, and the more I thought, the harder it seemed to get the spelling right. My implant would heat up; I’d get a headache and work for hours to have two pages written. I left out key information - just blanked it out and added numbers where the names, dates, and pictures went. I added a note saying ’send a check written to cash to my PO box to get the corresponding list of information for those numbers, pictures etc.”  
 
    I signed it Noire LaPlume and mailed it. A few days later, I found a check with a note: ‘This better be worth it, or I will track you down, Ms. LaPlume.’  
 
    Apparently, the editor believed Noire to be woman’s name. I had no issue with that. Before the paper came out, I made a point to retrieve all my dust cameras and prepare for my next story. I would make my mark in this little town! 
 
      
 
    Time went on, as it tends to do. I made some money here and there, and the name Noire LaPlume got noticed. I exposed various people and unfair practices ranging from price fixing of livestock futures to unsafe work conditions being ignored by employers. My pen name started to receive mentions in letters to the editor. For the most part, the public loved Noire. As my exposés continued, I improved on the primitive typewriter and even helped Mrs. Lewis type up library cards as a form of payment. I made one for myself; my first step toward gaining identification. I started to write flamboyantly and demand more pay. Soon, I made a good living, but cashing my checks grew troublesome. A check from the newspaper written to “cash” piqued people’s interests, and as they approached two hundred dollars at a time, the bank tellers started to ask, “Where did you get this check?”  
 
    Then one day, I received a short and direct letter in my post box from Charleston, the capital city: ‘Noire, come see us and bring this letter when you want to make some real money. I had to pay handsomely to get this address, and there’s more where that came from, if you’ve got the skills I think you do.” Printed on Gazette stationary, signed by a Mr. Brown, and gave me the address.  
 
    This is my big break on Earth. But do I dare follow up on it? 
 
    I walked through the little town I had grown used to, my feet seeming to know the path, leaving my mind to go from one idea to another, and oddly my thoughts rarely went back to the Empire. This town had become normal to me, and I knew what smells to expect from each section. I smelled the scent of freshly baked bread from the bakery, and it always seemed to bring a smile to my face. I found something wholesome and honest about bread; a sense of well-being that accompanied it. As I moved on, I smelled machinery; oil and hot metal, the scent of ozone from simple electric motors working. Even those smells seemed more real than those of the Empire; the Empire being so sanitary, programmed, and far away.  
 
    As I walked past the barbershop, I spotted a mirror in the window, with a small sign that read, ‘Do you look your best today?’. 
 
    My mind wondered to the letter I had received and if I could respond when it occurred to me that I did not look my best. My hair grew a little too long compared to expectations around here. So I stepped inside, to a waft of aftershave and blue sanitizing fluid. 
 
    “There’s a man that needs a haircut!” Phil, the barber, said as his eyes caught me at the door. “Come in, have a seat, I’ll be with you shortly.”  
 
    Phil stood about five feet tall, plump but not obese. He wore a smile almost too big for his face, and opposing his receding hairline I saw sideburns that nearly went to his chin. He wore small glasses, low on his nose that usually pinched and caused him to have a nasal twang. He cut the hair of an older man. He faced the back wall, but his voice carried through the shop. 
 
    “So, where were we?” the man said. “Oh, yeah, I was on shore leave in Singapore with this fella’ named Cam—” 
 
    “Singapore? I thought the Japs occupied Singapore. You’re full of crap, Norm,” Phil said. 
 
    “This was in forty-seven. They tucked tail and ran away by then. I stayed on, remember? I told you that. Anyway, Cam was a sailor in the classic sense of the word. On shore leave, he looked for booze and women, and that was the usual order. He’d get liquored up, and end up in bed with some hooker. He’d come back to the ship, see the doctor, and get shot up with penicillin, good to go for the next shore leave. So there we were, in Singapore, and Cam was drunk to the point of being everybody’s loud buddy. He bought drinks and bragged to the whole world about whatever he thought he could do better than the next guy. So he starts rattling about sex and how he needed some nooky. Along comes this skinny young thing. Said her name was ‘Aqua’, and she wore a skin-tight dress. I knew something wasn’t right about her right away, but the booze goggles worked on Cam. Anyway, this Singapore whore says something like, ‘Hey round-eye Sailor Joe, five dollar make you holler.’  
 
    “Cam was up on his feet in a heartbeat, digging into his wallet for a fiver. I grabbed his arm and told him to be careful. He pushed my arm away and grabbed Aqua’s arm. They headed off to some back room, and I heard them wrestling around a bit and it sounded like things turned hot and heavy. But apparently, she wouldn’t take her dress off. She wanted to take care of Cam without getting undressed. So she’s working him with her mouth and one hand, and he keeps running his hand up her leg. She keeps batting his hand away, every time until he reached the point of no return. He hits his climax and just at that moment, he pushes her hand away and reaches all the way up her skirt. He grabs a handful of man-junk!” 
 
    I snorted out loud, “Snert!” 
 
    “Swear to God. Cam grabs a hold and he’s in shock. He starts screaming and clinches his grip as tight as he can. This Singapore lady-boy lets out a wail of a scream in falsetto. They’re both screaming, lady-boy breaks loose, and puts a stiletto dagger against Cam’s throat. ‘Chee-bye! I say five dollar make you holler! You make me holler too. Now you give me twenty dollar, you son-bitch, or I stick you.’ Cam doesn’t have 20 dollars in his wallet, and he starts calling for me.” 
 
    “What did you do, Norm?” Phil said. Just about then, I noticed that his shears moved, but he wasn’t cutting any hair. 
 
    “I had eight dollars left and Cam had seven and a few coins. We dumped our wallets and pockets, and said ‘that’s all we got.’ Lady-boy lowered the dagger, grabbed the cash, and ran off.” 
 
    “What did Cam do?” 
 
    “The experience messed him up, bad. He had performance issues for a while. Couldn’t decide if he was straight or queer, drank a lot, and finally took a dive from a hotel balcony into a parking lot. He landed on a car, broke his hip and wrist, got a medical discharge, and moved to San Diego. Haven’t heard from him since.” 
 
    Phil removed the man’s cape and snapped it loudly, signaling his work complete, saying, “Norm, you’ve always got the best stories. You’re done. Let’s let this gentleman get his hair cut.” 
 
    “Yeah, I probably need to be getting home. The old lady will think I’ve been hanging out at the pool hall if I stay too long. Never did get that. What’s wrong with shooting some eight ball?” 
 
    “It’s the gambling, Norm. You always lose,” Phil said. 
 
    “Hmm. Maybe you’re right. I’ll have to work on that.” 
 
    I took the seat and Phil started to cut my hair. He didn’t ask how I wanted it, he simply got started cutting. “Norm tells quite a story. You believe him?” 
 
    “He did say that Cam was drunk. I would have to be really drunk to not know it was a guy. Seriously drunk!” I said. “Then I’d need to decontaminate!” 
 
    “Decontaminate! I like that. A normal fella’ just knows. Cam must have had tendencies toward boys to begin with. That’s what I think.” Phil motioned with three curling fingers for me to lean forward. 
 
    “That’s a position I guarantee I’ll never be in. Only real women for me.” I pointed toward my sideburns, “Straight across, right about here.” 
 
    Phil finished my haircut and we chit-chatted about the weather and some stories that Noire LaPlume had written and how bad the little town had turned in the last twenty years or so. When he finished, I paid and gave him a nice tip, and went on my way. I hadn’t gotten a block away before I heard a familiar voice. 
 
    “There you are!” Moe called, gasping for breath.  
 
    He looked like he had been moving as fast as his tired legs would take him. “Gina’s looking for you. It’s her Grampa Lyle. He’s sick, real sick; she thinks he’s dying. He wants to see you.” 
 
    “Me? Why does he want to see me?” 
 
    “I don’t know. She went to the hospital and asked me to find you and send you there.” 
 
    “Thanks Moe, er Jacob.” 
 
    “Just call me Moe. I’ve gotten used to it. Now go. See Lyle.” 
 
    I made my way to the hospital as quickly as I could, asking at the information desk where to find Lyle. The lady directed me to his room, and I breathed a deep sigh as I walked in. Gina caught me at the door and motioned me out. 
 
    “I’m glad you made it.” Her eyes sad and reddened, and I smelled tears as she talked; there’s just a certain scent that you get when someone’s been crying. “The doctor needs to make an adjustment to his drainage tube. We need to leave him alone for a few minutes.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked. What a dumb question. Of course she’s not okay. 
 
    “It’s just like losing Mom all over again. It’s so unfair!” Gina sobbed and leaned her head against my chest. “Why? Why? Why?” 
 
    “It’s just the way things happen. I don’t think there’s a reason.” 
 
    “But it’s not fair.” She made a fist and pounded it lightly against my chest. “It’s not fair. I was fourteen when Mom died. They said she had cancer in her breasts, and only if she had noticed it earlier, they might have been able to operate.” 
 
    “Operate?!” I said, with more surprise than intended. My mind raced. Cancer is no big deal in the Empire. They inject you with smart nanobots as a child and then throughout your life when a cancerous cell is found, the ‘bots notify Medcom™, and at your next checkup, the doctor gives you an injection of H.K. ‘bots. The Hunter Killers are equipped with tiny pumps and injectors. They find a cancerous cell, stick the injector into its nucleus, then pump fluid into it until it pops, killing the cell and helping your natural defenses get a sense of what to fight. The average person in the Empire has millions of nanobots inside them, doing maintenance work and repairs. This is why we live so much longer. 
 
    “They couldn’t operate on her. They did X-rays and blood tests. The cancer had already spread. She died in a pain-controlled, medicated haze. At the end, she didn’t even know who I was. She thought I was her sister.” Gina sobbed harder, her words sounded choppy as she worked to breathe around her crying. “I tried to tell her she was my Mom, but she couldn’t, she didn’t understand. I held her hand and stroked her hair when she’d moan. Everyone I love leaves me. Swear you won‘t leave me, Raka, swear it.” 
 
    “I am so sorry.” I held her tighter than I had ever squeezed anyone. “I wish there was something I could do.” 
 
    “Don’t leave me, please.” 
 
    I didn’t know how to react. I just held her close and said, “I won’t leave you. You are my universe now. Besides, I don’t have anywhere else to go.” What a stupid thing to say.  
 
    “Just go see Lyle. He calls for you and wants to talk to you alone. Please, Raka, do this for me.” 
 
    “I will. As soon as the doctor leaves the room, I’ll talk to him.”  
 
    We started walking back toward Lyle’s room when we heard a horrible scream come from the room. 
 
    Gina sobbed. “I can’t do this again.” 
 
    “It’s okay. Go to the waiting room; I’ll stay with him for a while.”  
 
    Gina kissed me on the cheek and turned away, walking and snuffling as she left. I peeked into the room and saw the doctor looking at a chart. Primitive equipment beeped and whirred, fluids dripping into a tube in his arm, and a bigger tube draining from under his sheet, into a container at the side of the bed. The doctor saw me at the door and nodded. 
 
    “You’re going to be fine, Lyle. I think your friend is here to see you.”  
 
    He turned toward me, took several steps and whispered in my ear, “He won’t make it through the night. Pancreatic cancer. Nothing we can do.” 
 
    I took a deep breath as the doctor left the room. “You hear that Lyle? You’re going to be fine.” 
 
    “Don’t be shittin’ me,” he coughed and gagged. “I’m dying and I know it.” 
 
    “Nah. You’ll be flirting with the nurses next week,” I said. 
 
    “Listen, Raka. I feel the veil coming down. I need to know some things, and you need to tell me the truth. Swear it, nothing but the truth. Make it a dying man’s last wish.” 
 
    “I swear.” 
 
    “Gina says you’re an angel. Are you?” 
 
    “Far from it. I’m just a man from a long way away.” 
 
    “I figured. You ain’t from Sweden though, are ya?” 
 
    “No sir.” 
 
    Lyle tried to scoot up in his bed and put his ear closer to me. “Where are you from?” 
 
    “Somewhere you’ve never heard of.” 
 
    “Dammit, Raka, don’t give me this bullshit. Where are you from?!” 
 
    “I was born on Lengoria. It’s one of the twenty-seven planets in the Galactic Empire. Lengoria is famous throughout the galaxy for the finest smart crystal growing industry, and we have a crop; it’s a type of grain that has a flavor not found elsewhere in the galaxy. It’s an acquired taste, but once you had it a few times, you’ll crave it.” 
 
    “So you’re not from Earth?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “And there are twenty-seven worlds in the Empire. I’m guessing Earth is one of them?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “So there are twenty-seven other worlds out there?” 
 
    “At least. Earth and a few other planets are outside of the Empire’s realm of influence. I don’t know how many others there are.” 
 
    Lyle’s eyes turned upward for a moment, then he said, “If you are from another planet, why do you look so human?” 
 
    “We’re all the same. All the planets were seeded from the same stock.” 
 
    “You found any aliens? Bug-eyed monsters or little green critters?” 
 
    “The galaxy is full of life. But intelligent life hasn’t been found yet, other than us. Sometimes I wonder about us.” 
 
    Lyle closed his eyes and smiled. “I’m going to close my eyes for a few minutes. Please go on. Tell me everything.” 
 
    “We have ships that travel faster than light. It’s a time warping method, pausing time briefly to make the ship travel faster than what should be possible. The twenty-seven worlds are supposed to be all equal, but there is more power at the capital world. It’s called Thalodore. The Emperor lives there when he’s not cruising around on his star cruiser, partying. He threw some parties, I tell you. In fact, one of those parties is what got me here.” I smiled briefly, looked at Lyle,to confirm he still breathed. I continued, “We are far more advanced than Earth, clearly, and everyday things for us are like miracles here. Nobody there dies from cancer.” 
 
    Lyle’s voice cracked and he didn’t open his eyes. “Is that why you’re here? To save us?”  
 
    “No. I’m here by accident.” 
 
    Lyle groaned. “But you will save us.” 
 
    “Save you from what?” 
 
    “It sounds like you’ll have to save us from your Empire. If we’re not part of them, then we’re against them. That’s the way things go. I’ve seen war.” 
 
    “I never really thought about it. They consider Earth a ‘barbarian’ world, not really worth paying attention to.” 
 
    “But now we got us the bomb. That makes us a threat.” The heart monitoring machine went into alarm. “You have to be the one, Raka, the one to save us. For Gina and for all—” He gasped for air, the alarm grew so loud it hurt my head. “Save us.” Lyle took his last breath, and his eyes fluttered. 
 
    The doctor came back into the room and grabbed Lyle’s wrist, checking for a pulse. He checked the various machines and started to pound on Lyle’s chest. I touched his arm, and without a word, we nodded at each other. He sighed and retrieved the chart from the end of the bed, pulling a black pen from his coat pocket, and taking notes. Then, with a flourish, he signed his name, leaving an illegible but unique mark at the bottom of the page. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Binge and Purge 
 
      
 
    Imperial Inquisition # HTE563991A  
 
    Transcription by Transcripton™ Ultracomputer.  
 
    Commentary and descriptions in accordance with SmartScript intergalactic standards. 
 
    
“I don’t understand why we’re here,” Lieutenant Denton Morrow said, his voice cracking. He wore a prisoner’s uniform, his face covered with unkempt stubble, and his eyes bloodshot. “I’ve already told you everything. What else do you want from me?” 
 
    Inquisitor Natastia Briggam snapped a weighted baton against the table, making a thunderous crack. “This is an official Imperial Failure Inquisition. I will ask you questions and you will answer them fully, without holding any information back. I will decide what is important. Do you understand?” She wore a tight-fitting business suit, designed to accentuate her shapely legs and thin build. Her eyes burned with an intimidating glare. 
 
    Denton broke eye contact, saying, “I already told you everything. Why are you asking me?” 
 
    <Video Recording paused> 
 
    AUDIO: Sound of shuffling, several loud thuds, and a man’s voice screamed. 
 
    <Video Recording restarted> 
 
    “You broke my fucking nose!” Denton said. 
 
    “I did no such thing. You fell face-first into the table, you clumsy fool.” Natastia smacked the baton against the table again, adding, “Isn’t that so?” 
 
    “Yeah…yes, Ma’am. I lost control of my neck there for a moment. It happens sometimes, or so I hear.” 
 
    “Good. Now that we have that settled, tell me how you came to fail so miserably in a simple task assigned to you by Imperial order. I’d suggest you start at the beginning.” 
 
    “At the beginning? Well, I never really wanted to be an Imperial Captain. But when I took the IOTA, the results led me to it.” 
 
    “Explain the IOTA test, for the record.” 
 
    “IOTA. Intergalactic Occupational Testing for Aptitude. They used to say if you had an IOTA of smarts, you won’t end up in Imperial service. But my scores were low. So all I was qualified for was government work.” 
 
    <Visual Recording paused> 
 
    AUDIO: (Female voice) “Only qualified for government work?”  
 
    Sounds of thumping, a man’s voice screaming, and a sound similar to a large twig snapping. 
 
    <Video Recording restarted> 
 
    “Now, where were we?” Natastia said, “Oh yes, you were saying how you got into the Imperial service?” 
 
    “Yes, yes. Like all Imperial subjects, my greatest aspiration was to—” Denton coughed up some blood. “Could I get a tissue, please? So, I was thrilled when my scores showed I was an ideal fit for Imperial service. I joined the service and I moved up over time, learning to follow orders. Sorry, I got a splatter of blood on your shirt there. Anyway, I ranked up and commanded a unit. I got pretty good at commanding a team of Imperial Guards. The key was to give them simple and clear orders. If you wanted the floor mopped until it was perfectly clean, you had to tell them to clean it so they’d be having dinner off it. Follow it up by serving them slop off the floor and they learned to do it right.” 
 
    “It does sound like you learned how to get things done. Tell me, was commanding your passion?” 
 
    “No, Ma’am. I really wanted to be a poet. I wrote some good stuff, but nobody buys poems these days. One of my favorites was ‘Heart like a black hole’. It went like this: 
 
    Your heart is black, 
 
    Not black like a cat, 
 
    Or black like a bat, 
 
    Your heart is black. 
 
    Black like a horrible black hole that devours everything in its path, devastating life and all that is good. 
 
    I hate you! Die in a horrible fusion accident, you bitch. Die, Die, Die. But not before you pay me this month‘s rent! 
 
    Can you believe that didn’t sell?” 
 
    “That was horrible.” 
 
    “You felt the pain, right? The despair coming from the depths of my soul?” 
 
    “I felt the total lack of talent. Now go on with your story.” 
 
    “Eventually I was given command of the Daemon Class Retriever, Dissolute. I had a small command of eight Commandos. We were essentially a customs enforcing unit, tasked with inspecting passing trade ships for compliance with Imperial standards and tariffs. We were equipped to either destroy or disable and tow ships as needed. We had tact-nukes, EMP missiles, and traditional cannons on board.”  
 
    Denton paused, fiddled with a tooth, working it side to side. “Sorry, one of my teeth is loose from my ‘accident’”. 
 
    “You should be much more careful. Now go on.” 
 
    “Little did we know at the time, but we were the closest official ship to the Emperor’s personal Star Cruiser when the birthday fiasco went down. When the Emperor’s shuttle was stolen, we answered the call to retrieve it.” 
 
    “Do you recognize this person?” Natastia Briggam passed a sheet of E-paper to Lt. Morrow. 
 
    “I can’t see very well. My eyes are swollen shut from when you—” 
 
    <Visual Recording paused> 
 
    AUDIO: (Female voice) “You will learn to keep your big trap shut.” Sounds of thumping, a man’s voice screaming ‘Please stop’, followed by what sounded like a watermelon dropping to a hard surface. 
 
    <Video Recording restarted> 
 
    “Now that we’re back from your bathroom break, tell me. Do you recognize this person?” Natastia said. 
 
    “Yes. That’s Raka Varoule. He’s that investigative reporter from the holovision broadcasts. He has that show, ‘Raka Live!’, but I never could take him seriously. He seemed to act so smart and superior, then he’d do some exposé and pretend to be shocked. I always thought that the joke was kind of on him; he was popular because he was unaware that he was a fool. I don’t care for that kind of programming, but everyone knows who Raka is.” 
 
    “Are you aware of what he has done to the Empire?” 
 
    “He exposed the Emperor’s party to the entire galaxy.” 
 
    “Yes, but do you understand what he did to the Empire?” 
 
    “I’d have to say no.” Lt. Morrow groaned as he tenderly touched a rib. “Besides exposing the party, what did he do?” 
 
    “As a result of this idiot’s broadcast, there has been a push for Imperial transparency and accountability. People are demanding to know what the Emperor does and where their money goes. Empires don’t work on transparency and accountability! They run on secrecy and back-room deals. People like to believe they want to know what is happening, but in truth, they are happier not knowing. Do you think the average fool wants to know why we have drug runners on the payroll? No, they don’t want to know that. They want to think that everything is clean and sanitary. But an Empire needs to balance things. If there were no drug runners, then there would be no need for the Drug Enforcement Force. If we eliminated the Drug Enforcement Force, we’d put nearly a million Imperial workers out of jobs. By paying a few thousand drug runners and giving them technology to stay ahead of the D.E.F., we keep people employed, people happy with drugs, and we claim that we’re fighting the evil drug kingpins. But how does it look when the drug kingpins are at the same party as our Emperor?” 
 
    “I imagine that does make for an uncomfortable situation.” 
 
    “Yes, it does. Even after our best efforts, there are a number of subjects in the Empire that don’t believe the whole party was a sting operation, put in place by the Emperor himself to catch the worst offenders of our policy. As if the Emperor doesn’t deserve a binge now and then. What is it about subjects unwillingness to accept the truth as they should know it?” 
 
    “I don’t know, ma’am.” 
 
    “Regardless, you had the shuttle in your sights and fired E.M.P’s, am I correct?” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am.” 
 
    “Then what happened?” 
 
    “The shuttle engaged its Chronos drive. It disappeared before the E.M.P’s detonated.” 
 
    “And how do you think they knew to make the jump right then, in what, the twenty seconds from the time you launched the missiles, prior to detonation?” 
 
    “Luck?” 
 
    “No, you fool. They knew you launched the missiles. It never occurred to you that the Emperor’s own personal shuttle might be tied to an Imperial security broadcast channel? Someone on board was listening to your orders.” 
 
    “Oh! Now I get it.” 
 
    “Idiot. They heard you give the order to launch and reacted accordingly. If you had any sense, you would have gone into silent running mode.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to say.”  
 
    “I do. Failure in the Imperial service is punishable by purging. Trust me, you’ll have a fair and unbiased trial. This I can assure you because I’ve been designated your judicator. That is unless you decide to claim your right of redemption.” 
 
    Lt. Morrow’s voice trembled. “Right of redemption? Purging?” 
 
    “The right of redemption is seldom invoked because it’s not often feasible. But in your case, you may just be in luck.” 
 
    “What do I have to do?” 
 
    “You sign here that you are invoking your right of redemption. When presented with the opportunity to make your grievous mistake right, you will do it.” 
 
    “But how?” 
 
    “You truly are an idiot. The Emperor’s shuttle has a homing beacon that broadcasts its location. At light speed, in all directions, that signal works its way outward. They have obviously taken the shuttle to a barbarian world. At some point, one of our broadcast nodes will pick up that signal. When that happens, you will go and make things right. Otherwise, we’ll purge you.” 
 
    “Purge me?” 
 
    “Oh, you may not be familiar with that. Purged means that you and any record or your existence is completely removed. Do you have any surviving family members? Parents or children? 
 
    “Yes. Both parents and two kids.” 
 
    “First, we‘d bring in your parents and psychologically remove you from their memory. From what I‘ve heard, they can‘t completely remove a memory, but they will associate any train of thought leading to you with the most horrible experience imaginable. For your kids, we have to go a bit further. We remove all traces of your DNA from them and replace it with the DNA of an approved Imperial donor. Don’t look so upset, it’s not painful.” 
 
    “Completely purged?” 
 
    “As if you never existed. Even your body would be broken down to its base components and recycled.” 
 
    “What choice do I have, really?” 
 
    “When, sorry, if you are found guilty, you will be sentenced to purging. Invoke the right, and we’ll keep you in a nice comfortable cell until we get the signal. Then you’ll redeem yourself.” 
 
    “I invoke my right to redemption.” 
 
    “Wonderful news, Lieutenant Morrow. After all, I’ve always wanted to visit a barbarian world.” 
 
    “You?” 
 
    “Of course, I’ll come with you. Why are you so pale?” 
 
    <End of Recording>  
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    A Ghostly Proposition 
 
     
 
    I had been on Earth a little over two years now, and local scandals had pretty much run out. Sure, I still got an occasional story, but if I wanted to pursue the ‘Noire LaPlume’ career further, I’d have to move to the city. Part of me wanted to succeed there as an investigative reporter and prove myself all over again. But I knew it would be hard to leave Gina and the friends I made here. Also, I knew I shouldn’t draw too much attention to myself. In the time I’d been here, I’ve forged a birth certificate, with a little manipulation and research. I made my move when I found something in the historical records at the library. A little town, just a few hours away, had its records burned up when lightning struck the courthouse several years ago. At that time, they ran a nice little story about how to file for a lost birth certificate and what you would need. I found a loophole. If I could get a signed document from a doctor, claiming to have delivered me in that county at an appropriate date, I could use that to assign a legitimate certificate to me. I found such a doctor in a nursing home, old, alone, and confused. I visited him a few times in the nursing home and planted a few memories, telling him stories. On my fourth visit, he remembered me and what I had told him, and when I explained that my records had been lost, he happily signed them for me. I repaid him by smuggling in a bottle of Wild Turkey. He loved it. 
 
    One day, Henry called me out to the barn to talk. He carried his old tabletop radio, and liked to have company when he worked on something; it helped him fix things by talking it through with someone. He pulled the back cover off, mesmerized by the tangle of wires and tubes. “It would take a Philadelphia Lawyer to fix this mess”.  
 
    I peeked inside and the primitive vacuum tubes and wires reminded me of my grade-school science projects. As a child, I joined a club called ‘Early Broadcasting’. We’d build analog radios and receivers from scrap and discarded junk. Our school lab had equipment to make vacuum tubes and the more advanced crystalline ceramic circuits. Analog equipment didn’t carry the Imperial regulations that applied to all digital systems. We’d make homemade radios and create our own programs, talking within our group into early morning. I grabbed a piece of paper and drew out a schematic. “It would be more efficient if we eliminated this tube and ran these two in parallel. The sound quality would be better if we separated these two lines here, to reduce interference.”  
 
    Five minutes later, the primitive radio sounded better. 
 
    Henry’s eyes opened wide, he turned his right ear toward the radio’s speaker. “That sounds amazing. You should fix radios and televisions for a living. You can make good money at it, and besides…” 
 
    “Besides?” 
 
    “People are starting to talk. I like you, Raka. It’s about time you made an honest woman out of Gina.” 
 
    “I’ve never encouraged her to lie.” 
 
    Henry let out a short laugh. “That’s not what I meant. You’ve been staying here with us for what is it, a couple years now? You have your own room, but people know that you and Gina are romantically involved, so they assume that you live in sin together, right under my nose. I’m telling you its time you proposed to Gina.” 
 
    “Proposed what?” 
 
    “Marriage, you dolt. I’m telling you it’s time for you and Gina to get married. They have marriage where you come from, don’t they?” 
 
    “You’re talking about an exclusive binary arrangement between two people? Yes, we have marriages.” 
 
    “Great. You’ll need a ring and money for it. I have a friend at the hardware store, Doug Klein’s his name. He sells tubes and repair parts for radios and televisions. I bet if we go talk to him, and you show him what you can do with a radio, he’ll set you up.” 
 
    After showing Doug what I could do with his tabletop Philco, we came to an agreement. Doug let me set up a little shop in the back room, out of the way of customers. He put the word out that they had a repair person on site, and the jobs started to flow in. I could fix anything electronic; to me, these circuits, if you could even call them that, looked so simple I could often make improvements in my head. Most times, I could have the repair done before the customer left, but Doug insisted that we kept the equipment for a couple of days. Based on the age of the equipment, I saw small advances in vacuum tubes and circuitry and related it to ancient times in the Empire. I remembered what I learned about primitive equipment and the evolution timing associated with it. Once, I did a report for a science class on it and considering this civilization’s level of technology, I could clearly predict that in about another fifty years, Earth should be at the peak of vacuum tube technology. Then they’ll move into the more advanced crystalline ceramic circuitry. Another fifty years or so with that and someone will work out the integrated processors. I found it simple to remember: fifty years of tubes and fifty years of crystals, then things should pick up and they’ll get into the digital age. Then they’ll see a fast doubling of speeds and processing power; a doubling every ten years for many years to come. Too bad even I wouldn’t be around to see the digital revolution eventuate. If I lived out a good long Imperial life, I might see the beginning, but not the big advances. 
 
    Things seemed to be going well, which made me nervous. With my birth certificate, I obtained a Social Security card with an identification number. I got a driver’s license, a car, and became good friends with Moe and some guys down at the barbershop. One hot afternoon, I took a break from the radio repairs. I ran into Moe and suggested we head off to the barber shop. A short walk later, we opened the door and stepped inside. 
 
    Phil the barber called out without even looking up. “There’s a man that needs a haircut!”  
 
    He “cut” the hair of Norm, or at least his shears snipped the air. Norm told another story about Cam and the navy. 
 
    “So anyway, I was telling you about Cam. Cam would bet on anything, and one day he got onto a plan. He started bragging about how big a turd he could make; he was the king of crap. Nobody doubted that Cam was full of crap, but his bragging got to be crazy. He started a bet that within a week, he could lay an eighteen-inch-long, continuous turd. What you got to understand is that on our ship, the bathroom was essentially a water trough system that brought in water at the front of the ship and it flowed, carrying all the waste through the trough, and out the back. Cam would have to come up with a way to corral the massive dropping in a net of sorts and get someone to verify the measurement prior to it escaping out the back of the boat.” 
 
    “Okay, so let me get this straight. Cam had a bet on making an eighteen-inch-long turd. How much money was on it?” Phil asked, snipping the air. 
 
    “Fifty bucks. We said Cam had until Friday to get it done. But Cam had a plan. You see, just about a week before, Cam had bought a wheel of aged Gouda cheese while we were in port. It was a huge wheel, about this wide.” Norm held his hands about twenty inches apart.  
 
    “Cam ate nothing but that cheese wheel for the whole week. On Monday, he looked fine, no sign of problems. By Wednesday, he randomly broke out in a cold sweat, refusing to go. Thursday afternoon he couldn’t stand up straight. He walked buckle over and his S.O. sent him to see the doc. When the doc found out what was going on he gave old Cam a bottle of castor oil and made him drink it right there in front of him. About an hour later, the gates of hell broke open. As God is my witness, that man dropped a log thirty inches long. He had blocked off the trough with a t-shirt tied to from the next seat aft of him to a piece of metal he had wedged in. We heard a scream from the Head like he had found a gold nugget. I swear I have never seen a man look more proud of his accomplishment than at that moment. Cam beamed ear to ear as a stream of blood dripped down his leg. I’ve seen new fathers with less pride on their face; this thing was his baby and he was reluctant to let it go. But water started to leak over his t-shirt and spill onto the floor of the Head. So he had to say goodbye to his greatest creation.” 
 
    “A thirty-inch-long turd?” Phil said, raising one eyebrow while his hands estimated the length. “Is that possible? Wouldn’t that blow out a hemorrhoid?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, Cam messed up his ass bad on that one. But he swore it was worth it. Said it taught the guys not to doubt him ever again. He had to get stitches from the doc after that was over.” 
 
    Phil pulled the barber’s cape off of him and motioned for him to get out of the chair. “Another great story, Norm! Let’s give someone else a chance!” 
 
    I sat down while Moe and Norm sat in the waiting area, thumbing through girly magazines. Moe announced that I was going to get married. Nobody understood him so I said, “Moe wanted me to tell everyone that I’m going to get married.” 
 
    “Congratulations, Raka,” Phil said. “I didn’t know what happiness was until I got married. Then it was too late.”  
 
    Norm gave a nodding smile as I looked around the room to gauge everyone’s reaction. How do Earth-men feel about this pairing? 
 
    “I’m not really from around here. What should I expect from marriage?” I said. 
 
    Phil worked his shears. “When a married man dies and goes to hell, he sees the devil himself; a horribly ugly beast with horns and huge fangs dripping blood, goat’s legs, and a spiked tail cracking in the air. The epitome of evil staring him down with his pitchfork and fire and brimstone coming from his mouth. The married man takes a long look at him and shrugs, ‘cause it’s kinda’ like being married. The devil looks disappointed and asks, ‘Did you see any single guys on the way down here?’” 
 
    Norm cleared his throat. “Now don’t give the poor boy a bad image of marriage. It’s not so bad as long as you remember who wears the pants in the house. In my house, I wear the pants. I asked the boss, and she said it was okay because they didn’t fit her right.” 
 
    Moe mumbled, “Now don’t let them get to you. Gina is a good girl. Besides, if you don’t marry her, she’ll kick your ass.” 
 
    I laughed as I felt my hands shaking just a touch. “So, what do I do?” 
 
    “First thing is you get her a ring. Did you do that?” Phil said. 
 
    “Not yet. Henry told me about that. What will she expect?” 
 
    “Gold and diamond. Go over to Daimer’s Jewelry Store. Tell them what you need, and they’ll take care of you. You get two rings, they go together. The one with the diamond you give her first. That’s the engagement ring. Then when you get married, you give her the other one that mates up to it. It’s going to set you back some money, so be prepared.” 
 
    Norm cut in. “Don’t forget the most important part: the bachelor party!” 
 
    “Bachelor party?” I said. 
 
    “Oh yeah. One last night of fun for you and your friends before the big day.”  
 
    “Well, I don’t really have too many friends.”  
 
    “Nonsense. We’re your friends, and we’ll get you taken care of with a bachelor party. You just let your old buddy Norm take care of you. Did you set a date yet?” 
 
    “To get married?” I said. 
 
    “No, to polish your bowling ball. Of course I’m talking a date to get married. When are you doing it?” 
 
    “Don’t know yet. I suppose in the spring.” 
 
    “Good. A spring wedding. Let me know the date and I’ll set you up, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Not really.” 
 
    Phil put his hand on my shoulder. “Quit squirming. I damn near cut your ear off.” 
 
    Norm smiled. “Hey, I need to run, but you just leave it up to me. We’ll get you set up for a bachelor’s party you’ll never forget.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of,” I said quietly as he shuffled off.  
 
    *** 
 
    That evening, we had a dinner of fried chicken, mashed potatoes, green beans and cornbread with iced tea. Gina had cooked it for Henry, Moe, and me, and it tasted absolutely delicious. I had a small cut on my hand from working on a radio, from running it against a metal bracket. The cut stung as it came in contact with the hot chicken grease, but I was happy and the pain was a reminder that I was alive, and enjoying the company of people that really cared for me. Entertainment had become short bursts of impossible action, explosions, superhuman feats, and unbelievable situations, each more intense and insane than the last. Nothing surprised you anymore as you had already seen everything imaginable. The effects looked perfect and timed to the nanosecond to never give your mind a chance to recover. But nonstop action became the set level, the new normal, so it failed to excite. Music became overproduced and synthetic, computer manipulated to be the perfect tempo, length, and message for your current mood, or the mood you wanted to be in. But here, on this barbarian Earth, people lived their short lives and enjoyed each other’s company. They talked, laughed, and actually lived their own lives with real fears and joys. A frown crossed my face as I realized that this would only last for another hundred years or so, then they’ll move into the digital revolution, and becomes less real, bit by bit, byte by byte. For now, I enjoyed living. Gina cleared her throat and a questioning tone from her broke my string of thought. 
 
    “Raka, did you hear me? How was work today?” Gina said, and I realized she had now asked me twice. 
 
    “Fine. The usual; I fixed a couple of radios, as well as Zenith and an Admiral television. One of them was just a bad connection at a solder joint. I boosted the reception on the Admiral by optimizing the antenna coil. The original one was designed poorly; it was receiving resonance interference from the main power circuit. The work order said the owner saw ghosts on the screen. I had to laugh at that.” 
 
    “Sounds scary!” Gina said, with a giggle. “I hope they referred to duplicate images on the screen, not real ghosts.” 
 
    “I figured out what they meant when I first turned it on. Never thought to call the duplicate images ghosts.” 
 
    “Now don’t be joking about no ghosts,” Moe said. “Ain’t no laughing matter. You ain’t been scared till you see a real ghost.” 
 
    “Real ghost?” I said. 
 
    “Real ghosts. Momma called them spooks. They are real, you know.” Moe said. “You don’t believe me, do you?” 
 
    “Sorry Moe, I don’t mean that I don’t believe that you’re convinced they are real. I mean, I believe you, but I need proof.” 
 
    “You won’t believe me until I tell you, will you?” Moe’s eyes turned downward, toward his plate of food. His tone flattened. “Fine. I’ll tell you what I know.” 
 
    “What’s he saying, son?” Henry said. 
 
    “Ghosts are real. He’s going to tell me his story and I’ll share later, assuming that’s okay with you, Moe?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s fine,” Moe said, taking a deep breath. He closed his eyes tightly for a moment before beginning. “So when I was a boy, we visited my aunt and uncle. They lived in a little house in the hills, way back in the boonies, so far out of the way they might go weeks without laying eyes on another person. When it got dark out there, it was pitch black. I was amazed at how many stars I could see out there, I could actually see color differences in them. I thought that being out there all winter long could mess with your head. That’s what I always figured when I heard them talking about the “black thing”, that maybe it was just so dark that they felt like the blackness closed in on them.” 
 
    “That seems reasonable,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah, but what happened that night wasn’t reasonable,” Moe said. “My parents and little sister slept in a tiny bedroom’s double bed. I was too big, so I had to sleep on the old horsehair davenport in the parlor. When you’d walk into that parlor, the temperature dropped immediately. There were two doors in that room, one to the outside and the inky black of night, and another to the rest of the house. That second door would slam shut on its own, so they had a big cast-iron doorstop in the shape of a fat frog. That thing was heavy, too heavy for me to lift. At some point in time, somebody had painted that frog dark green, but most of the paint had rubbed off over the years. Its eyes shone. They were evil, piercing things. They had been painted bright yellow with a slit painted for the pupil. No matter where you were in that room, those eyes seemed to stare you down. I never thought I’d be scared of a frog but the look on his face was like he was here to swallow your soul.” 
 
    “Night came, and I had a couple of blankets on the davenport to make a little bed. Mom, Dad, and Sis were just down the hall, and I knew that they weren’t ten feet away from me. As long as that door was open, they were just a few seconds away. It was cold in there, so I covered up like a mummy and just had my face out of the blankets when I heard this loud ‘Braaaaap’ and suddenly that door slammed shut.”  
 
    A bead of sweat dripped from Moe’s forehead as he talked. He continued,“I jumped up from the davenport and forgot I was wrapped up in the blankets, so my arms and legs wouldn’t move right. I tripped and fell face first onto the floor, landing stomach-first on one of my shoes. That knocked the wind out of me. I heard another “Braaaaaap” and knew that frog was after me. I flopped around on the floor and in my panic, I knocked over a table that sat under the window, breaking one of the claw-foot legs off of it. I finally got out of the blankets and grabbed that table leg, swinging it at anything that might be in the room to get me. I knew that the carnivorous man-eating frog was after me and it would be me or him. Then I heard my dad yelling at me, pounding on the door, asking why I had moved the frog and blocked the door with it. You see, that frog had moved, let the door slam shut, then jumped back behind the door to hold it shut. Dad pushed as hard as he could against the door and couldn’t budge it.”  
 
    Moe’s fingers twitched in the air as he talked. 
 
    “That’s when I felt the black thing come over me. I was surrounded by a wave of cold air; it seemed to enwrap me and suck the life from me. I felt a terror so primal and deep that my heart tried to explode from my chest. I couldn’t breathe, I couldn‘t think, all I could do panic. It was a ghost, no doubt about it.” 
 
    I could see true terror in Moe’s face. I patted the top of his hand and asked, “What happened next?” 
 
    “Dad finally got the door open. He held a candle and I struck out, swinging that claw-foot table leg like a baseball bat at the one point of light I could see, which sent the candle sailing into the curtains, catching them on fire. My aunt and uncle didn’t have running water in the house, just a pump out back. My dad ran and grabbed the chamber pot that they had filled, prior to going to bed, and flung its nasty contents on the burning curtains, or mostly so, because quite a large portion of the liquid hit me in the face, stinging my eyes. I couldn’t see. I spun around again with the table leg and caught my dad in the small of the back, which snapped the table leg in two, sending the end of it into the window. Well, more precisely, through the window. A rush of cold air fanned the flames and finally, Mom came running in holding a blanket in her widespread arms. But in Dad’s pain, he flung his left arm backward and popped Mom right in the face, bloodying her nose, and causing her to spout off a string of profanity that would make a sailor blush. My little sister ran in and asked, ‘Why are the curtains on fire?’ while my parents writhed in agony. Finally, my uncle ran in, saw what was happening, and came back in a moment with a bucket of water. He got the fire mostly out and then threw the rest of the curtains out the front door.” 
 
    “Oh my,” I said, visualizing the scene. 
 
    “When everything finally calmed down, we looked for that frog. You want to know where we found it?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Outside, on the front porch, staring at the front door, like it was ready to bite anyone that escaped. Everybody swore they hadn’t moved it. Just remembering it gives me the chills. In fact, I need to step outside and catch my breath for a minute.” 
 
    “Go ahead, Moe,” I said. 
Henry and Gina stared at me, motioning with their arms, their mouths agape, asking in unison, “What did he tell you?” 
 
    “Just your standard man-eating cast-iron haunted-frog ghost story with domestic battery, fire, and throwing of human waste.” 
 
    “Sounds like a Tuesday to me,” Gina said. 
 
    “Just in my world,” I said. 
 
    A few days later I had bought a ring at the jewelry store and tried to figure out how to give it to Gina. She came to the hardware store and brought me a boxed lunch, and having expected her, I had set up a little surprise for her. I had recorded a message using the dust cameras and the recording function from the guard’s uniform and fed that signal into one of the televisions. I had recorded a message in the format of a newscast of the day. When Gina came in, I acted pre-occupied and told her I needed to finish up a repair. I turned on a Philco and said, “Tell me if you see an image.” 
 
    Gina watched as the television screen blinked on, and smiled when recognized me on the screen. 
 
    “This just in! Breaking news from a local hardware store, where a man is in the act of proposing to his girlfriend.”  
 
    Gina turned to see me, kneeling before her, ring in hand. “Would you consider becoming my wife?” 
 
    “Oh, Raka! I thought you’d never ask!” 
 
    “Is that a yes?”  
 
    “Yes, Raka, that is a yes! Now kiss me, you dolt!” 
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Illegal Alien 
 
      
 
    Excerpt from Dictaphone transcription, Personal recordings of Major R. J. Friend. 
 
      
 
    RJF: “Okay, sorry about that. I think I have the recording going now. Yes, yes, now the light is on. Please, madam, would you start over from the beginning?”  
 
    MR: “Yes. As I was saying, I have evidence of an alien living right here, among us.” 
 
    RJF: “An alien, ma’am? Do you mean an illegal alien?” 
 
    MR: “Well, I guess he’s illegal. I doubt the police know about him. If so, I guess they would have taken him in by now.” 
 
    RJF: “Where do you think he’s from, Ma’am?” 
 
    MR: “Another planet.” 
 
    RJF: “Uh. Ma’am, can you start with your name first?” 
 
    MR: “Yes. My name is Mary Roush. I’m a nurse at County Memorial Hospital.” 
 
    RJF: “Thank you, Mrs. Roush.” 
 
    MR: “Oh, I’m not married, but I am seeing a fellow, Bill is his name. He’s the one that first told me to keep an eye on this guy.” 
 
    RJF: “This alien from another planet, can you describe him?” 
 
    MR: “Yes, he’s about six feet tall, probably a little shy of two hundred pounds. Not bad looking; dark hair with a bit of wave. He looks to be about twenty-five years old.” 
 
    RJF: “He sounds like a regular Joe. Anything unusual about him? Green skin, antenna, gills, etc?” 
 
    MR: “No, he looks human.” 
 
    RJF: “Okay, so why did this Bill tell you to watch him?” 
 
    MR: “The alien took his old girlfriend from him.” 
 
    RJF: “That makes him from another planet? If so, there’s probably some guy somewhere that thinks I’m an alien.” 
 
    MR: “No, of course not.” 
 
    RJF: “Then what makes you think he’s an alien, Ms. Roush?” 
 
    MR: “I heard him admit it.” 
 
    RJF: “He admitted he was from another planet?” 
 
    MR: “Yes, he did.” 
 
    RJF: “Did he tell you this?” 
 
    MR: “No. He told one of my patients. Lyle was his name. Lyle was dying from cancer, and Raka told him that he was from another planet.” 
 
    RJF: “Raka?” 
 
    MR: “Raka Varoule. That’s his name, silly. Didn’t I tell you that?” 
 
    RJF: “I don’t think so, Ma’am.” 
 
    MR: “Sorry. Anyway, I was coming back from my round and I peeked in to see Raka and Lyle talking. I waited outside until they were done. I couldn’t help but overhear them when I put my stethoscope up against the door.” 
 
    RJF: “So you ‘accidentally’ heard this conversation?” 
 
    MR: “Yes, quite accidentally.” 
 
    RJF: “What was said, Ma’am?” 
 
    MR: “Raka told Lyle about a Galactic Empire, and how he escaped from it. They are much more advanced than we are, and Lyle recognized that they would be a threat to us. Lyle made Raka promise to protect us from the Empire.”               
 
    RJF: “So what you are saying is that there is a man, an alien that looks exactly like a man, from a Galactic Empire that is living among us. He admitted all of this to a man on his death-bed, and was asked to protect us from the Empire?” 
 
    MR: “Yes. That’s what I know.” 
 
    RJF: “Ma’am, you do realize that you have called Project Bluebook. We’ve been tasked with documenting accounts of Unidentified Flying Objects. Is there anything in your story about a flying object?” 
 
    MR: “No.”
RJF: “Then why have you called me, Ma’am?”
MR: “Everyone knows the UFOs are from another planet. I have evidence of one of their occupants, living in our town.” 
 
    RJF: “And he’s six feet tall, maybe two hundred pounds, dark hair, speaks English and took your boyfriend’s ex?” 
 
    MR: “Yes, that’s it exactly.” 
 
    RJF: “Don’t worry Ma’am. I’ll send my best team out there to take care of this situation.” 
 
    MR: “Oh, thank you, Major!” 
 
    RJF: “It will be handled appropriately. No need for you to follow up on this. We have a team for cases just like this.” 
 
    MR: “Thank you!” 
 
    RJF: “Thank you for calling, Ms. Roush. Goodbye.” 
 
    MR: “Goodbye!” 
 
    RJF: “Ms. Henson, please transcribe and file under ‘crazies’.” 
 
    End of transcription. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    Primate Dancer 
 
     
 
    Gina had one rule for my bachelor party: “No dancing girls.” I assured her that we would abide by that rule, and made Moe and Norm swear to it. I didn’t know what to expect and promised myself that I’d stay in control, as best as I could. I looked forward to a good time but remained apprehensive all the same. Moe and Norm planned to “kidnap” me and promised I’d be back the following afternoon. Night had fallen when they picked me up, and I had to step over a metal cooler filled with adult beverages, as I got into the back seat of Norm’s old Buick. I caught my leg on it, muttering, “Son of a bitch!”  
 
    “You should have had him get in on the other side, Moe,” Norm said. 
 
    “Oops. Sorry, Raka, I forgot the light didn’t work when you opened the door.”  
 
    “It’s okay, Moe. Where are we headed?” I said.  
 
    “Oh, I have a treat for you,” Norm said. “You see, a few weeks ago I got a letter from my friend, Cam. He’s in show business now and his troop is traveling through the area. From what I’ve gathered it’s a small traveling circus, and they have a special bachelor’s show for you.”  
 
    “Gina said no dancing girls.”  
 
    “Cam won’t do you wrong. He knows the rules. Oh, I can’t wait to see him! And he’s in show business now! Sounds like he’s made it big! His letter said that he took all his V.A. benefits and put it into this traveling show. He’s such a pal – even offering to let me get in on the ground floor as an investor!”  
 
    “I think I’d wait and see what his show really is before pulling your money out of the bank,” I said.  
 
    “Too late for that. Cam told me that this was my ticket to the life of luxury. I pulled twelve hundred dollars out of the bank; everything I had. Got it right here in my pocket. If things go right, I’m in like Flynn.”  
 
    We turned onto a side road heading back into a farmer’s field. The crops and weeds had been cut short, to make a parking lot for this circus. The Buick’s lights painted the way past a small caravan of parked semi-trailers with red and gold letters over rusted metal. Each trailer had the painted word ‘Circus’; in some cases in fancy script, in others, it looked like it had been tagged with a spray can. One of the more rusted and damaged trailers had a faded painting of a fierce lion on the side. Someone had written ‘R.I.P. Fluffy’ over the lion’s chest. Another trailer had a giant gorilla painted on it, in a classic King Kong pose, holding a doll or a girl in its massive hands. ‘See Gargantua!’ written in a fancy script below it. The period at the bottom of the exclamation point looked like an asterisk, and in tiny letters, partially hidden by the gorilla’s backside fur, I spotted another asterisk and the note ‘not to scale’. They had several small tents and one large one. We proceeded to the biggest tent, assuming that would be the place to be. Norm walked ahead of us, whispering something in the ticket seller’s ear. Her face remained in the shadows, but I saw a crooked finger pointing at one of the smaller tents, and I heard a cackle of a laugh. “Cam’s waitin’ on ya’!”  
 
    We made a sharp turn and headed to the small tent, dark blue in color and about fifty feet in diameter with a big wooden post in the center. The tent had been divided into smaller rooms, each with its own cloth door. I saw a dark figure emerge from the shadows. Norm seemed to recognize this person and with a hand signal, let us know to wait for a moment. This had to be the infamous Cam, but the man never acknowledged Moe or me. After about a minute, Norm returned. 
 
    “It’s all set up. We start in this room here and work our way clockwise. When we are done in this tent, we go to the big. You ready?” 
 
    “As ready as I’ll ever be,” I said, walking into the first room. 
 
    On the center of a small table sat a glass globe, supported by a silver cup. Four chairs surrounded the table, three of them basic folding chairs, the other an ornately carved hideous thing. Lion and dragon heads, shields and swords, and tarot cards had been carved into the wood. The seat looked like crushed velvet, bright purple with sweat stains in the shape of a person’s butt. We looked around, not seeing anything, so we sat down in the plain chairs. Then we heard a cackling voice from outside. “Sit down. I’ll be with you in a moment.” It sounded like the same woman at the ticket counter, based on the voice, but I couldn’t be certain. 
 
    She walked in carrying a kerosene lantern, and we finally got a look at her face. I stared at the ugliest woman I had ever seen. A drunken, horny Neanderthal teenage sailor on a hormone high would take one look at her and say, “Nope, I’m good.”  
 
    In an attempt to describe her, I’ll say that what hair she had appeared matted and patchy. Her face pitted with ancient acne scars. Her ears had thick, long hair growing from the inside. Her eyes did not operate synchronously, so I couldn’t tell which one to look into as they crossed and swayed in random patterns. Her nose pointed out and then downward at a sharp angle as if staring at her shoes. That is if it could to see shoes past her enormous chest. My hat goes off to the engineer that designed her bra; I don’t think I could have held those puppies up with a series of pulleys, counterbalances, struts, and hoists. She had a certain odor of camphor mixed with ass about her that overwhelmed and turned my stomach. My eyes eventually made their way down to her feet and shoes. Oddly enough, she had nice feet; the feet of a teenager attached to a rotten and rancid body. This seemed ironically sad in its own way to me. Then she started talking. 
 
    “You have come to see Madame Goffenshlein. I know why you are here.” 
 
    “You do?” I said because I didn’t really even know. 
 
    “Yes, I do. What name do you go by? I hear more than one.” 
 
    “Raka.”  
 
    “Raka. I know two meanings for that name. One is ‘Moon in the Sky’, the other is ‘The Fool’. I wonder which one you are. I see so many unanswered questions. Madame Goffenshlein sees all, and knows all.”  
 
    She set the lantern down, reached into its globe with one finger, and rubbed off some of the black soot. Then she spat in her other palm and rubbed that sooty finger into the spit. “Give me your hand.” 
 
    “That’s not very sanitary,” I said. 
 
    “Give me your hand.”  
 
    She grabbed my right hand and flipped it palm-up under the light. Then she smeared the slobbery black soot on my palm and forced my hand closed for a moment. She pulled a handkerchief from a pocket and wiped my hand off, leaving dark soot lines in the creases and wrinkles. She stared at my hand, my face, and my hand again. A disturbed look snaked across her face, her eyes darkened, then brightened briefly, only to turn downward. She finally spoke. “You’ve come a long way.” 
 
    “Yes, it was quite a journey.” 
 
    “A journey you didn’t expect to make.” 
 
    “That is true. My travel plans were not by my design,” I said. 
 
    “I see a lot of things in you. You’re not above using people to get what you want, are you?” 
 
     “I suppose that’s a fair thing to say. In my previous line of work, I sometimes had to manipulate people to get where I needed to be or get the information I needed. Although I will say I never directly hurt anyone or led them into danger.” 
 
    “But you’d lie, fabricate stories, or falsify information, knowing that if someone got caught helping you they might lose their job, career, or even worse?” She said. 
 
    “What I did was to expose the lies. A lie to expose a bigger lie…” 
 
    “Is still a lie.” 
 
    “Is still a lie,” I said, “but sometimes the end justifies the means.” 
 
    “Perhaps. This is what confuses me. You seem to have found a moral compass now, in your friends, and your lover. But you know that this is temporary. Why do you continue?” 
 
    “All things come to an end. At some point, each of us will die. I learned to believe in these people I call my friends, and I would never intentionally hurt them. They are my family now.” 
 
    She rubbed her hand across some whiskers that grew from the tip of her chin in deep thought. “I believe that. But I also see you alone at the end.” 
 
    “We’re all alone at the end,” I said, as a wave of sadness overcame me. 
 
    “That is true. Now hold my hands while I gaze into the crystal ball. I will look past the veil and see what you have in store.”  
 
    Then her eyes rolled back into her head and I swear I saw nothing but white with red veins where her pupils should be. She hummed and rocked, pulling my arms forward until my nose nearly touched the crystal ball. She stopped and went completely silent for a moment. I felt her hands go cold, and I saw her break out in a sweat all over her skin.  
 
    She finally spoke, her voice cracking. “You will face a decision, traveler. A difficult one.” She wiped a dripping bead of sweat off her nose. “Save one or save all. I fear that you will make the wrong decision. All things point to that mistake. So selfish, so childish, so scared. Yes, I see you making the wrong choice, and I see… Get out! Get out of my sight you, you, you’re not human!” 
 
    “Let’s go, fellas,” I said,standing up. “You heard the lady; she doesn’t want me here.” 
 
    “Raka’s a good guy!” Moe said. “Voodoo bullshit is what this is. Let’s go see what else they have for us.” 
 
    We moved on to the next little room inside the tent. A row of folding chairs faced a raised stage. Naturally, we sat down wondering what would happen next. Norm handed Moe and me beers that he had carried inside his jacket. He passed a church-key around and we popped the tops off. Music started to play; a jazzy song with some sassy saxophone parts. Then we saw a little man, and I do mean little, a dwarf or a midget. He pulled hard on the handle of a dolly and sat a huge cake. When I say “cake”, I mean it probably looked something like a cake ten years earlier. But by now, thick dust covered it and the paint had been scratched off in enough places that you could see the plywood. The song ramped up, and the top came off of the cake. Out popped a dancing girl. 
 
    Well, it really wasn’t a dancing girl so to speak, because she weighed at least two hundred and fifty pounds and a huge, braided beard hung from her chin. She wore a silky red dress and danced seductively, raising her arms above her head to show off her armpits - that hair had also been braided together. Moe, Norm, and I all stared for a moment, turned to look at each other, and stared back without saying a word. This bearded lady came to me and gyrated in a clockwise motion. I tried to force my eyes in another direction, but like a train crashing before my eyes, I couldn’t stop watching. 
 
    Finally, I mustered up the courage to say something. “Uh, Norm, Gina made me promise. No dancing girls.”  
 
    Moe and Norm erupted into a fit of laughter, I felt a flush of heat rising to my cheeks, and the dancing bearded-wonder moved in closer to me. She rubbed up against me and came in real close to my ear. 
 
    “It’s okay,” She whispered. “I’m not really a dancing ‘girl’.” 
 
    I jumped up from my seat and said, “We’re done here!”  
 
    Moe and Norm followed me to the next room. 
 
    “What did she tell you?” Norm said. 
 
    “She was a he.” 
 
    “Ooh. Well Rama Lama Ding Dong! That’s nasty!” Norm made a sickening noise. “That’s just not right. Cam always did have a strange sense of humor.” 
 
     We wandered into the next room to find the midget waiting on us. Now he wore in a full tuxedo, with a cane and top hat. Without saying a word, he reached over to an old Victrola, dropped the needle onto a record and cranked the handle. As the music played, I recognized the song as “Puttin’ on the Ritz”. The midget started to dance, just like Fred Astaire did in Blue Skies, kicking his little legs, jumping into the air, tapping his little feet. We stood there, beers in hand, watching this little guy dance his little heart out, and the truth is, he had skills. He’d plant the cane on the floor and jump, pushing himself high in the air with one stubby arm, click his heels in the air and come back down into a perfect slide-kick. He’d tap dance across a simple wooden stage until the record would skip. Then he’d get a disgusted look on his face, walk over to the Victrola, pressed the needle down until it got past the skip. He’d go back to his dance until the record skipped again. Time and time again, he’d dance, stop, press down the needle, dance, and stop. After about the tenth time this happened, his patients had expired. He turned to the Victrola, lifted a tiny leg and kicked it off the stage. Then he stomped off the stage, saying, “Go to the big tent next.”  
 
    We finished off our drinks, shrugged, and continued. 
 
    We found a couple dozen other folks there waiting for the show to start. We saw the man known as Cam approaching us. He stood about six feet tall, a bit of a pot belly on him. He had gray hair, white on the sides, cut into a classic burr style. He wore a well-worn suit with patches on the sleeves, added out of necessity, not style. His piercing blue eyes seemed to look through you, and he had an air about him that said, ‘Don’t mess with me.’  
 
    As we approached, he grabbed my hand. “You must be Raka! The man of the hour. Come, come down here; we have a special seat for you!”  
 
    He led me to the center of the tent, where he had a special seat for me. “We have to get you into costume!”  
 
    He opened up a small crate and pulled out a dress, a veil, and a fancy lady’s hat. “Here you go; put this on over your clothes. You’re the star in our program!” 
 
    “I really don’t—” I said. 
 
    “Put it on!”  
 
    Cam turned to the small crowd and raised his arms. “Our friend needs some encouragement. Let’s tell him. “Put it on. Put it on!”  
 
    The crowd joined in with the chanting. 
 
    “Fine,” I said, pulling the dress over my head and wiggling into it. 
 
    “Now let me help you with the veil. You need to look demure for him,” Cam said, pulling the veil over my face and over one of my eyes, hooking it tightly. “Now for the hat.”  
 
    He flipped the hat expertly down his arm and placed it on my head, pushing it down. Between the veil and hat, I could only see through a small slit. “Are you ready, Mr. Raka?”
“Ready for what?”
“Ready for the show of the century. Welcome to the jungle!”  
 
    Someone cranked up the old Victrola and the needle dropped with a loud hiss. The sounds of birds chirping and native drums in the distance. The typical Hollywood stuff. Cam starting in setting the stage. “Man likes to believe that he has made the world a safe place. But there are places where nature rules, places that don’t follow man’s plans. Tonight, we take a trip to one of these places. I warn you, this is not for the faint of heart!” 
 
    When he said that, a lion roared from the recording, and a spotlight crossed the tent’s floor. We saw the midget again, still in his tuxedo and top hat, and he pulled a trolley with a huge lion atop a skid. Its mouth open as if roaring, but even in the poor light and limited vision, I could tell the lion had been stuffed, and poorly so. Its eyes looked like painted marbles, stitches went down its neck, and as the midget pulled the trolley, it wobbled side to side and one of its teeth fell out. Rest in peace Fluffy indeed. 
 
    Cam continued. “Ladies and Gentlemen! The lion is not the true king of the jungle because that honor goes to Gargantua!”  
 
    Music played as a shadow appeared on the wall of the tent, thirty feet high, clearly some sort of biped gorilla or monkey. As the shadow raised its arms to beat its chest, a woman in the crowd screamed. Cam raised an arm and declared, “Now let’s not have panic in the stands; I assure you that this beast is completely under control. Ladies and Gentlemen, I give you Gargantua!” 
 
    Gargantua made his way into the center of the tent, and I finally got a decent look at him. Please don’t be a chimpanzee, please don’t be a chimpanzee, please! Anything but a chimp.  
 
    My heart sank as I estimated the size of Gargantua. He looked like a monkey, the right sized for a chimpanzee. I couldn’t see very well, but my butt clinched up involuntarily just at the thought of being in the same room as a chimpanzee. This monkey wore some crazy Tarzan-inspired outfit; loin cloth, black leather vest, gentleman’s fedora, and carrying a wooden club. As he approached, I threw-up a little in my mouth, thinking about the vile creatures these beasts are. All the times Marco puked, flung poo, and bit me in the worst possible place, went through my head. I struggled to get away, in both fear and disgust, but I couldn’t budge. The music picked up, and the beast swayed, thumping his club against the dirt floor. The music surged, and he started to bounce. The bouncing turned into jumping, then he showed his teeth. I struggled further. 
 
    Then the music changed. I recognized the song as Glenn Miller’s “In the Mood.” The beast stood motionless until the midget appeared. Now, the midget wore a tiny dress, and they danced together in a swing style. The beast led, the midget acting as his partner. Strangely they danced perfectly in unison, their dancing elegant and beautiful if you ignored the fact that you watched some wild animal dancing with a creepy midget in drag. But then the music came to an end, and the monkey turned his attention toward me. He pushed the midget away, who feigned jealousy as this creature walked around me. He flipped his hat into the air, caught it deftly, and let it roll down his arm. Then he nudged me, raised an eyebrow, and started to unbutton his vest. I gagged and the chimp jumped up on my lap, started to grind against me, and flipped over, upside down, sticking his butt into my face. At that instant, I noticed the chaps. The ass-less chaps. His stuck his butt in my face; I stared into the abyss as visions of demons, hellfire and suffering filtered through my mind. I screamed, “I know this chimp! Marco, is that you?” 
 
    The small crowd gasped and giggled. Marco turned over and ripped the veil from my face and tossed my hat away. He stared at me and grinned. He hugged me tight, squeezing the air out of me, and gave me a gentle kiss on the cheek. He truly looked glad to see me, and that scared me.  
 
    What would he do next? 
 
    Cam approached, snapping a whip toward Marco and yelled, “Isn’t that cute. They know each other. Considering how he recognized the chimp, I don’t think I want to know how. Anyway, back to work!”  
 
    He snapped the whip, this time narrowly missing Marco with it. Marco turned to Cam and bared his teeth, growling a warning. Cam snapped the whip and this time, hitting Marco on the side, drawing a line of blood. Marco reached down into his Tarzan outfit, and with one hand snapped out a straight razor, his other wrapping around the whip. With a lightning-fast move, he sliced the end of the whip and leaped toward Cam, razor blade sizzling through the air. Cam rolled backward. Marco bounded upon him, about to lay him open with the razor blade when a pistol went off with a thunderous bang. 
 
    The midget’s warning shot’s recoil knocked him on his back. Cam pulled out a Derringer from his pocket, pointing it at Marco’s face. 
 
    “Everybody just stop!” I said. “I’m sure we can find a solution to this.”  
 
    Then I looked around the tent. Norm had drawn a huge pistol, waving it around the room, and the bearded “lady” had emerged with what looked like a blunderbuss. Moe dropped to the floor, whimpering. 
 
    “Look, nothing has happened yet that can’t be fixed. If somebody gets shot, we’ve got a real problem here,” I said. 
 
    “Not if it’s just a damn chimp!” Cam said, cocking the hammer. “Ain’t no law against a man killing his rabid pet. Everybody here saw him attack me. I don’t see a problem.” 
 
    “Stand down,” Norm said, pointing his gun toward Cam. “No need to discharge another weapon today.”  
 
    The midget had regained his feet and had his pistol at Norm’s knee.  
 
    “What do you know?” Cam said, “I’ll spread monkey brains across the entire tent!” 
 
    “Let’s all take a deep breath,” I said, looking down the blunderbuss, now pointed directly at me. I couldn’t move. “Let’s clear out the spectators and talk this through. The last thing we need is a dead bystander.” 
 
    “Fine. Show’s over folks, go home!” Cam said. The crowd dispersed, and my state of panic eased slightly. 
 
    I looked to the chimp. “Marco. Drop the razor. Come on, drop the razor; it’s going to be okay.” 
 
    Marco pantomimed that he intended to slice Cam’s jugular vein and how the blood would spray across the room as Cam desperately tried to stop the flow. 
 
    “No. Marco, drop the razor. You are fast, but you’re not faster than a bullet. Trust me. Drop the razor, and I promise I’ll get you out of here, safe and sound.” 
 
    “Don’t be promising something you can’t deliver!” Cam said. 
 
    “Work with me, Cam. You shoot him; you have nothing but a dead monkey. Who wants that?” 
 
    “We can stuff him like we did Fluffy. That worked.” 
 
    “Yeah, that worked really well. Cam, look at Fluffy.” I nodded toward the stuffed lion. “He’s just a shadow of what he was. Your circus is in trouble, Cam. Don’t make it worse.” 
 
    “Make it worse? This chimp was the best part of my show. Now he’s a problem. There’s a rule to the circus; the boss is always the boss. You talk back to the boss and you’re gone. This chimp has gone too far, so he’s gone. But somebody’s got to pay. Pay with his life.” 
 
    “His life isn’t payment; its revenge. Revenge for striking back at you. Keep in mind, you drew first blood.” 
 
    “Well within my right as his owner.” 
 
    “So you own Marco?” 
 
    “I own this chimp. Bought him myself.” 
 
    “Okay, now we’re getting somewhere. Let’s make this a civil negotiation. Can you all lower your weapons?” 
 
    “Get this chimp off me and we’ll talk further.” 
 
    “Marco, put the razor down and come over here to me. Trust me on this.” 
 
    Marco looked at me and studied my face. Then he dropped the weapon onto the ground and sprang across the tent onto my lap. He wrapped his arms around my neck and squeezed tightly. “That’s better.”  
 
    I could not believe those words came out of my mouth, considering the one beast that had caused me more trouble than any other now hugged me. Guns lowered slightly. I drew a long, deep breath. “What did you pay for this chimp, Cam?” 
 
    “What I paid for him isn’t the issue. The issue is what he’s worth.” 
 
    “And what do you think he’s worth?” I said, clenching my teeth as I waited for the answer. 
 
    “Let’s see. A chimp that that understands what I tell him, can dance with expert precision, and draws crowds of thousands to my circus—” 
 
    “Cam, there were maybe thirty people here.” 
 
    “Word was just getting out. Tomorrow’s show would have had double that. It’s the way of the circus.” 
 
    “Let’s get down to the number. What’s he worth?” 
 
    “A thousand dollars. No less.” 
 
    “That’s insane. Nobody pays a thousand dollars for a chimp.” 
 
    “That’s my price. Not a penny less. Worth that for me to see him die.” Cam raised his derringer toward me and Marco. The bearded “lady” approached closer with the blunderbuss, and the midget sighted me with his huge pistol. “Do we have a deal? We’re out here in the middle of nowhere. I know how to make things and people disappear. How about you first, Raka?”  
 
    Cam directed the derringer toward my head, his eyes tightening, his arm stiffening as he took deliberate aim.  
 
    “Norm. Pay Cam the money.” 
 
    “But, that’s my life savings,” Norm said. 
 
    “It does you no good if you leave here dead. Trust me on this, I’ll make it straight with you.”               
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Do it now and we all leave alive. Right Cam?” 
 
    “Right. If he’s got the money.” 
 
    “Norm?!” 
 
    He fumbled through his wallet and counted out a thousand dollars with trembling fingers, handing it to Cam. “Fine. Here.”  
 
    “Now get lost, the lot of you!” Cam said. Marco untied me from the chair and we ran to Norm’s car. 
 
      
 
    And that is how I bought a monkey that I hated, from a crazed circus-owner, with someone else’s money. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    Irma Gurd, a Wedding! 
 
      
 
    I never expected to marry. Most of my relationships started along the lines of some awkward, intoxicated flirting followed by getting my face slapped, a drink thrown at me, or a knee to the groin. Occasionally, I’d get a positive reaction, and that made me nervous.  
 
    What was wrong with this girl if she was desperate enough to be interested in me?  
 
    Those relationships usually lasted a short time and ended up with crying, further damage to my self-esteem, and often a restraining order against one party, or both. After a while, I started to see success in my broadcasting career, and I lived that life. Traveling from planet to planet, occasionally hooking up with some fame-groupie who knew me from the show and considered me a star. That never lasted long, but something is better than nothing. It also helped to build up a wall around me. I didn’t let anyone in and I learned to live that way. I actually had a certain disdain for anyone interested in getting close, and you can imagine how that worked toward building a relationship. 
 
    But with Gina, everything had been different. She didn’t think of me as famous, and she took care of me when I had been at my most vulnerable, never asking for anything in return. She smiled; not a fake tight smirk you give someone you know and just acknowledge, but a smile that said she liked to be with me. That filled my heart with true joy, and I found myself hating the time we spent apart. Gina always had patience, understanding, and forgiveness; a truly good person. 
 
    Case in point: The night I came home from that bachelor party with Marco the chimp, I didn’t know what to expect. She had every right to be angry, but she just smiled and said, “Look at you, little mister!”, holding her arms out. Marco ran to her, jumped into her arms, and treated her like royalty. She earned immediate respect from him, and, as time went on, she could look at him and say, ‘Marco, this room is a mess; you should be ashamed of yourself”. 
 
    He’d jump up, clean up the room, and get it looking really good. Then he’d come to find her, take her by the hand, and lead her into the room. ‘That’s a good boy!’ she’d say, kiss him on the forehead, and send him on his way.  
 
    Marco would smile a huge chimp smile and run off to some adventure on the farm.  
 
    Marco still had an ornery streak toward me, but it had been toned down considerably. His tricks tended toward things like hiding my shoes or stealing fruit from my plate than to do something truly disgusting. One day, I mentioned that he had been getting easier to live with, and Gina told me that she’d had a long talk with Marco, and he understood that he should respect me. Personally, I think the chimp saw the good in her and would have done anything to please her, even if it meant being nice to me. We came to an understanding, Marco and I. If he knew that Gina didn’t have her eyes on him, he might try to embarrass me, like spraying water on the front of my pants right before I went to work. I’d tell him that Gina would be disappointed when she found out what he did, and he’d look to the floor and run off to bring me another pair of pants. I learned to recognize when he acted bad-tempered, mention Gina, and he’d stop. This had become tolerable. 
 
    I learned about the rules of engagement, so to speak, when it comes to the wedding. The first of which, I couldn’t see Gina the day of the wedding until she walked down the aisle. Second, we needed someone to preside over the ceremony, and since Reverend “Goliath” had gone “away on business”, that meant we had to have another reverend do the duties. Luckily, a replacement had been assigned to her church, so Reverend William Joseph Walker III had been tapped to fulfill the role. Reverend Walker, a thin man of average height, prematurely white hair, with sun-darkened skin. He had a down-to-terra nature about him that I appreciated. He didn’t pretend to be something he wasn’t, and he didn’t expect Gina and me to pretend anything either. He truly seemed more interested in seeing us happy together than to press me about my religious background, why I had no family, why a monkey following us around all the time, etc. Unfortunately for us, the Reverend Walker had memory difficulties and lived by his pocket calendar. The same pocket calendar he had left in his jacket pocket, to be sent to the cleaners the week of our wedding. 
 
    Moe agreed to be my best man, and Gina insisted that Marco could be our ‘ring bearer’. We had an unfunny ongoing joke about him being a monkey, not a bear, so he couldn’t be qualified to be the ringer bearer. I expected this to be trouble, but she insisted, and he listened to her. She made him a little suit to wear, gray and styled like a tuxedo with a double-breasted jacket and white shirt. He looked as dignified as a chimpanzee could; like a short and hairy version of a movie star, with big sharp teeth. We practiced what he needed to do, and he carried a little ring box during our rehearsals. 
 
    The day of the wedding, I drove to the Pentecost Church of the Divine Spirit. The number of cars in the parking lot surprised me, as well as and how many people had come to this little church for our wedding. The crowd appeared to be at least a hundred, and as I looked around, I didn’t seem to recognize anyone. I finally saw Moe and pulled him to the side. 
 
    “Who are all these people?” I said, looking around trying to get a sense of the demographics. I noticed an unusual trend of gray-haired women in the crowd. 
 
    “Don’t ask me. Must be friends of Gina.” 
 
    “They don’t really look like her friends. Family perhaps? Grandma she never mentioned and her fifty closest friends?” 
 
    “Probably,” Moe said as we walked inside the church. He grabbed a flyer from the sign-in table, stared at it for an instant, then his eyes widened. He pointed to the flyer and handed it to me. 
 
    Funeral Service for Irma Gurd. 
 
    I turned to Moe. “Oh my God! Irma Gurd? Who the hell is Irma Gurd? Oh my God.” 
 
    A little old lady came up to me. She wore a long black pantsuit with a white scarf pinned to her chest, using a kitty-motif stickpin. “It’s so sad, isn’t it? Such a nice lady, and to die the way she did.” 
 
    “Sorry, I’m in shock here. What were you saying?” 
 
    “It’s all right sweetie. The loss is terrible for us all. To think that Irma died the way she did.” 
 
    I tried to wrap my head around what was going on. “The way she did?” 
 
    “They think she tripped over one of her twenty-some cats and fell down the stairs to the cellar. It was so sad, and then nobody knew she was down there all that time, and you know, cats do get hungry…” 
 
    “I’m, uh, here for a wedding… Did you say cats get hungry?” 
 
    “Yes, so sad. She was down there for weeks before anyone knew that she was missing. They think that she died when she fell down the stairs. But some of my friends aren’t so sure she was dead before they started, you know…” 
 
    “Oh my God! Irma Gurd was eaten by her cats?!” 
 
    “Not so loud sweetie. We’ve got to find homes for those precious little furballs, you know. Besides, we don’t know if they were all ‘her’ cats; some of them may be feral. Doesn’t matter, they’re here and we’ll find homes for them.” 
 
    “They’re here?” 
 
    “Yes, we were able to gather them all up and cage them. It’s sitting right next to her casket. We’re hoping that as people go through the line to pay their respect, they’ll take one of those precious babies home with them.”  
 
    “I have to go and see this,” I said as a sharp pain pulsed behind my eyes. “Thanks, I guess.”  
 
    I walked into the sanctuary, to find it basically as the lady described. A casket, thankfully closed, with a portrait of a little old lady on top of it. In the picture, she held a cat on her lap. My mind started to wonder if that cat was the one she tripped over, or perhaps the first one to take a bite out of her. A wire cage had been placed on the floor next to the casket, filled with cats of all different types, ages, and sizes. They hissed, meowed, and growled, probably due to the fact that Marco, in his little gray suit, bounced up and down on top of the cage, agitating them, occasionally reaching into the cage and pulling tails. I considered telling him to stop, but decided ‘why bother at this point?’, so I walked toward the Reverend’s office. I found him sitting there, behind his desk, preparing a prayer. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Raka?” he said, as his eye’s turned toward the ceiling. 
 
    “Married. Me, Gina, today? Remember?” 
 
    His face reddened. “Oh my. Seems that I’ve forgotten something. I’ve misplaced my calendar, and am lost without it. I went to bed last night thinking there was something I had overlooked. I guess it was you, and not brushing my teeth.” 
 
    “What are we going to do?!” I said, louder than intended. 
 
    “We’re getting married!” Gina said, and, as I turned toward her, she yelled, “Eyes left! Don’t you dare look at me yet!” 
 
    I turned my head away from her and raised my hand up to act as a blinder. “But there’s a dead woman and cats, and—” 
 
    “And we’re getting married. You two figure it out while I finish getting ready.”  
 
    I heard her walk off, louder than usual. 
 
    “Reverend? Any ideas?” 
 
    “We’ll just have to combine the services. One ending marks another beginning. There’s a certain poetry about it if you think about it.” 
 
    “There’s poetry to a cat-mauled woman lying dead in a pine box with a cage full of feral cats ten feet from where I’m getting married? I think I missed that day in poetry class.”  
 
    “The Lord works in mysterious ways, Raka.” 
 
    “That’s an understatement. Let’s get this over with.”  
 
    I worked my way toward the sanctuary. Henry caught my eye and waved me over. 
 
    “Raka, I swear nothing surprises me anymore. How did this happen?” Henry said. 
 
    “I think the reverend simply forgot. Did you know Ms. Gurd?” 
 
    “It’s a small town. I knew who she was, but I don’t think I’d ever really met her. She had a ‘crazy-cat-lady vibe’ about her. So, what are you going to do?”
“Marry Gina. The Reverend is going to combine the services.” 
 
    “Regardless of the circumstances, I know that Gina loves you, and you make her happy, so that makes me happy. This will be a wedding that we’ll never forget!” 
 
    “I don’t see how anyone could.” 
 
    “I think they are ready for you.”  
 
    Henry motioned toward the front of the room. I nodded, gave a nervous smile, and made my way forward. 
 
    “Dearly beloved, we are gathered here for an unusual symphony; a melody of an ending and a beginning. Many of you have never met, two circles unlikely to every come together, for many are here to celebrate the life of Irma Gurd and usher her into the Kingdom of Heaven. Also, here among us are the friends and family of Raka Varoule and Gina Roberts, who are to be joined in the Holy Union of Matrimony. All things come in God’s time, and in his Holy Wisdom, he has brought us all together for this momentous occasion. Irma was a friend to her animal companions to the end, providing for them until her final days…” 
 
    And then some, I thought. 
 
    “She never married, but she certainly knew love. I was told by her good friend, Beatrice Hanson, that Irma was always happy to take in a stray kitten, saying ‘Oh, I just want to eat you up, you little sweetie!’” 
 
    I snorted, Gina elbowed me, and the Reverend’s eyes narrowed, his brow furrowed. I feigned wiping a tear, and he went on. 
 
    “Psalm Twenty-three does not say that the Lord will always protect us from danger. Rather it says that we will all feel that we are walking through a dark and dangerous valley, the ‘Valley of the Shadow of Death’. God will be with us to comfort us and sustain us on this journey, and we shall never be alone. In recent days, Irma could certainly have thought that she went through this valley, but I can guarantee that through this, she was never alone…” 
 
    One of the cats screeched, “Mrrrroooow!” 
 
    I pulled my fist up to my mouth, coughing into it to keep from laughing. Gina elbowed me again. 
 
    “She was never alone. Even in death, the Spirit of the Lord was with her. She was never alone, and is still not alone. Her family is here with her in the congregation as well as in the cage by her casket. I am here to tell you that the death of a Christian is a wonderful thing. We live in a tough, cruel world of injustices, hardships, hunger, and suffering.” 
 
    “Mrrrroooow!” 
 
    “We tend to look upon death as the end, as the enemy of life, but when a Christian like Irma Gurd dies, she is in the presence of the Lord. In Psalm one sixteen, we learn ‘Precious in the sight of God is the death of His saints’. I’m not saying Irma was a saint, but I think she would have seen the beauty in the second reason we are here today, to join Raka and Gina in Holy Matrimony. We are gathered today in the sight of God and this company to witness and celebrate one of life’s greatest moments, to give recognition to the union of Raka Varoule and Gina Roberts. When Raka and Gina came to me, several months ago and asked me to perform their service, I was thrilled to agree. I know they wanted the service to be memorable, and I think we have been successful on that front. Without any further ado, is there anyone here that objects to this union? Speak now or forever hold your piece.” 
 
    “Mrrrroooow!” 
 
    A laugh from the crowd. Even the good Reverend smiled at that. 
 
    “I think we can take that as a vote of confidence. Do you have the ring?” 
 
    Marco strutted down the aisle in his little gray suit, grinning widely, his chin raised high. He reached into a pocket, feigned not finding the ring, then produced it. I swear he smiled at me when he handed it to me. 
 
    “Raka Varoule, do you take Gina to be your lawfully wedded wife, to have and to hold the rest of your lives, so help you God?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Gina Roberts, do you take Raka Varoule to be your lawfully wedded husband, to have and to hold the rest of your lives, so help you God?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Then by the power vested in me, I now pronounce you man and wife. You may kiss the bride. We’ll have a reception line for Irma Gurd at the north side of the sanctuary, and a reception line for Raka and Gina at the south side. Please visit both, and please, if you have room in your homes and hearts, please adopt one of Irma’s kittens from the cage. We can’t keep them here.” 
 
    That’s how we ended up married and taking home a black and white kitten. We named her Irma. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    The Diary of Irma Gurd 
 
      
 
    Final diary entry for Irma Gurd: 
 
    Dear Diary – 
 
    What a beautiful day today! The sun is shining and the cats are so loving! It’s been two weeks since I adopted Mr. Kitty; the little orange tabby. He is so cute! The way he walks between my legs when I go down to the cellar is so adorable. He knows where I feed all the cats and he just wants to make sure that he’s the first to get dinner. I told him that if he didn’t stop, he’d be the death of me!  
 
    Of course he just said, ‘Meow.’ 
 
    After I feed the cats today, I’m going to go into town. I’ve been talking to that nice widower, Mr. Carson. He reminds me of Bing Crosby! So adorable. I think today is the day I’m going to let him know that I’m interested in him. I may even let him give me a little peck on the cheek if he’s willing. Or is that too forward? These days you just don’t know what’s proper. I’ve made up my mind. Today is the day. I’ve going to feed the cats and head to town. Mr. Carson, here I come! 
 
    I’ll write more later… 
 
      
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    The Black Pen Strikes Again 
 
      
 
    Gina said, “Raka? Are you here, still working?” 
 
    “Oh, hi. Sorry. Did the time get away from me?” 
 
    “It’s after eight. Dinner’s been ready for an hour.” 
 
    “Sorry, sweetie. I was working on some things and my mind wondered.”  
 
    “That’s been happening a lot lately.”  
 
    Gina grabbed my hand and pulled it toward her face. “Your hands are cold.” 
 
    “Are they? I think you are just warm.” I gave her a short kiss. Her lips curled up into a smile as I looked at her. 
 
    Gina sat down on a work stool next to me, looking at the pile of electronic television guts spread out on the work table.  
 
    “Anything. What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “Something’s been bothering you. Will you tell me what it is?” She picked up a transformer from the pile of electronics, tilted her head, and turned it over in her hand. 
 
    “It’s hard to explain.” 
 
    I looked at Gina, studying her face, the smile lines on her cheeks and tiny imperfections that made her perfect for me. The years had been kind to her, but I saw signs that she aged at earth rate. We’d been married nearly ten years, and it had been good. I never expected to be this happy. 
 
    “That’s not an answer, mister,” Gina said. “Tell me the truth. I know you’re different, have for years. Tell me what’s bothering you and I may be able to help you.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll tell you. You see, it’s the technology I’ve been seeing.” 
 
    “The technology?” 
 
    “Yes. The tech is not what I expect it to be. It’s changing, too quickly.” 
 
    “Are you having trouble with the new tech?” 
 
    “No. Not at all. It’s just changing quicker than it should. I’ve seen several generations of changes, or at least what should have taken decades to happen, occur almost overnight. It’s like we’ve skipped generations. It doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “What do you mean, generations of change?” Gina said as she held up the transformer. “It’s not like these things have children!” 
 
    “No, they don’t. But neither have we.”  
 
    I saw Gina’s smile drop briefly at that. I could never have explained why I had been unable to give her children. Male children in the Empire are automatically sterilized via nanobot ‘magic’ and remained sterile until they requested the procedure reversed. A new shot of ‘bots and a month or so later you fired live ammo. No pain, no noticeable change in anything. Without access to Imperial medicine, I would spend the rest of my life sterile. She had a right to be upset with me but had never said a word. “Let me explain. The normal progression of technology is vacuum tubes, then crystalline ceramics, then transistor chips and digital circuitry. We’ve skipped right over the crystalline ceramics stage.” 
 
    “Crystalline ceramics?” 
 
    “Yeah. It doesn’t really matter, but it’s more of an organic technology of sorts. Rather than a binary, digital signal, it uses analog signals. Slower than digital, but more intuitive, more ‘natural’. We should be in the first decade of the crystalline revolution. Instead, we’re in the digital revolution.” 
 
    “Raka, how do you know that this isn’t right?” 
 
    “I’m something of an expert on technological advances. That’s why I’m so good at fixing things.” 
 
    “You’re being evasive.” Gina looked me square in the eyes. “Tell me more.” 
 
    “Okay. So we’re progressing at a rate that doesn’t make sense. Recently, I saw an article in a trade magazine quoting Gordon Moore, explaining that components on transistors had been doubling roughly every two years. At first, I didn’t believe it, but I had seen it with my own two eyes. This radio…” I pointed to a unit on the table, “is five years old. This one…” I pointed to a newer unit, “is last year’s model. The circuitry in them has changed exponentially. It’s not natural. It‘s what I call a Technological Singularity” 
 
    “Technological what?” 
 
    “Singularity. It’s like everything is happening at once, at least from a big picture point of view.” 
 
    “Well, if it’s happening, and if it’s not natural, then what’s causing it?”  
 
    I almost saw wheels turning in Gina’s mind. “We’re getting the technology from someone. But who, and why?” 
 
    “Let’s just say that there is more advanced technology out there that we’re not supposed to have yet. Someone is leaking technology to industry. Probably to make money, for power, or both.” 
 
    “It’s the military, isn’t it? Probably the Army has this secret tech, a program like the bomb, and someone is selling it. Perhaps a scientist in on the program, or a spy. I’m right, aren’t I?”
“You are on the right track,” I said. I mean, what could I say? This is Empire Tech and Earth doesn’t have a clue about what’s really happening in their own galaxy? If the Emperor finds out about this, he’ll send half the fleet here to vaporize this whole little solar system so not a speck of it remains? I’m responsible for this happening? “Let me try something.” I pulled one of the newest chips from one of the stereos I had been working on. It had just been installed poorly, shorting out the chip and rendering it useless. I had been able to replace it easily enough, but I had kept it with the intent of looking closer at it. Using the tech from my guard’s suit helmet, I set up a micro X-ray image of the circuitry and focus down through the layers. When I saw it the first time I refused to believe it. So I grabbed another chip, a new one, and, did the same thing. Right there, etched in the chip in writing too small for any human eye to see appeared an image I had seen thousands of times before. The ‘snowflake’ of the Empire. A stylized emblem of a central hub and symbolic arrows (or spaceships, according to some) pointing in twenty-six directions at once. At first glance, it looked to be a snowflake, each one pointing to a planet under Imperial rule. “Look at this.” I passed the eyepiece to Gina. “What do you see?” 
 
    “A snowflake.” 
 
    “Yes. A snowflake. I know that snowflake and what it means. It means nothing but trouble.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s a symbol, like a logo. When this tech was copied, it got copied along with the rest of the information. It doesn’t do anything, other than to serve as a copyright of sorts. By being here, it’s proof that the circuitry was copied.” 
 
    “I’m guessing the people that own that copyright won’t be pleased that it has been copied.” Gina paled as she spoke. “That’s what’s troubling you. Are you in trouble, Raka? Were you involved with this?” 
 
    “No. I had nothing to do with the leak of technology. But some of my ‘friends’ might have. I need to figure out more about this.” 
 
    “But how?” 
 
    “First, I need to do some digging. Find out what I can, track down where this is being made, and find out where it’s coming from. I need resources, access to information, and credentials. Remember the Black Pen?” 
 
    “Yes, of course! Those were the days. You seemed to really enjoy getting the dirt on people and exposing them to the press. What are you thinking?” 
 
    “A long time ago, I got a note from someone. I don’t even know who it was really, but they noticed the investigative work I was doing. It was when I was really rolling with the Noire LaPlume work. They offered me a chance to ‘make it big’. If I’m lucky, they may still remember me.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me? You seemed to love that work. Why didn’t you pursue it?” 
 
    “It happened right when your grandfather passed away. I was at a crossroads; move on to the big city and make my way as an investigative reporter, or stay here with you. You asked me to stay; to never leave, and when I saw the look in your eyes, my heart broke. I couldn’t leave you. So I stayed.” 
 
    “You’re saying that I kept you from your dream? Why would you say that? Now I feel horrible.”  
 
    Gina’s face reddened. 
 
    “No, no. That’s not it. I had already had that dream, and it wasn’t what I thought it would be. My real dream, even if I didn’t realize it at the time, was to find someone like you. But not ‘like’ you, it had to be you. I didn’t know what I really wanted until the thought of leaving you to pursue my dreams came to mind. I couldn’t leave you. That’s when I really knew that I was in love. I love you, Gina.” 
 
    “I love you too, Raka. I hope you’re not disappointed in your decision.” 
 
    “No. Not ever. I’m happier than I ever expected to be. Even with that stupid monkey Marco bugging me all the time.” 
 
    “He’s not that bad.” 
 
    “He listens to you,” I said, watching a smile curve across Gina’s face. 
 
    “Marco loves you in his own way. I see things you don’t. When you go to work, he looks sad. When you are expected home, he starts to get excited. He may not always show it, but he’s attached to you.” 
 
    “That’s hard to believe.” 
 
    “Trust me on this,” Gina said, “I have a way with animals.” 
 
    “That is true.” 
 
    “So, now what?” 
 
    “Let’s go home, get some dinner, and I’ll see if I can find that note I was talking about. Maybe I can set something up. I’ll have to be careful, though. I can’t let anyone else know what I’m really looking for. I’ll probably need to work on some other investigations. Anyway, for now, let’s go home.” 
 
    “Deal. I made one of your favorites. Meatloaf and mashed potatoes.” 
 
    “I can’t wait.” 
 
    *** 
 
    That evening, I found the note. I had stuffed in in the back of a drawer filled with socks. Mr. Brown, in Charlestown, at the Gazette. I called information and got the number for the Gazette. I watched Marco a little closer that evening too. He did seem to almost smile when I talked to him. 
 
    A few days later, I found myself at the Gazette, standing before a receptionist’s desk. The blonde behind the desk wore a navy-blue dress with white trim, horn-rimmed glasses, and a telephone receiver rested on her shoulder that never moved. She’d press a button on a large faux-wood-grained box and say, ‘Thank you for calling the Gazette, what extension please?’, press a button, and repeat the process. I watched her for several minutes before I finally cut in. “I’m here to see Mr. Brown.”  
 
    “Hang on a second.” She said into the phone and pressed a button. Who are you here to see?” 
 
    “Mr. Brown.” 
 
    “Is he expecting you?” 
 
    “In a way. He invited me a while back.” 
 
    “Go up to the third floor. His office is three one seven. If he doesn’t want to see you, he’ll call security and have them lead you out.” She looked away and started her routine again. 
 
    I saw an elevator next to a staircase and saw a large group of people waiting to enter the lifting room. I decided to take the stairs and soon exited onto floor number three. I looked around to find a room number, turned left and found that the numbers went the wrong way so I turned around and made my way to 317. The door hung open, so I rapped lightly on the door frame to announce my presence. 
 
    “What is it?”  
 
    “Mr. Brown?” 
 
    “Yes. What do you want?” 
 
    “May I come in? A long time ago you sent me a note to come and see you, and I’m just now taking you up on it.” 
 
    “A note? What are you talking about?” 
 
    I took that opportunity to step inside his office, retrieve the note from my inner jacket pocket and present it to him. He looked younger than I expected, probably in his early thirties in Earth years, wearing a brown business suit with the jacket hung over the back of his chair. He had his hair greased back in a perfect wave and he sported a thin mustache, precisely cut, on his upper lip. I smelled a strong whiff of Aqua Velva as I handed the note to him. He took the note, read it quickly, and looked at me. 
 
    “I didn’t send this to you.” 
 
    “But you’re Mr. Brown, aren’t you?” 
 
    “That I am. But by the look of this note and the handwriting, I’d guess that this was sent to you by a different Mr. Brown. Howard Brown, probably. He worked here for years. Died about three years ago. He thought himself a private dick in reporter’s shoes, or was it a private reporter in dick shoes? I hated his shoes. Wingtips. Every damn day. Wingtips. One day I saw him at the grocery store in the summer. White T-Shirt with yellow armpit stains, brown shorts, brown socks, and Wingtips. Who the hell wears Wingtips with shorts? Those aren’t shoes. Now these…” He raised a leg from behind his desk and propped it up, crumpling papers in the process. “These are shoes. Italian loafers purchased a half size small and professionally stretched to custom fit my feet. The mold for my left foot is actually about 2 millimeters narrower and 3 millimeters shorter than the right. Millimeters. What the hell is a millimeter anyway? The cobbler works the leather with steam and mink oil, stretching it slowly over three days. Anyways, Ol’ Wingtip was always digging his nose where he shouldn’t have. Caused a lot of trouble, he did.” 
 
    I let out an audible sigh. “Sorry to bother you, Mr. Brown.” 
 
    “Don’t look so dejected, er, Mister?” 
 
    “Varoule. Raka Varoule. Pleased to meet you.” 
 
    “Come in, have a seat, Mr. Varoule. Drink?” He motioned to a couple decanters on the table behind his desk. “I have Sherry and Brandy. Sorry, those are the names of the girls from last night. In these decanters, I have Whiskey and Gin. Pick your poison.” 
 
    “No thank you. I better not.” 
 
    “Mr. Varoule. You do know that it’s rude to force a man to drink alone, don’t you?” 
 
    “In that case, just a small glass.” 
 
    “Whiskey or Gin?” 
 
    “Surprise me.” 
 
    “Ice?” 
 
    “Yes, please.”  
 
    He dropped a couple cubes into a glass, covered them with a dark liquid, and handed it to me. “Here’s mud in your eye.” 
 
    I sipped the drink. It burned down my throat. Whisky, and not a particularly smooth one. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You are welcome.” He tossed back a shot like he wanted to get the vile liquid into his stomach without it touching his mouth or throat. He coughed briefly, making some mention of ‘Hot damn’, and turned back to me. “So, a long time ago, the late Mr. Wingtip sent you a note. I suppose this LaPlume is a pen name? Oh, I get it, Pen Black, or the Black Pen. Cute. Why did he send you this message?” 
 
    “I’m an investigative reporter, and I’m very good at what I do. I made a name for myself for a while with some big stories, and Mr. Brown noticed.” 
 
    “Years ago. Now you show up and I’ve never heard of Noire LaPlume. Why now?” 
 
    “I took a break from work. Long story, but it had to do with a girl.” 
 
    “Oh gawd, don’t tell me you fell in love?” 
 
    “Sorry to say, it’s true.” 
 
    “Mr. LaPlume, are you a fool or an idiot?” 
 
    “It’s Mr. Varoule, Raka Varoule. I suppose I’ll take ‘fool’.” 
 
    “Ha. Don’t let it happen again. So, you any good?” 
 
    “At being a fool? Absolutely. Years of experience and a natural ability to set the bar higher than anyone could imagine.”  
 
    Mr. Brown smiled and downed another shot of whisky. This one a little sloppier in the delivery, forcing him to wipe his mouth with the back of his hand. He let out a small snort. “I like you. I have no idea if you can do anything when it comes to investigative reporting, but apparently, someone at some time did. Look, I can give you a chance on the freelance side of things. You find a good story, write it up, and bring it to me. If it’s any good, we’ll pay you the going rate. That’s the best I can do you for.” 
 
    “I need something more, though.” 
 
    “And that would be?” 
 
    “I need to be able to do good research. You have archives here and connections to other papers and news sources. Probably more valuable than anything is your network of connections around the country and perhaps the world. I need contact information for newsmen from other locations. I need to be able to say that I work for the Gazette and show credentials to get the information that I need.” 
 
    “I can’t pay you until you deliver a good usable story so don’t even ask. But I can get you an ID badge and we have a group work area with desks, typewriters, and phones you can use. They aren’t fancy, and they are first come first served. I’d suggest you look for one that isn’t in use, rather than stepping on someone’s toes. I’ll get you credentials to get in and out of the building for a month. No more, unless you bring me something good to print. Now, give me that drink – there’s no drinking on the job here. Go down to the receptionist and give her this note.”  
 
    He scribbled something on a yellow pad. “She’ll get you a card. Now get to work. Bring me something good and we’ll talk again. Otherwise, don’t come back here.” 
 
    I walked out, as I saw him pick up my glass and quickly toss the contents down his throat. “I’ll get you something good.” 
 
    *** 
 
    At this point, I had two basic goals. First, I needed to find some investigative stories to keep in good grace with my new boss. Secondly, I had my own personal goal; to find out where the Imperial technology came from. I could never share this as a story, but needed to solve it. I decided to go back to basics. The first rule of investigative reporting: Follow the money. 
 
    Real Estate and vehicle sales transactions are part of public record through tax data, and my first big break in Imperial reporting came through data mining purchasing transactions for unusual patterns. Investigative theory told me that someone ‘on the take’ or somehow dipping into monies that didn’t belong to them, would always want to spend that money. A series of odd transactions would flag someone worth investigating. If that person happened to be a public figure and their salary also a matter of public record, I could quickly analyze a level of reasonable spending. I’d search for someone officially making a modest income, spending like they had wealth. I processed the data using some of my more advanced technology and found a handful of targets.  
 
    I ran into several dead-ends. One lead had inherited a good sum of money from family and enjoying spending it; nothing illegal going on there. A few had been simply in debt to a point that they’d never be able to pay it all back. While not smart, that’s not the stuff of investigative reporting. I considered giving up when I found one last prospect, a Mr. McGee: maintenance worker at a manufacturing plant that made ball bearings. Somehow on a meager income, over the span of five years, he bought an expensive residence, then upgraded it each year. I caught myself smirking and wringing my hands together as I started to see the pattern. I had my target. Now, what are you up to, Mr. McGee? 
 
    With some basic reconnaissance work, I identified my target. A small man, just over five-feet tall, thin build, with a long nose supporting black-framed glasses. The most memorable feature: his male-pattern-baldness camouflaged by an impressive comb-over; his hair on the right side of his head had been grown long enough to cover his bald head and meet up with the very short hair on the other side. It had been covered in hairspray so thick that the hair couldn’t move on its own. He had taken AquaNetTM to a level of “AquaAnchor”.  
 
    I secretly followed him for a few days and determined his routine. He ate breakfast at 6:30, left for work at 7:15, arrived at work at 7:40, worked until a lunch break at 12, returned to work at 12:50 and worked until 5 o’clock. Every weekday; the exact same schedule, to the minute, even his bathroom breaks. You could set a clock to his movements, so to speak. I also observed the schedule at the shipping and receiving doors, finding a window of opportunity to set up my dust cameras. Once prepared, I dressed in a fine suit and carried a briefcase with me. If questioned, I would act like a salesman making a cold-call and, worst case, I’d be escorted from the building. I knew that maintenance workers would want nothing to do with a man in a suit, so even if they did see me, they’d likely turn the other way.  
 
    I slipped in and out without notice and started collecting video and audio. I found our man McGee a tough nut to crack. I saw no indication that he stole funds or changed records. He didn’t have access to purchasing accounts or cash and seemed a reasonably hard worker. So what is he up to?  
 
    If he isn’t doing something at work, it must be something personal. I felt both annoyed and exhilarated; the old thrill of the chase came back to me.  
 
    One evening, I noticed him loading bags into his car. He clearly headed somewhere. I followed, keeping enough distance between us to not be noticed. He led me toward a warehouse area and as he approached an overhead door, it opened just in time to let him pull in, then closed behind him. I stopped my car and pondered what to do. I couldn’t follow him directly into the building, but I knew that I needed to find out what this was all about. I sat in my car, watching the door when my passenger door opened and I found myself on the business end of a large handgun. 
 
    “Drive.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Drive,” the man said, poking me in the eye with the gun barrel. It stung and my eye watered. I tried to wipe the tear away. In the process, I got a look at him. I noticed his small frame with a big gun, scruffy beard that looked like a week’s growth, and bright blue eyes. He had a wild look about him; unpredictable and restless. He spoke in a manic way, fast and loud. “Hands on the wheel; ten and two or nine and three. Some argue that one is better than the other, but don’t use one and seven. That’s never good. Take the car out of park, go past R and N and put it in D, and quietly turn around. Make a left turn on McGovern and follow it out of town.” 
 
    “But,” I said and he poked me in the eye again.  
 
    “Ouch! Would you stop that?” 
 
    “Next time I poke you with a bullet. A three fifty-seven bullet with a hundred and forty grains of powder driving it at sixteen-ninety feet per second. Drive.” 
 
    So I followed McGovern out of town, eventually turned into a country road. He had me make a turn onto a gravel road. I hit a big pothole, and the gun poked me in the eye again. “Dammit! Would you either shoot me or back that thing up a little bit? I can’t freakin’ see.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “It’s okay.” What was I saying? It’s okay? I’m okay with you holding a gun to my head and making me drive to the center of nowhere, so you can kill me, and easily dispose of my body. But it’s okay as long as you stop poking me in the eye? 
 
    “Pull the car into that barn. Watch the haystack; never know when a needle might appear. I have some questions for you.” 
 
    “I’ve done nothing wrong.” 
 
    “That wasn’t one of my questions.”  
 
    He led me to a wooden beam and had me back up to it. He pushed my arms back and quickly handcuffed them. “Now, why were you following Mr. McGee?” 
 
    “I wasn’t following anyone. I made a wrong turn.” 
 
    The man let out a sigh. “You know, I really wanted to do this the clean way. But you insist on making it dirty. I hate dirty. You have to wash dirt off, and no matter how many times you scrub your hands under hot water, there’s always some left under your nails. Scrub until your hands bleed and there’s still dirt. Even the blood is dirty. The soil of the body, or is it the soul?” 
 
    “Uh.” 
 
    If I could have scratched my head I would have. I felt a tear run down my cheek. 
 
    “Crying is a sign of weakness. No crying!” 
 
    “It’s just my eye watering.” 
 
    “No watering. Now, why follow McGee?” 
 
    “I wanted to learn what he was up to.” 
 
    “Up to? Up to no good.” 
 
    “Probably. I didn’t find out.” 
 
    “Why do you care? You’re not one of us.”  
 
    He paced back and forth, running fingers through his chin scruff. “No, definitely not one of us. I would know. I know lots and lots of things and I’d definitely know if you were one of us.” 
 
    “One of you?” 
 
    “Oh no, you’re not tricking me that way. I ask the questions. Ask, ask, ask. Asking I am. Who are you?” 
 
    “Raka. My name’s Raka.” 
 
    “Raka. I don’t know any Rakas; not until now. Odd name it is and an odd accent you have. Two odds make an even, so that works out well. What do you know about McGee?” 
 
    “Not a lot. I was suspicious of him. He seemed to be living above his means. I thought that he might be stealing money somehow. So I followed him.” 
 
    “Living above his means? Do you know how mean he is? Can that be measured, cataloged, and compared?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I just thought he spent more money than he should have. I thought I’d catch him.” 
 
    “And do what? Are you a cop? Sheriff, FBI, CIA, MI Five, Gestapo?”  
 
    “No. Reporter.” 
 
    “Reporter? Why would a porter do his job twice? Leaving and returning. Port twice, report. Or port wine. No, can’t drink it twice.” 
 
    “I write stories for the newspaper. That kind of reporting. Investigative reporting.” 
 
    “Investigator. Alligator wearing a vest, looking damn snappy I should say. But why, why a vest and not a jacket? But you don’t know what McGee was up to?” 
 
    “No. Not at all.” 
 
    “Do you want to know?” 
 
    “Yes, of course. But first, is it really necessary for me to be handcuffed like this? You have the gun and I can’t really go anywhere. I’m not with McGee. I really don’t know anything about him. Can’t we just talk? I think I can help you.” 
 
    “No. No tricks. You stay there until I say. But I’ll tell you what McGee was up to. He’s replaced our Mayor with an imposter.” 
 
    “McGee is involved with a plot to replace the Mayor?” 
 
    “So you do know about it. Obvious, isn’t it? Plain as a day on the plains. Imposter Mayor.” 
 
    “But, why? How? What makes you think that?” 
 
    “Network. I know lots and lots of things, lots of things. Lots of people watch lots of things and I hear about them. Around the world, we have a network. When something isn’t right, people notice. We know each other and share data. Information flows like water, water that can flow uphill and around borders. We are aware of who runs things and have a plan.” 
 
    “A plan?” 
 
    “Yes, a plan to expose them.” 
 
    “Them?” 
 
    “Them. The Illuminati. They control things. Economies, information, even minds. Mostly minds. We will stop them.” 
 
    “Who are ‘we’”? I said, not sure if I wanted to know. 
 
    “We are the Deluminati. We will defeat them, hence the name, De-Luminati.” 
 
    “I see. So, back to the Mayor. He’s an imposter?” 
 
    “Absolutely. I have the evidence.” 
 
    “Can you tell me more?” 
 
    “I learned his schedule and got close. I saw what he did, ordered, and consumed. Definitely not the Mayor.” 
 
    “Go on…” 
 
    “I sat behind him and heard him make the order. The order confirmed it all.” 
 
    “What did he order?” 
 
    “Grits.” 
 
    “Grits?” 
 
    “Grits. For breakfast.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “That was all I needed. It’s obvious, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Not to me. Can you explain?” 
 
    “Everyone knows that Mayors eat oats. He ordered grits. Imposter Mayor, case closed. Thank you, and don’t forget to tip, your juror.” 
 
    “Mayors eat oats?”  
 
    Mayors eat oats! This guy is a complete nutcase. I had to get out of here and quickly.  
 
    “You’re on to something. I think you are right. I need my notebook from the car so I can write this down. We’re definitely onto something here, and I can help you prove it. Quickly, grab my notebook!” He trotted off to my car and returned with my notebook. I had a blue-inked Parker pen clipped to the front.  
 
    “I need to be able to write!” I said, nodding toward my cuffed hands. 
 
    He unlocked the handcuffs. “Let me get those for you.”  
 
    I stretched my arms and extended my right hand forward. “You know my name, but I’m at a disadvantage. You are?” 
 
    “No name, just call me The Dentist.” He reached forward to shake my hand, and in doing so, transferred the gun to his left hand, pointing it at the ground. I shook his hand hard, and in one quick motion, grabbed the gun from him and hooked my left leg behind his knee. A push with my shoulder left him flat on the ground, and the gun in my hand. 
 
    “You, sir, are a complete lunatic. I won’t harm you but will leave you here. Don’t bother me again!” 
 
    “But I thought you were Deluminati now.” 
 
    “Delusionati is more like it.” 
 
    “But I know all kinds of things. We were going to work together. I can tell you how Lyndon Johnson can watch you through your television! He can, I swear. I know how they transmit thoughts through x-rays. I know about the three from space! The man, woman, and the monkey! I know about the testing in the Bermuda triangle!” 
 
    “Wait. What did you say?” 
 
    “Johnson. Watches you through the TV. He knows if you are watching his address. Watch his eyes, he’s counting.” 
 
    “No. Not Johnson. The three from space. Man, woman, and monkey?” 
 
    “I know all about them. They have technology that we’ve never dreamed of. I know where they are.” 
 
    “We’re going to have a long talk, Mr. Dentist. A long talk indeed.” 
 
      
 
    Chapter 17 
 
    Project Beholder 
 
      
 
    Last Meeting Notes, presentation of Top Secret Project “Beholder” to President Lyndon Johnson by David C. Kelson.  
 
      
 
    LBJ: “I can give you precisely three minutes before I have to be in another meeting. Make good use of your time, Kelson.”  
 
    DCK: “Yes, sir. You won’t be disappointed, sir. I’d like to present to you: Project Beholder. We’ve introduced some special units into a small test market. They allow you to view a remote location.” 
 
    LBJ: “Units? View? What are you talking about?” 
 
    DCK: “Sir, they are special television receivers. We’ve introduced them into a few hundred homes across the country. With this technology, you’ll actually be able to see who’s watching your speeches from their homes and gauge their reaction. The great politicians of old could measure responses in real time, but now with television, speeches are one-sided. Beholder fixes that. You’ll be able to know immediately what the country thinks of your plans, early enough to change the message if needed. It’s going to be amazing.” 
 
    LBJ: “Show me.” 
 
    DCK: “Yes, sir. Right now, we’ll just peek in on some Joe Sixpack and see what he’s up to. Just pretend you were giving a speech.” 
 
    LBJ: “I don’t see anything.” 
 
    DCK: “Just a second, it doesn’t look like that unit was on. Here, let’s try this one.” 
 
    LBJ: “Wait, yes, I do see something. It’s a man. What is that? Is that a corndog? What the hell is he doing?” 
 
    DCK: “Uh.” 
 
    LBJ: “Is that a poodle? What’s with the peanut butter? What the hell is going on here? That is disgusting! Is that a bowling pin?” 
 
    DCK: “We’re still working the bugs out, sir!” 
 
    LBJ: “I truly think that I’m going to be sick. This project is over. Burn the blueprints and dispose of all the records. Never speak of this again. I need Scotch to get that image out of my head!” 
 
      
 
    Chapter 18 
 
    Drilling into a Nerve 
 
      
 
    “Tell me what you know about the three. Man, woman and chimp.” I said, vaguely waving the gun at this ‘Dentist’. 
 
    “No. I am the asker, you are the askee. You tricked me; can’t forgive.” 
 
    “I tricked you? You held a gun to my head. My eye still waters from all the times you poked me with the barrel, and I tricked you? I was protecting my own life.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. I won’t talk, no matter what you do. You could throw muddy water on my face and I wouldn’t talk!” 
 
    What an odd thing to say. “Fine. Muddy water torture it is. I’m going to get a bucket of dirt, and if I have to, I’ll pee in it and…” 
 
    “Wait! I’ll talk, like a carrot. No, parrot! Talk like a parrot. Tell you all I know.” 
 
    “Fine. The three from out there.” 
 
    “The Trinity.” 
 
    “Trinity?” 
 
    “Man, woman and chimp. Traveling together, with a message for us. Three messages, three messengers, one word.” 
 
    “One word?” 
 
    “Umpire.” 
 
    “Umpire?” 
 
    “Yes, Umpire. A big one, coming to judge us. Fair or Foul, Safe or Out. They said he was huge.” 
 
    A wave of nauseous understanding came over me. “How big?” 
 
    “Huge, unimaginably huge. Bigger than a planet; bigger than a solar system.” 
 
    “Galactic?” 
 
    “Yes! That’s it. Galactic Umpire.” 
 
    “Empire.” I said, “Galactic Empire.” 
 
    “No, that would be something completely different. Ridiculous. Galactic Empire? Definitely Umpire.” 
 
    My face flushed and pulse raced. “What else did they say? This Umpire is coming, but why?” 
 
    “Retrieval. Foul balls I think. Probably needs deodorant.” 
 
    “Retrieval.” Could the Empire have found us? Impossible! We’re on an absurd little planet at the ass-end of the galaxy. One in a quadrillion chance they’d even find this little rock. We got away and had no indication of being followed.“What else do you know? Where are they?” 
 
    “Split up. Monkey disappeared. He’s the one that knew the Umpire was coming. He got a letter, not sure which one. One of twenty-six I’m sure. Some say he was seen in Houston. Others said Cape Canaveral.” 
 
    “The woman.Where did she end up?” 
 
    “Not sure. After the Tricycle broke, she disappeared.” 
 
    “Tricycle?” 
 
    “Aren’t you paying attention? The man, woman, and chimp. The Tricycle.” 
 
    “You said Trinity earlier.” 
 
    “Did I, or did you just hear that? Three wheels, monkey up front, man and woman in the back.” 
 
    “The man. Where did he go?” 
 
    “Heathen on Earth. Pair of dice. Planned to live out his days enjoying himself. Said he’d found a place where he’d fit in just fine. Set up shop, make some deals. ‘I’ll end with a beach and gotcha’ is what I heard he said. His plan was ‘ya’ makin’ pair of dice.’” 
 
    Nicholai would certainly be a heathen on Earth. Pair of dice? A casino? No – paradise. Nicholai’s Heaven on Earth – a Paradise. I’ll end with a beach and gotcha? Beach; island. Island with a beach and ganja. That would be his paradise for certain. But where is he making his paradise?  
 
    “Where did you hear about all of this?” 
 
    “There are many of us, listening, paying attention, taking notes when something doesn’t add up. We talk, we mail letters. I keep a journal of what I hear. Write everything phonetically with my own codes for sounds; no one else can read it. I write it phonetically and backward in a mirror. Practice I do, until it’s perfect. Never write down the code; only I know it. Read it aloud to myself all the time, it keeps the code fresh and the memories ripe.” 
 
    “Of course!” I said, receiving a quizzical look from the Dentist; one eye raised, the other squinted.  
 
    That’s why he’s getting the wrong words all the time. Reading it phonetically, in his own code, Empire becomes Umpire over time. Paradise is pair of dice. “These three. Where were they first noticed?” 
 
    “Mountain A” 
 
    “Mountain A? What is mountain A?” 
 
    “Mountain A is Mountain A. It is what it is; it isn’t what it isn’t.” His lips curled in an annoyed fashion. 
 
    “Where is this place?” I asked. 
 
    “Not good with geography. Long way away,” he said, his eyes darting around the room. “Long way away.” 
 
    “Can you remember anything else? Anything more on the three? Anything at all?” 
 
    “The five-nine quake. Suspicious, odd it was. Some claimed they caused it because they wanted a fishing hole. I think that’s too far out there. Some people are just paranoid about every little thing.” His eyes darted around again as if he were looking for an unseen intruder. “Who would or could do that?” 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “Cause an earthquake, just to go fishing.” 
 
    “That’s crazy talk. You can’t cause an earthquake. You can drill into a tectonic plate and insert a series of resonance generators to dissipate and buffer the vibrations, but that is to eliminate earthquakes, not cause them…Theoretically, of course. Anyway, the technology isn’t possible.” Here, it isn’t possible. 
 
    The Dentist raised his hand like a child. “I have a question.” 
 
    “What is your question?” 
 
    “Can I go home now?” 
 
    “I don’t know what to do with you, Dentist.” 
 
    “Take me home and I’ll help you. I’ll let you know when I hear any news on the Trilogy. You want to find them, I can help you. I can!” 
 
    “Fine. I’ll take you home, but I’m keeping this gun. You’re too reckless with it.” 
 
    “It’s not loaded.” 
 
    “It’s not loaded? Seriously? What the hell!”  
 
    “Totally not loaded,” he said, and before I could even acknowledge what he did, he had grabbed my hand and pointed the gun at his own forehead. “Not loaded, see.”  
 
    He squeezed my hand, forcing the trigger closed. In that instant, all my senses of awareness exploded with awareness. I heard a thunderous crash of sound; so loud I wondered if I’d ever hear again. A flash of light, the smell of gunpowder, recoil through my hand and arm, the sight of a man’s forehead pierced by a bullet, and its contents splayed across the inside of the barn. He fell over. Dead. 
 
    “FUCK! Holy father-fucking-son-of-a-monkey-licking-motherless-whore-goat! Fuck, fuck, fuck fuck fuck! Fuck me dead I am so fucked!”  
 
    I looked down at the gun, a tiny serpent of smoke still escaping from its barrel, my finger still on the trigger; my prints all over it. I listened for sirens, but I only heard ringing from the shot. I snapped around to look at the doors. Was someone coming? Would they see me with the gun in hand and assume I had murdered this man? What was that?  
 
    My eyes darted all over, my pulse raced, blood filled with adrenaline. He had forced my hand closed; I had no intention of shooting. But no judge would ever believe that story. I had to do something and fast. I dropped the gun and stared at it. I imagined my fingerprints all over it and had to get them off.  
 
    I found an old flannel shirt hanging on a nail and a kerosene lantern. I dumped some of the kerosene on the shirt and polished that gun until it shined. I needed to make it look like a suicide. I cradled the gun in the shirt and placed it in his hand. I pushed his fingers all over the gun, then set it in his hand. I looked at the way the shot had entered his forehead and the length of the barrel. Something looked wrong about this. There’s no way he could turn that gun completely around and point it at himself firing it with his index finger. He would have had to turn it backward and use his thumb. I turned the gun in his hand and pointed it back at him, forcing his thumb on the trigger. I stepped back and looked at my work. Still not quite right; his thumb wasn’t quite on the trigger far enough. I pushed his thumb in further. Once again, an explosion from the gun, a ringing in my ears, and the smell of gunpowder. This time, the bullet hit him in the chest. A small trickle of blood appeared, but it lacked pressure behind it. To any medically trained person, it would be obvious this shot had been fired after the victim died. I’d be charged with murder and despoiling a corpse. 
 
    “Fuck! Fuck me with a rusty sewer pipe smothered in glass shards and vinegar! Fuck!”  
 
    I startled at some motion out of the corner of my eye. A barn cat. I sighed and dropped my head into my hands. 
 
    I could hide the body. Put it somewhere nobody would notice for a very long time. By then, I’d be long gone and never connected to this. I looked around and saw a turnbuckle used to raise bales of hay into the barn’s loft. The trolley and pully system would allow me to haul the body both vertically and horizontally into the back of the barn. By the depth of dust and dirt, nobody had been in the loft for years. The bale-lifting mechanism had two curved prongs on a pivot point, the more vertical lift applied, the tighter they would squeeze the bale. Disgusted and desperate, I set the prongs into the man’s waist. My stomach turned and I almost retched when I saw a small protrusion from his back pocket: A diary. I thumbed through it and saw nothing but symbols; the language chip in my head recognized nothing. I shoved it into my pocket for later review and heaved on the rope.  
 
    I worked my way with this load to the loft, climbed up a rickety homemade ladder about 18 feet to the loft, and pulled the rope, hand over hand, sweat dripping from my brow and soaking through my clothes. As I pulled, I’d take a step backward, making progress. Something moved under my foot and heard a loud scream as razor sharp cat claws dug into my leg. The cat hissed, I screamed, and I let go of the rope. I heard a sickening crack as the body hit the ground and bones snapped.  
 
    “Fuck! Rat-fodging, bastard-baboon’s-ass-smelling, cluster-lizard-loving, illegitimate, flea-ridden-donkey-humping-father-fucker!”  
 
    I looked down at the body, now a mangled mess. “What did I do to deserve this? And you, Mr. Dentist? We’re both fools. Only one of us is leaving here today. I started pulling again, and this time, I made certain nothing would loosen my grip. I got him to the loft and pulled behind a big pile of hay. I covered his body with hay and backed my way out, wiping anything I thought I had touched with the kerosene soaked shirt. I found an old corn broom and smoothed out the footprints in the dirt. The scene looking pretty good, all things considered. I stopped as a panic filled my mind. Had I touched the light switch?  
 
    I didn’t recall, but better safe than sorry. I doused the flannel in kerosene one last time and wiped the metal switch plate. In doing so, I turned the switch off and on. When it came on, a spark jumped from the terminal and immediately set the flannel shirt on fire. I flung the flaming shirt away from me; it landed on a large pile of hay and the fire quickly escalated.  
 
    “Fuck it. I’m out.”  
 
    I shook my head as I went to my car, started it, and drove off. In the rear-view mirror, I saw the barn engulfed in flames.
  
 
    Chapter 19 
 
    Dissolute Destiny 
 
      
 
    Imperial Inquisition # HTE57845S Transcription by Transcripton™ Ultracomputer.  
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    Commentary and descriptions in accordance with SmartScript intergalactic standards. 
 
      
 
    Natastia Briggam entered the darkened cell with a spring in her step, singing, “Vibratron is really neat, they put a smile in your seat; we’re all wearing Vibratron!”  
 
    Lieutenant Denton Morrow lay curled up in a fetal position on a small, thinly padded bed build into the corner of his cell. His hair and beard long and matted, it matched his dirty and tattered clothes. He grumbled, “What?”  
 
    “Come on, two five three! Sing along! Vibratron is really neat!” Natastia swung a weighted baton, striking Denton in the chest; he let out a moan. “They put a smile in your seat!” Smack! This time, the baton struck him in the buttocks. Another moan. 
 
    Denton struggled to his feet. “I’m up. What do you want?” 
 
    “Right now, I want you to sing. You know the jingle, don’t you? We’re all wearing Vibratron!”  
 
    Denton joined in for the last few words.  
 
    Natastia shook her head, pursing her lips together. “Wow. How terrible. What’s the matter, cat got your tongue?” 
 
    “Not cat. Rats. They gnaw on my toes at night. I can’t sleep more than an hour at a time, then I have to chase them off. Nasty buggers, but sometimes I can catch one. Make him pay, I do. I always name them the same thing. Raka. Raka the rat. Usually, I bite their heads off, but sometimes I like to start with their legs or tails.” 
 
    “That’s not happy. Today is a happy thought day!” 
 
    “I haven’t had one of those in…” He paused, turned his eyes upwards in thought. “How long have I been in here?” 
 
    “Not long. Let’s see. Subtract your lock-down date from today, and adjust for the remaining part of this year. Figure in the leap days and you get about eleven years and four months, give or take.” 
 
    “Eleven years! I haven’t been outside this room for eleven years?” 
 
    “Well, your crime was pretty heinous. Letting that fool escape in the Emperor’s private shuttle. You’re lucky we didn’t purge you.” 
 
    “I might have been better off.” 
 
    “Nonsense. Now, do you remember who caused you all this pain and suffering?” 
 
    “You did.” 
 
    Natastia rewarded his answer with a smack with the baton. “Wrong! Guess again.” 
 
    “The rats?” 
 
    “The rat is right. The rat named Raka, Raka Varoule. Varoule the fool, yet he made a fool of you. Never forget, every pain, indignity, every single day you spend in this smelly cell, and I do mean it: this cell reeks. Every single bit of that is his fault. If I weren’t here, you might have had a mean Inquisitor. You know I’m the nice one, don’t you? The other Inquisitors call me ‘Natastia the Softy’ or ‘Briggam Another Pillow’. Raka caused all this. Every. Single. Bit.” 
 
    “Raka! How I loathe that name.” 
 
    “Good. Oh yeah, I forgot to tell you why I’m here on such a lovely day. Guess what we just received. Go ahead, guess.” 
 
    “New vibrating prescription undergarments?”  
 
    “Ha! That’s funny. No' silly, we received a signal from the Emperor’s Shuttle. Don’t you remember? Your right to redemption? You are leading the retrieval team to bring Raka Varoule back to the Emperor where he will be ceremoniously beheaded. It will be like your rats but broadcast all over the galaxy. A day of celebration for all the Empire’s children. It makes my heart warm just thinking about it! Now grab your stuff…” Natastia looked around to see nothing.  
 
    “Never mind. Follow me. I’ll introduce you to your crew.”  
 
    She led the way to a small room and motioned for Lieutenant Morrow to take a seat. Pressing a button on her wrist computer, she said, “Send in the first crewmember.” 
  
 
    The door soon opened and a large, dark-skinned man wearing a prisoner’s uniform stepped inside. His body nearly covered in various scars; some looked rather painful in their origin. He appeared slightly less unkempt than Denton, but his uniform had wrinkles and stains that made it look like it had been slept in for some time. 
 
    Natastia ordered, “State your name and why you’re here, for Lieutenant Morrow” 
 
    “Magnus Aldis. I’m here because you sent for me.” A scowl snaked across his face. “It stinks in here.” 
 
    “That it does, and it’s not improving with time. Now, tell Mr. Morrow here why you were imprisoned.” 
 
    “Charges of larceny, piracy, soliciting a prostitute, kidnapping, disorderly conduct, public drunkenness, possession of stolen goods, resisting arrest, trafficking in controlled substances, devices or novelties, hit and run, damaging a public facility, conspiring against a public figure, ordering delivery food under false pretenses, and lewdness with an exotic animal. But in my defense, she asked for it.” 
 
    Denton turned his head to the side, and simply said, “Nice.” 
 
    Magnus’s eye’s brightened for a moment, then he added, “Oh yeah, I forgot one. I killed a superior officer and spaced his body. He looked at me funny.” 
 
    Natastia interjected, “I imagine he did. You were trying to smuggle a marsupial dressed in a frilled negligee onto a ship at the time. But I digress. I recruited Mr. Aldis for this mission for his skills. He’s an accomplished pilot, as well as quite handy with a wide variety of weaponry. He will serve as your second in command.” 
 
    “I see,” Denton replied.  
 
    Natastia motioned toward the door, saying, “That’s all for now, Mr. Aldis. We’ll send for you when we’re ready to launch. Send in the next one, please.”  
 
    A man stepped inside, dressed in civilian clothes: clean and clearly fitted with the latest implants. Visible within the cornea of his right eye, a seemingly random pattern of lights and images flickered in and out of existence at an unnatural speed. He smiled briefly at Natastia.  
 
    “Please state your name and why you are here,” Natastia said. 
 
    “Doctor Mitch Sorren. Thank you for the amazing upgrades, Ms. Briggam. I can access the entire personnel file on Mr. Morrow here and track his medical conditions for the past thirty plus years. I know everything about him as recorded since his birth. You really should try to eat more fiber, Mr. Morrow. You’d feel better. You should come and see me for some powder for that rash, too.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” Denton replied, turning to Natastia. “Why do we need a Doctor?” 
 
    “We don’t know what we’ll find on a barbarian world. There could be any number of diseases or situations that require me to have access to the latest healthcare technology.” 
 
    “I see. To protect you,” Denton said. 
 
    “Not that I need protection. I already have that covered sufficiently with my butler. You’ll meet him soon enough. He’s already on board, preparing my quarters. I call him Mr. Smiles. I hope you don’t mind, I took the Captain’s quarters on the ship.” 
 
    “The ship? Which one?” 
 
    “The Dissolute. I had her pulled out of storage for this trip. It seemed only natural that the same ship that let the fool escape, would be used to bring him home. I guess I’m nostalgic that way. We’ve done a couple of upgrades to her, well, at least to my quarters.” 
 
    “You took my quarters? Of course you did. Where will I sleep?” 
 
    “We added a bunk next to the Chronos Drive. Should be plenty of room there.” 
 
    “Is that safe? Fluctuations in an individual’s timeline…” 
 
    Doctor Sorren interjected. “Shouldn’t cause much more than a constant sense of impending doom. There have been seventeen papers written on the topic in the last year. No long-term physical damage seen. Psychologically, the effects last for a few months after the last exposure. Come and see me if you are having visions, conversations with demons or a desire to end it all. I can prescribe something to help you sleep. Or we could perform a simple surgery and disconnect part of your cerebral cortex related to fear. It’s a simple procedure with a high chance of success. But that procedure has a relatively high incidence of subjects dying in accidents within the next few years. Stepping into oncoming traffic or over a ledge, playing with explosives, getting beaten to death in bar fights…”  
 
    Natastia raised her right hand, stopping the doctor. “Thank you, Doctor. Additionally, we need to remember that we are leaving Imperial Space. To return, we’ll need Free Pratique.” 
 
    Denton looked upward as if he were searching for a memory, saying. “Free Pratique?” 
 
    Doctor Sorren answered, “Certification from a medical professional that we are not carrying contagious diseases or dangerous cargo. There are few doctors willing to come aboard a ship returning from outside Imperial Space. Most likely, they would simply quarantine us for the better part of a year. Having me aboard allows me constantly monitor and record all exposure, and should allow us back home without being shot down.” 
 
    “That it does. Thank you, doctor. Why don’t you go on to the ship and make sure you have everything you need to keep me healthy,” Natastia said. 
 
    “I take my leave.” 
 
    “Next,” Natastia ordered.  
 
    A moment later, the door opened, and a small man walked in, thin in stature, and slightly shorter than average. He wore an old-style visual screen over his eyes that hadn’t been state-of-the-art for decades, in direct contrast to the Doctors corneal implant. He quietly said, “Per your request, madam.” 
 
    Natastia made the introduction. “Perry Tremblan, Lieutenant Denton Morrow.” 
 
    “Pleased to meet you,” Denton said. 
 
    Perry replied, “I knew you’d say that. I mean, with an eighty-seven point three two five percent probability, knowing your background, age, and gender bias, your response would be ‘pleased to meet you’, ‘nice to meet you’, or ‘a pleasure to make your acquaintance’. For my analysis to obtain that number, all three answers were similar enough to be lumped into a single result criteria. If I treated each response as a separate result, ‘Pleased to meet you had a forty-two point six eight preference of the three similar results. By looking at all the individual responses you might have given and not combining ones with similar meanings, the phrase “Pleased to meet you’ would be expected about twenty-seven point six two percent of the time.” 
 
    “What the fuck is this guy talking about?” Denton said, rubbing his forehead 
 
    “Ninety-two point three one percent likelihood of using the word ‘fuck’ in your response and eighty-three-point ten percent likelihood that you wouldn’t immediately understand my importance to the mission.” 
 
    Natastia said, “Allow me, Perry.” 
 
    “Seventy-six point four two percent that you…” He stopped when Natastia eyes met his with daggers. 
 
    “Mr. Tremblan is the mission’s statistician and navigator. He has an uncanny way of knowing what the outcomes of any given situation are. With the right information, his analysis will prove correct…how often, Mr. Tremblan?” 
 
    “Given the set of parameters, such as no particular start or end date and no definition of what constitutes the ‘right data’, I’m forced to look at all the predictions I’ve made and estimate all the predictions that I will make, based upon life expectancies in the Empire, for someone of my characteristics and talents. Using that data, it’s a simple calculation to say that I am correct ninety-one point seven two percent of the time, with a margin of error…” 
 
    “Nine times out of ten. I bet you clean up at the poker table,” Denton said. 
 
    “It would be immoral and dangerous for me to use my skills for gambling. In your terms, nine times out of ten, I would be brutally murdered within the first two hours of a poker game, using currency as a betting medium.” 
 
    Denton Morrow crossed his arms. “You’re getting close to those odds of being brutally murdered just talking.” 
 
    Perry looked to Natastia for direction. “Right.”  
 
    Natstia ordered him, “Go on to the ship. Wait there.” 
 
    “I’ll see you in four point four two, with a…”  
 
    A stern look from both Natastia and Denton stopped him cold. “See you on the ship.”  
 
    He stepped outside, the door closing behind him. 
 
    Denton paced a few steps. “Ninety-nine point nine nine chance I space him if he keeps that up.” 
 
    “He takes some getting used to. But he’s proven invaluable on previous missions. The trick is to get him to talk only when it’s important. I’m sure you and he will work that out.” 
 
    “Sounds like I don’t have much choice. Anybody else?” 
 
    “There are a few more to meet, but none of any importance. A couple dozen grunts, a mechanic, a cook; they’ll stay out of your way, I’m certain. We’re going to spend quite a bit of time on the Dissolute. Why don’t you take a nice shower with some delousing shampoo? I’ll send Mr. Smiles over to cut your hair and burn your clothes. He’ll help you get clean shaven and bring a new uniform over. Why don’t you just plan on taking a second shower after you’re done? Take my word for it, you need it.”  
 
    Inquisitor Briggam led Lieutenant Denton Morrow to a private shower and restroom. Plush by Imperial standards; radiant heat came from bright white marble walls and floor, sealed with a clear epoxy coating to make them completely impervious to water and staining. 
She pointed to the various cleaning implements. “Shower. Use this all over.” She handed him a bottle of ‘Nitpicky Noonan’s No More Lousy Nights’ shampoo. “Mr. Smiles will be here shortly. Once he’s done with you, another shower, then meet us at dock ‘J816A’.”  
 
    “Yes ma’am.” 
  
 
    Denton waited until she left, then he looked around to figure out how to make the shower work. He couldn’t see any buttons or mechanisms, just simply micro nozzles jutting from the walls in one corner of the room. As he approached, a curtain of air emerged from tiny holes in the floor, and the water came on, engulfing him in warm, massaging pulses, clothes and all. He stripped his wet clothes off and started with the delousing shampoo. It smelled a bit of ether with an overwhelming scent of lemon. The shampoo burned in several private places where he had rashes or cuts. He watched as years of filth made its way into a small drainage slot at the corner. For the first time in years, he truly felt human, and he didn’t want to give that up. After thirty minutes in the shower, he started to realize that the water massaging him became less comfortable and started to hurt. His hands and feet wrinkled, and he wanted out.  
 
    He stepped out, through the curtain of air, now warmed to gently dry him as he exited. He retrieved a thick white towel from a storage slot that he hadn’t noticed before, and dried himself off. He then found a new toothbrush, cleaning foam, hairbrush, cotton swabs, and nail clippers; everything he needed except the tools to shave and cut his ragged hair. As if on cue, once he completed all the hygiene tasks, he heard a gentle knock at the door.  
 
    “Come in. I bet you’re here to cut my hair.”  
 
    The door opened. Denton Morrow didn’t glance at it, intent on adjusting his towel to protect his modesty. He then glanced up at the mirror to see who had entered. He let out a scream when he saw a huge gorilla behind him, reaching to strangle him. Big, sharp yellowed fangs hung over the gorilla’s lower lip, dripping spittle. His mouth looked scarred and evil, his suit pressed crisp with a white collared shirt appearing above a tailored suit jacket, a corsage in his pocket.  
 
    Denton screamed, “What the?!” 
 
    The gorilla sighed and looked annoyed his eyes squinting and turning upward, as he reaching a huge hairy hand into his jacket pocket, producing a plastic laminated card: 
 
    Do not be afraid. My name is Mr. Smiles, and yes I am a gorilla. I have been genetically, and through neuro-implants, enhanced to be a servant to my mistress. All aggressive actions are controlled and I cannot harm any human being without my mistress’ consent. If I’m showing you this card, it means I am not here to harm you. 
 
    “Mr. Smiles. I should have guessed.”  
 
    The gorilla rolled one hand and bent over in a gesture meaning ‘pleased to meet you’.  
 
    From a pocket, he produced a long straight razor and a pair of shears. Denton struggled for a moment, but Mr. Smiles pushed him into the chair so he couldn’t move. The gorilla raised a finger and pointed at Denton Morrow. The motion meant to sit still, and Denton did just that. He finally closed his eyes, content to be groomed or killed, with really nothing he could do either way. As he sat with his eyes closed, he noticed a scent of cologne. Subtle, but definitely a nice smell. It had a clean message with a hint of mint and some floral mix. He strained to relax as he got his hair cut, a scalp massage, and an expert shave, all at the same time. He eventually nodded off for a short time, awoken by a gentle tap on his shoulder; a dark and hairy hand pointed toward the mirror.  
 
    “Not bad! I mean, wow! I’ve never thought to cut my hair like this. You used the natural wave to make me look good. I feel good too. Thank you.”  
 
    Mr. Smiles nodded and handed Denton a new bottle of shampoo, a fancy designer bottle, and upon opening it, he recognized the scent as the same coming from the gorilla. A point to the shower conveyed the message. A short while later, he emerged, clean, refreshed and feeling good. Just before he left the bathroom, he looked at himself in the mirror. “So this is what it’s like to be human again.” He stepped into the hallway to be greeted by a computer. 
 
    The computer spoke.“Lieutenant Denton Morrow. Transport has been arranged for you to hangar dock ‘J816A’. You have been assigned color pattern blue, blue, yellow, green. Follow the guide lights on the floor to your destination.” 
 
    “Blue, blue, yellow, green.” He looked to the floor and noticed dozens of guide light tracks flashing in the smart surface. “Please highlight my track,” he said, one track expanding three-fold for him to locate it. “Thanks. Got it now.”  
 
    The track shrank back to normal size and he followed it. It led him to a series of moving walkways, switching levels many times. Eventually, it led him to an underground high-speed transport shuttle. He boarded along with several dozen others, all looking downward, never making eye contact. The lights led him to a specific seat, he took it and the lights changed to an ETA display. Ninety-seven minutes, twelve seconds, the display counted down. “Wake me up when we’re five minutes away.”  
 
    The display dimmed and he dozed off. At precisely five minutes prior to stopping, his seat vibrated, slightly at first, until it grew strong enough that the person sitting next to him elbowed him. He awoke, stared at the display that now showed four minutes, fifteen seconds. It flashed blue, blue, yellow, and green. When the transport stopped, the display led him to another series of moving walkways until he finally ended up at the dock, staring at the Dissolute.  
 
    Time, or restoration had been good to her. As he walked around the ship, he looked for blemishes and scorch marks that should have been present. He couldn’t find any. He circled the ship twice, checking for any damage or ‘remove before launch’ blocks. None to be found. He climbed up the loading ramp to see Mr. Smiles at the hatch, who simply pointed him to a G-absorbing seat to strap into. 
 
    Magnus’s voice summoned from the intercom. “This is your pilot speaking. All personnel prepare for maglev acceleration. Strap in or we’ll scrape you off the wall.”  
 
    The familiar groans and motions of a ship hooking up to the maglev track made him smile. Some rocking and auto balancing kicked in as the systems found perfect neutral buoyancy above the tracks.  
 
    “Launching in three, two, one...”  
 
    The ship jetted forward and started its long spiral path through the launch tunnel in near-vacuum. The ship accelerated to Mach 4 over several minutes, then left the tube through a plasma shield. The air exploded with a bang at the end of the tube, the ship thrown violently into orbit, able to save reaction mass for later use where maglev launching wasn’t available. 
 
    “Let’s bring Mr. Varoule to his destiny,” Denton said as he unstrapped from his seat and started exploring the ship.  
 
      
 
    Chapter 20 
 
    Idiot’s Epiphany 
 
      
 
    I drove. I wanted to get some distance between myself and the burning barn, but not in a straight line. I made my way up a couple miles and took the first country road to the left. A few minutes later, I came to a crossroad to the right, so I took it. I simply wanted to get away, but not in a straight line. I didn’t pass a single car, and after ten minutes or so, I started to relax. That’s when I noticed my shaking hands and how much I wanted to retch. When this evening started, I tried to find a scoop on a man. What was his name again?  
 
    So much had changed in a few hours, I could hardly remember what I wanted to accomplish. I reassured myself that there couldn’t be any evidence I had ever been in the barn. It would surely burn to the ground and take any history of me with it.  
 
    Would the body ever be found?  
 
    The hay-filled barn and ancient wood of the structure would burn hot.  
 
    Were there storage barrels of fuel? I think I saw something like that. Would it burn hot enough to cremate the Dentist? Perhaps.  
 
    I took a deep breath. Even if someone found his body, I had no motive, no witness saw me there, and I had never been to the barn before, and I sure wasn’t going to make the idiotic criminal mistake of revisiting the crime scene.  
 
    Everything will be fine. Did the cat escape? Maybe she protected a nest of kittens? Why should I care?  
 
    But somehow it mattered for a moment; there could be more blood on my hands. I had never intended to hurt anyone or anything. But I had an undeniable urge to get my car washed. Any dirt from the barn floor seemed like blood on my hands. I’d dispose of all my clothes.  
 
    Maybe I should replace the tires on my car in case they recognized the tread pattern? Get a different car? No, that’s what a criminal would do. But nobody questions new tires.  
 
    I started to develop a plan. The first town I came to of any size, I’d stop and do some shopping. I tended to carry a lot of cash because I didn’t like the idea of a paper trail on me. I had enough on me to get a hotel room for a night or two and replace my clothes and tires. I’d give a fake name and try not to be noticed. Someplace that wasn’t big on keeping records.  
 
    Then I saw the perfect place, the ‘Hollow Heights Hotel’. The sign advertised television & A/C, and ‘Ask about our weekly rates’, but someone had crossed out the word ‘weekly’ and wrote underneath it, ‘hourly’. Despite it being a dive, I decided to stay as the hour grew late and I couldn’t do anything until morning. I parked the car and approached the desk. I saw no one, so I tapped the bell lightly, twice. 
 
    I heard a snort that sounded like someone waking up from a deep sleep, grumbling, and shuffling to the desk. A crooked man approached; his back bent at an unnatural combination of angles, both forward and to the side. One arm appeared longer than that other and his nose turned sideways as if it had been broken by an errant tree falling on it from a high hilltop. 
 
    “I need a room.” 
 
    “Hey. Why didn’t you bring her inside?” the man said, wiping a snot-bubble growing on his upper lip. 
 
    “Her? What her?” 
 
    “The girl. There’s always a girl. Except when it’s a boy. You got a boy in that car of yours? Sicko.” 
 
    “No. Nobody. Just me.” 
 
    “Ah. You need alone time. Did you see our magazine rack? Everything you need.”  
 
    He pointed to a rack at the corner of the lobby, filled with pulp truck-stop smut. I did a double-take at one frayed title, Lesbian Cowgirls Lost in Lust Valley. A Select Your Sin Book! He caught my surprised look at the book and added, “That’s a good one. I’ll give you a hint, Margaret likes it rough.” 
 
    “What? Huh? No. I just need sleep.” 
 
    “Oh. How long?” 
 
    “I don’t know, the whole night, okay?” 
 
    “You’re really here to sleep?” then he mumbled ‘weirdo’ under his breath. “Ten bucks. Did you want TV or A/C?” 
 
    “Your sign says both.” 
 
    “Look closer. That’s says ‘or’. Not my fault it looks like one of them ‘and-per-signs’.” 
 
    “Ampersand. It’s called an ampersand.” 
 
    “What are you, French? I’ll have you know we bailed you cheese-eaters out when Hitler kicked your ass all over the country of Europe.” 
 
    “Did you serve in the war?” 
 
    “No. But I read about it in Give it to the Kraut - Stuff the Wiener Schnitzel! The French were patsies in that one. Now, Television or A/C?”               
 
    “Television.” 
 
    “Fine.” He reached under the counter and produced a ten-inch black and white Zenith, the rabbit ears wiggling as he slapped in on the counter. “Ten dollars. Room thirteen.” 
 
    I placed two five dollar bills on the counter, turned and walked away. “Thanks.”  
 
    I made it to room 13. It had all the comforts of home; stained carpet, musty odor, and a bathroom with hot and cold dripping water. The bathtub had some black, hairy mold growing in it that first looked like a spider, then a toupee, and I finally decided it looked like a rat had been flattened on the drain. I kept my clothes on and lay down on top of the bedspread, afraid of what horrors might be under the sheets. I closed my eyes and eventually fell in and out of sleep. I awoke grumpily, not refreshed, and I refused to use that bathtub. But the sun had come up and a new day began. 
 
    I found a garage with stacks of tires out front, within walking distance of a small department store. I dropped off the car and made up a story that I hated the way the tires rode, so I wanted something different. They obliged with grins and said they’d knock a few dollars off if they could keep my old tires to sell as used. I agreed and walked to the store, where I bought an entirely new outfit, socks, underwear, pants, shirt, and shoes. I paid in cash and made my way to a deli counter where I bought a coffee and a plate of eggs and toast. I saw the garage from my seat and watched as the finished car lowered from the floor jacks.  
 
    “Thanks for the business, sir. Have a great day,” The young attendant said, as I paid. 
 
    “Yes. You too.”  
 
    I walked to my car. As I made my way in, I heard a yell. 
 
    “Hey, Mister! I forgot. You get a free road atlas with every tire purchase. It’s the newest edition, see: 1968 version.” 
 
    “Thanks. But this is still ‘67,” I said, taking the atlas and setting it on the back seat.  
 
    I saw the kid shrug and wave as I drove off. I briefly went back to the hotel room and changed all my clothes, bagging them all up, and putting them in the trunk. 
 
    I started the long trek home.  
 
      
 
    When I finally got home, Gina greeted me with a hug. I held her close, squeezing her like I never wanted to let go. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” She said, pulling back a bit. 
 
    “Nothing. Just glad to be home. I love you, you know that, don’t you?” 
 
    “Of course, and I love you. Always have, ever since I found you, hurt and alone that day so long ago.” 
 
    “I’m a lucky man. Everything that has ever gone wrong for me has been worth it because it brought us together.” 
 
    “And I’m a lucky girl. Life with you has always been an adventure.”  
 
    Gina pulled away. “Uh, Raka?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “You really need a shower.” 
 
    I laughed. “I’m sure I do.” 
 
    After my shower, I fell asleep and awoke briefly when she joined me in the bed, working her way under my arm and close to me. At that moment nothing else mattered. 
 
      
 
    I watched the papers for any stories on a missing person, homicide, or a burned barn. Nothing. Nothing at all. After about a week, I started to feel normal again and thought about all that the Dentist had told me. I started a free-thinking doodle; a tool I occasionally used to think through problems. I got lost in my doodle when I heard Marco from the other room. He jumped up and down, clapping and laughing. I stretched, got up and walked into the room with him. He watched a detective movie on television, and he clapped and pointed every time they showed the hero’s sidekick chimpanzee. “I see. Somebody you know?” 
 
    Marco looked at me, pointed to the television, then pointed to his own chest. 
 
    “I suppose I’d be pretty excited too if I hadn’t seen another human in years. It’s a cute chimp. Enjoy your show.”  
 
    I sat down for a moment and watched the chimp on the television throw a banana peel into the path of a generic bad guy brandishing a gun. Generic bad guy fell down; the chimp jumped him and ran off with the gun.  
 
    Marco screamed, pointed to his chest, and clapped his hands loudly.  
 
    “Yes. A chimp like you. I’ll try to get her number for you.” 
 
    Marco gave me a dirty look and returned to his movie. 
 
    “Marco, how I wish you could talk. You could tell me everything.”  
 
    Then, in a sudden epiphany, the curtains of my idiocy opened, allowing light into the deep, dull recesses of my mind. Marco could talk, in a way. His pantomimes and signing were a form of language, but not one that my implant chip could recognize. Just like the Dentist’s phonetic language. I lacked a reference to compare it to. I had grown so used to the chip translating everything for me at light-speed, I hadn’t seen what clearly stood in front of me all this time. Raka the Fool, once again. “Marco!” 
 
    Marco looked at me with a look of total disdain, cocked his head to the side with a look of ‘What? I’m busy watching my show.’ 
 
    “This is important. I don’t know what you understand, or how you do it, but I need your help.” 
 
    Marco motioned that I should place my lips upon his chimp ass, pucker up, and kiss away, for quite some time. 
 
    “Nice. Listen Marco, I think the Empire is coming. Do you understand that? The Empire may be coming to Earth?” 
 
    Marco motioned a fat man, wobbling to walk, pointing a rail-gun. Then he jumped up and down, replaying how he had jumped on the Emperor’s head and made him miss me all those years ago. 
 
    “Yes! The Emperor. Probably not him per se, but the Empire. If the Empire comes to Earth, they will destroy it.” 
 
    Marco shook his head side to side and shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    “It’s true. You see, someone has been leaking Imperial technology here on Earth. This television, the radio, probably even the whole space race technology. It’s all from the Empire. Earth is advancing at an unnatural pace, skipping an entire generation of tech. What do you think the Empire will do if they see Earth as a threat?” 
 
    Marco shrugged, with a look of ‘I don’t give a flying turd’ and turned back to his movie. By now, the chimp swung through the air, hanging from a banner that read ‘Congratulations!’ 
 
    “Think this through. If the Empire comes to Earth, they’ll have two options. Destroy or subjugate. Either way, they’ll kill you, me, Maven, and Nicholai. Can you imagine what they’d do to Gina for aiding me?” 
 
    Marco turned toward me; his jaw dropped a little, his eyes opened wide. He ran off, disappearing from sight. 
 
    “Hiding won’t help!” I called. “Stupid monkey.” I released a large sigh. A few moments later, Marco reappeared, dragging a ragged map of the United States behind him.  
 
    “Marco! Thank you!”  
 
    He spread the map on the floor. His eyes scanned it, tracing the outline of the United States as if he were trying to get his bearings. I pointed on the map. “We are here, roughly.” Do you know where Maven and Nicholai are?  
 
    Marco looked at the map and traced a pattern, touching Florida, then a spot in Texas, then California. He stopped for a moment at each spot, smiled, shrugged, or nodded for a moment. Then he traced a line north and east, into a mountainous area in the northwest. He squinted, got close to the map, looked confused, pointed, and looked confused again. Then he started to shred the map at the point he had been looking at.  
 
    “What is wrong with you!?” I said. “I thought you were going to help! Now you’ve just made a mess.”  
 
    I grabbed the map and tried to piece together what he had torn up. He had shredded the states of Wyoming, Idaho, Montana and North Dakota. Marco gave me a dirty look, hissed and ran off. I found some clear tape from the kitchen drawer and tried to tape the map back together. It looked like something a child had taped up but remained mostly legible. “What set you off, Marco?” I started pacing and thinking, walking past the hall mirror, I glanced at my reflection. I needed a haircut. Perhaps just getting away would help. I grabbed the car keys and marched outside.  
 
    I opened the car door and something lay on the back seat. The road atlas from the garage. I started the car and while it warmed up, thumbed through the map. Something had changed in this map. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but I swear it looked different. I shut off the car and ran inside to compare. It stood out like a sore thumb, once I had the two side by side. In Montana, on the new map, it showed a lake that didn’t appear on the old one. I scanned down to the bottom of the old map and squinted. ‘Copyright 1957’ in tiny letters. The new road atlas showed a Montana lake that had appeared after the old map had been printed. What the Dentist had told me raced through my head as I read the name of the lake. Quake Lake. Mountain A. Montana. Fifty-Nine Quake to create a fishing hole. Quake Lake.  
 
    I knew where I needed to go next. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 21 
 
    The Queen of Montana 
 
      
 
    I explained to Gina that I needed to take a road trip out west. She insisted that we all needed a vacation and that she and Marco were coming along; the discussion being over. I tried to object, but a silent and stern look shut me down. I did get in a comment. ‘I have to have time to do my work.’ 
 
    We loaded up the car with luggage, a tent, camping supplies, and picnic baskets. I didn’t understand this idea of camping, but Gina insisted it a part of a vacation. I called it a vacation from living like civilized human beings, but she insisted it would be fun. So I’d be sleeping, on the ground, in a flimsy tent, with nothing more than a piece of canvas between me and the wilds of a barbarian world. Bears, badgers, bison and bees, all within mere inches of me. Sleeping under a useless tarp with my wife and a chimp who delighted in annoying me.  
 
    Sounds like loads of fun. 
 
    The drive seemed to take forever. As we worked our way west I noticed cars with bumper stickers advertising for Wall Drug, and we joked about what a Wall Drug is. Marco would pantomime long dreadlocks and smoking when I said ‘drug’. I smiled briefly, thinking about Nicholai and Marco on the shuttle, getting stoned to bejeezus the entire trip here. Gina eyed us. “I don’t want to know.”  
 
    We all laughed. 
 
    While the trip tired me, I notice something about this planet: its beauty, in its primitive way. Wide open spaces like I had never seen, fields of corn, wheat, and plants I couldn’t identify from the car. When we’d stop for fuel, snacks, or a bathroom break, we’d be greeted with smiles and the cheerfulness grew even more when they saw Marco getting out of the car in his ass-less chaps. One lady at a gas station insisted that Marco try on a kid’s cowboy hat. “Now you have a real cowboy with you! Or would that be a cow-monkey?”  
 
    Marco grinned a big simian smile and acted like he drew a pistol from an invisible holster. She did the same and he fell over, acting like he had been outdrawn. The lady chuckled and insisted that he keep the hat as a gift for making her day. 
 
    I learned a few things about camping, it being everything I feared it would be and more. The hard ground got me wet when it rained. The chore of preparing food: build a fire like a Neanderthal, hold a metal skillet over it while bacon grease burns your arm. Keep your food away from the tent in case bears decide they want it. Raccoons can get into everything, and who knows what diseases they carry. Rabid, filth-vermin they are. Having said all that, I discovered one thing: Being away from the day-to-day grind had its benefits. We talked, laughed, and enjoyed our time together. No matter what happened, these were the memories I’d cherish. 
 
    As we got closer, we saw signs to visit the new Quake Lake Visitor Center. I picked up a brochure at a gas station. Apparently, the visitor center had just opened a few months ago to memorialize the victims of the August seventeenth, 1959 earthquake that created the lake. That would be the place to start. 
 
    A friendly park ranger in a green uniform and ranger hat sat behind a counter and welcomed us. He had piercing blue eyes and wore an old wristwatch, noticeably scratched to the point you could barely see the dial. “My name is Brian. What brings you to Earthquake Lake?” 
 
    I said, “Vacation. Is it Earthquake Lake or Quake Lake?” 
 
    “Both really. Officially it’s Earthquake Lake. But the locals call it Quake Lake, and since it rhymes, it sticks. Are you here to do some boating? We have some fine fishing.” 
 
    “I’m sure you do. Can you tell me a little about the formation of this lake?” 
 
    “I’ve got a flyer on it right here. In a nutshell, on the seventeenth of August fifty-nine, the earth shook like nobody ever expected. That earthquake caused a landslide; that, in turn, created a natural dam. One thing led to another, and we have Quake Lake.” 
 
    “I heard there were some deaths?” 
 
    “Twenty-eight. The quake registered seven point five on the Richter scale. Looking back on it, we shouldn’t have been surprised. This whole area is a cauldron of geological nastiness.” 
 
    “Was there anything unusual about the quake?” I said, knowing that I couldn’t ask, ‘Any chance you think this might have been caused by advanced technology from a galactic Empire you’ve never heard of?’ 
 
    “Unusual? Beyond the fact that the earth shook violently and created a new lake? Nope. Like I said earlier, this area is a geological mess.”  
 
    “Thanks. By chance do you have any pictures of the time of the quake or the folks that died?” The ranger stopped still, staring directly into my eyes, so I added a reasonable lie. “My parents mentioned a cousin they think died out here during the quake. Thought I might recognize someone.” 
 
    Brian pulled out a photo album from a shelf behind the counter. “Here you go. Don’t usually show this to visitors, but if you’ve got kin, you’re one of us. Tell me if you see anyone you know.” 
 
    I flipped through the pictures, mostly graduation or engagement pictures, of all the victims. A few were less formal. One man sat in a webbed folding chair, with a beer in his hand. None of them looked familiar. I flipped to the last page to pictures from a mass memorial service. Hundreds of people attended. I scanned the photo, noticing a familiar profile. 
 
    “Do you have a magnifying glass?” I said, studying the picture. 
 
    “Yeah, I think so. Hang on a minute.” He walked away to a desk in the next room. He reappeared with a large black-handled magnifying glass. “See someone you know?” 
 
    “Not sure.” I studied the picture, taking in the details of a lady in black, at the edge of the frame. It had been taken with a wide-angle lens, so the image looked distorted but remained in focus. I curved the picture’s outside edge upward to counter the distortion. Maven. She had been at the funeral.  
 
   
  
 

 Some other folks walked in and Brian looked up to greet them.“Go ahead.” I said, nodding at him. He stepped away and met the other folks at the door. I took the chance to peel the photo from the album and slip it into my pocket. I closed the album and set the magnifying glass on top of it.  
 
    “Thanks!” I said as we left. 
 
    Marco had been waiting in the car. Gina wanted to wander around the visitor’s center, so I showed the picture to Marco, pointing to the corner. “Anybody you know?” 
 
    Marco looked at it and pantomimed a crown on his head.  
 
    “That’s right. Your sign for Maven. You and Nicholai believed her to be a Queen.” I noticed a stamped message on the back of the photo. ‘Property of J. Greenwalt, Photographer. Big Sky, MT.’ 
 
    The next day, I convinced Gina that I had some work and she agreed to see some sights with Marco. I drove to Big Sky, stopped at the first phone booth I saw, and thumbed through the telephone book chained to the wall. Greenwalt, John. 1514 W. Main. Should be easy enough to find. Main or State streets typically run through the center of town. A few minutes of driving and I found the house, a white two story with a big front porch. As I pulled up, I saw a man rocking in a glider loveseat. He wore blue dressy pants held up by a belt adorned with a camera on the buckle, and a white shirt that had been stained multiple times, probably by photographic developing chemicals.  
 
    “Mr. Greenwalt? John Greenwalt?” I said, stepping out from the car. 
 
    “Does he owe you money? If so, he just left.” 
 
    “No, not at all. I’m a reporter and I’m working on a story on the fifty-nine quake. A follow-up, what with the new visitor’s center and all, there’s some new interest.” 
 
    He studied me with his eyes. “Ah, I see. So what can I do ya’ for?” 
 
    “A colleague gave me a picture of yours, and I’m working on a story. By chance, do you have any more like this one.” I showed him the photo. “My colleague recommended I come to see you. We have pictures of the deceased, but we wanted to do more follow-up on the families, and those who attended the memorial service.” 
 
    “This colleague of yours. Would you mind sharing his name?” 
 
    “Well, I’m not sure if you’d know him, he said he knew you through a friend of his.” 
 
    “That’s an evasive answer. What’s his name?” 
 
    “Marco.” 
 
    “I don’t know a Marco. Where’s he from?” 
 
    “West Virginia.” 
 
    “I don’t know anybody from West Virginia. That’s a long way away. How did he get my name?” 
 
    “He’s a photography critic, very fond of your work, and acted like he knew you. Probably knows you through your pictures. He said you could see the soul of a good photographer in the tone of their pictures.” 
 
    “Bullshit. That sounds like a line I used to use to try and get the hot young girls to pose for me. I’d tell them that they were denying the world their beauty and declare how unfair to the world of art they were for keeping a perfect bosom covered up. Worked sometimes too. You want to see some pictures?” 
 
    “I’d love to. But I’d really like to see if you had any more pictures from the memorial service.” 
 
    “Follow me. You ever been in a darkroom before?” 
 
    “Just to sleep.” 
 
    “Ha. Me too. It’s in the basement.” He led me down a set of wooden stairs into a darkroom, just large enough for us both to fit. “Let’s see, in fifty-nine I was filing everything in this cabinet. I tried for a while to put the negatives into plastic covers, then ended up just leaving them in these envelopes. What do we have here?” He held a negative up to the light. “Yes, that’s it. See? Boobies!” He handed me the negative. 
 
    “Nice.” 
 
    “I remember this one. Shouldn’t show you that one, I ended up marrying her!” 
 
    “Uh. Anything on the memorial?” 
 
    “Keep your shorts on. I’m looking. Boobies, boobies, boobies. Baby pic, boobies. Memorial. Here we go.”  
 
    He handed me a stack of several negatives, I strained to look at them in the light.  
 
    “Give me those and I’ll make you a contact sheet. It will be easier for you to see them in positive form. Hit that light on the left and turn on the red switch next to it.”  
 
    I shut off the white light and could barely see under the red light.  
 
    “Give it a second; your eyes will adjust. Now, these negatives look a little dark and could use some contrast. I’ll set the f-stop on the enlarger to F sixteen and add a hash eight red filter. With that, a twelve-second exposure should get us in the ballpark.” He pulled a piece of photographic paper from a tray and laid it flat. He then carefully lined up all the negatives on the paper and set a piece of clear glass on top. He pressed a button on the timer and the enlarger exposed the negatives. “Now into the developer.”  
 
    He slid the paper into a tray of some liquid chemicals. After a few seconds, the paper darkened and images started to appear. He rocked the tray as images grew stronger. “Now for stop-bath.” He pulled the paper from the tray with rubber tipped tongs and put it in the second tray, keeping it there just for a few seconds. “Now to fix it.” He moved the paper into the third tray and slid it under the liquid, rocking it for a minute or so. “Lights!” 
 
    “Oh. The white light?” 
 
    “Yes. Turn on the light. Trust me, it’s ready now.” 
 
    “You’re the expert,” I said, reaching over and turning on the light. I walked back and looked at the paper in the tray, there were lots of images of the memorial service.  
 
    “Give me a minute, we’ll rinse it off and dry it. Then we can look it over at the viewing table. I’ve got a grease pencil you can use to circle any pictures you need to have enlarged.”  
 
    He placed the paper into a tray with water constantly flowing over it and placed it on a table, running a squeegee over it. “Here you go.” He set it on the viewing table and turned on an inspection lamp with built-in magnifier. “Circle what you need. I’m gonna’ look through some of these negatives I’d forgotten about. Some good pics here!” 
 
    I looked through the small pictures and found four that might show Maven. I circled them. “Do you think you could enlarge these?” 
 
    “Sure.” He went through a similar pattern but now he placed each negative carefully into the enlarger and focused it on a frame designed to hold a sheet of the photographic paper. A few minutes later, I had four perfectly exposed black and white prints of the crowd. In two of them, I clearly made out Maven’s face. 
 
    “This person. Do you recognize her?” 
 
    “Hmm. Looks like you’ve got your eye on the Queen there.” 
 
    “The Queen?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what everyone called her. She sort of appeared out of nowhere a couple years before the quake. Had a ‘superior air’ about her, not in a mean way, just much more refined, more ‘civilized’ than we were. After the quake, she made quite a donation for the surviving family members at the service. I heard she even set up a scholarship fund for the orphaned kids. We called her the Queen because she’d never say her name, just say ‘Call me a friend’. Some started to call her Amigo, called her Maggie. We all know her as The Queen.”  
 
    “You know her?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Do you know where she lives?” 
 
    “She’s got a place in the hills. I can show you on the map where it is. You’ll never see it if you don’t know it’s there. The entrance is hidden behind a natural hill and the place is built mostly underground. You could drive right past it ten times without ever seeing it. 
 
    “Thanks. You’ve been a great help. What do I owe you for the prints?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. I don’t get too many visitors. I enjoyed the talk.” 
 
    “Same here.”  
 
    I made my way out of the basement and got back in the car, and as I drove, my mind wandered. Maven. Once again, referred to as a Queen. Could she really be royalty? Maybe some deposed minor figure from one of the outer worlds of the Empire? The Empire is a conglomeration of worlds technically under the control of one person, but each planet has its own leadership. Monarchism is common, as long as the leaders of each planet swear fealty to the Emperor, they are mostly allowed their own systems. Donating to the families of the deceased? Setting up a scholarship for an orphan? These acts don’t sound like what I would have expected from the Maven I know. The one in the dominatrix’s outfit, cracking a whip on the bare ass of Emperor Caligula the Flatulent, but we were under a lot of stress at the time. There is definitely more to her than met the eye. And from what I remembered of her in that little outfit, I liked what had met the eye all those years ago.  
 
    I drove for a couple hours; the roads went from rough pavement to gravel, to dirt. I headed to the spot marked on the map and truly saw nothing. After a few more miles, I stopped the car and got out to look around. Nothing. No sign of any structure at all. I turned off the car while my stomach rumbled, so I dug into the picnic basket Gina had packed for me. I sat on the hood of the car, drinking lemonade from a thermos and eating a sandwich when I saw something on the horizon. Just a dust cloud, nothing to worry about. I watched it as it grew, for a moment I feared a tornado headed my way, then I recognized it as just a car kicking up dust from the dirt road. I watched as the cloud neared and I noticed it looked to be coming off a silver colored car. Then the cloud changed directions and stopped. 
 
    I threw the basket in the car and fired it up. The driver of that car offered my best chance at finding Maven. I spun the car around kicking up a rooster tail of dirt and sped to where I’d seen the dust cloud. It dissipated quickly, but I had my bearing. Then I saw the silver car and it looked to be entering a garage of some kind, hidden behind a hill. The garage door had been well camouflaged to look like the terrain and had I not seen it starting to close, I probably would have never noticed it. I slid the car to a stop and jumped from it, running to catch the door just before it hit the ground. I got both hands underneath it and pulled up, as hard as I could. The motor fought me for a moment, then it switched to opening the door and I saw her. Maven.  
 
    Getting out of an immaculate mid-fifties silver Mercedes-Benz 300SL, the gullwing door above her head seeming to bow down in respect to her as she exited gracefully, despite the fact that she wore a black dress slit quite high on her thigh. She turned with a start, staring at me with a silent look that first frightened me as if she’d shoot me on the spot. Then her expression turned to a smile, and she ran toward me, arms open. 
 
    “It’s you, isn’t it? Raka! Thank the gods you are alive! My prayers have been answered, and you are here!”  
 
    She hugged me, squeezing me so tightly I had difficulty breathing. I had forgotten her stunning beauty, and she hadn’t aged a day. She squeezed me again and kissed me on the forehead. “Do come in! We have so much to catch up on. I’m so glad you are alive!” 
 
    I cleared my throat and followed her. I had an unwanted but not unpleasant stirring in my loins as I followed.               
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Maven Blackheart 
 
      
 
    Chapter 22 
 
    String of Pearls 
 
      
 
    Maven pressed a button on a panel, and the walls separated horizontally at a seam I had hardly noticed, opening up to reveal a room about ten square foot in size. She then typed a keycode into the panel, and the doors slid closed behind us. The room shifted, and the feeling of lightness indicated we moved downward. We came to a gentle stop, the doors opening, and we stepped onto a floor of polished granite, cut precisely flat and smooth to a level of perfection I’d never seen. My eyes worked their way around the room to take in the sight. I’d been in churches with less space than this one room. The walls held large tapestries of intricate detail, handmade into fanciful pictures of mythical beasts. Unicorns, hippogriffs, dragons, and a minotaur; expertly stitched in blazing color into massive banners. 
 
    I looked to the arched dome ceiling, emblazoned with a fantastic mural: the view into the night sky from Altrusia. The triplet moons formed a line, and the mural depicted the festival of the String of Pearls, in an artist’s romantic interpretation of the Altrusian night sky, showing more stars and clarity in the constellations than ever possible in reality. 
 
     It must have taken years to paint.  
 
    Maven walked to an archway that led into another room and clapped her hands twice, where a red-skinned girl with straight black hair answered the call. Maven whispered into her ear, and I heard scurrying coming from the other room. 
 
    Maven returned and directed me to sit on a huge, white leather sofa; the leather buttery soft and seemed to conform perfectly to my backside. As soon as I sat down, a servant appeared with a bottle of Dom Perignon champagne and two tall fluted glasses. Another servant appeared and walked toward a grand piano that until that moment, I hadn’t even noticed. She started to play a beautiful classical masterpiece, and with perfect timing, another joined in on violin. Maven smiled, sat down next to me and took my hand. 
 
    “Raka, dear Raka. How lucky I am to have you back! Tell me, how did you survive all this time?” Maven said, tilting her head at me, her pupils dilated widely and she touched her tongue to her upper lip for an instant. The look appeared both intimidating and intriguing.  
 
    “I’ve survived. Done things I’m not proud of, but survived.” 
 
    “Don’t be evasive. I want to know. How did you survive the fall?” 
 
    “Airbags. The guard’s suit had auto-deploying airbags. I must have bounced a dozen times.” 
 
    “That would have been a sight!” 
 
    “I’m sure it was.” And a smell, I thought, remembering how my bowels reacted at impending death.  
 
    “Well, I’m glad you survived. You look good!” 
 
    “As do you. You’re doing well, it appears.” 
 
    “Appearances don’t tell the entire story.” 
 
    “I’m sure they don’t.” 
 
    “Raka, is something wrong? What brought you here?” 
 
    “I was looking for you,” I said, not sure what to say next. 
 
    “You flatter a girl!” Maven said, her face flushing. “I’m glad you did. A toast! To old friends reacquainted.” We clanged glasses and took a drink. The music reached its climax, Maven closed her eyes for a brief moment, her lip quivering briefly before she turned back to me. 
 
    “Maven, I know about the technology. I think the Empire may be on the way.” 
 
    “The technology? What technology?” 
 
    “Empire tech. It’s being leaked to Earth. I have proof. Tell me everything.” 
 
    Maven took a deep breath, poured us both another glass of champagne. “After you abandoned us on the ship…” 
 
    “I was sucked out of a pressurized cabin, into near vacuum. I didn’t abandon you.” 
 
    “After you disappeared, I got the ship under control. I didn’t have power for anything more than a controlled crash landing. I had no idea what to expect on a barbarian world, so I naturally looked for an uninhabited area. We came in hot, but we survived the landing. I broke an arm and several ribs. Nicholai and Marco were so drugged up, they just got up after the landing, shaking their heads and giggling. Luckily the shuttle had a full E-Med load-out, so I was fixed up pretty quickly. 
 
    “I wanted to lay low. At least at first, Nicholai and I agreed on this. We found a place to hide the shuttle and luckily for us, it was equipped with active camouflage, so unless someone was right up close, they’d never see it. I wanted to stay unnoticed and search for you. Nicholai had different plans, though. I went along with him at first. We knew that we’d need local currency to survive. He suggested that we sell some of the drugs off of the shuttle, just enough to make do. I didn’t want to do it, but we faced starvation. So, I agreed with Nicholai. He was a master at it. He could walk into a town and in five minutes he’d know the cops, the users, and the dealers. 
 
    “But something changed with Nicholai over time. The more he sold, the more power and money-hungry he became. One day he complained because he couldn’t get any information, other than from a newspaper or a radio, and he made the comment that we should bring these barbarians out of the stone-age. I didn’t take him seriously at first, but then he started to take circuits from the shuttle. He started bidding wars between companies and countries for the next advance. The money rolled in, and he built this place. This prison. This cage. Sure it’s a gilded cage, but it’s still a cage. I’m trapped here, Raka. Don’t you understand?” 
 
    “Trapped here? You were out driving,” I said, trying to process all she had said. 
 
    “The illusion of freedom is not freedom. If I hadn’t returned at a preset time, these servants you see here are sworn to report to Nicholai. If I’m reported like that, I probably have an hour to live. He’s like that. Planning, setting up contingencies, and always one step ahead. If I tried to go against him, he knew about it before I could even act. He acts like he’s stoned and doesn’t care, but he’s always listening, always plotting.” 
 
    “Is Nicholai here?”  
 
    “No. He left after…” Her face paled, her eyes looked sad. “After fifty-nine.” 
 
    “What happened in fifty-nine? Oh, the quake. Did you have something to do with that?” 
 
    “Yes. Not by choice, though. We were surprised to learn the shuttle leaked cesium. Not enough to be dangerous to us, but there was a geological survey going on. They brought a bunch of students up here to camp and take samples, measurements, readings; they covered the whole area. The cesium lead them directly to the shuttle. Nicholai knew that they would eventually find the shuttle and we’d be exposed, so he set his worst plan into action.” 
 
    “What did he do?” 
 
    “He used some of the tech from the shuttle and mapped out the natural geological fault-lines. He made me help him. I still feel so guilty, but I had no choice. We drilled a series of holes into the ground at specific points. He had precise locations and depths, and in each one of these, we placed a charge. He set up a trap. If someone got too close to us and the shuttle, it would set off the charges and cause an earthquake, which would create a natural dam, flooding the whole area, and taking any evidence with it.” 
 
    “I see. Nicholai did all this? The Nicholai that was constantly stoned with Marco?” 
 
    “That was his cover. He’s actually an agent for a group that wanted to bring the Empire down. I underestimated him and learned to regret it. He is cold, calculation, and conniving. His goal now is to weaponize the Earth and turn it into a pawn to use against the Empire. That’s why he’s advancing the technology.” 
 
    “Nicholai. An agent to take the Empire down? I can’t believe it.” 
 
    “That’s only because he’s that good at his job. I was shocked too. So the trap worked just as he had planned. Killed twenty-eight people, leaving empty families…” 
 
    “And orphans.” 
 
    Her eyes turned downward. “Yes. Orphans.” 
 
    “I heard about the donation you made, and the scholarship. May I ask, why?” 
 
    “I couldn’t stop Nicholai. I felt guilty, but I know that if I’d fought him or turned him in…” 
 
    “He would have killed you.” 
 
    “Yes, he would, but perhaps he wouldn’t have been able to murder all those people. It was cold-blooded murder, and he set it up. After it happened, I couldn’t stand to look at him again. I told him that he could kill me, I didn’t care, but I couldn’t be a part of his plans anymore. Marco disappeared after the quake, and I detested being in the same room with him. We came up with an agreement. He set me up here and sends me enough money to live on. I spent the first year’s worth on that donation. He gets updates on me regularly and lets me live in this cage, while he makes deals and makes people owe him favors. I have no doubt that if he wanted me dead, I’d not survive the day.” 
 
    “So he left after the quake. Do you know where he went?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “I can only tell you if you promise me something.” 
 
    “What? What do I need to promise?” 
 
    “Promise me you’ll kill him.” 
 
    My heart fluttered and a sick feeling crept up from my stomach. I let out an involuntary cough. “I’m not a killer.” 
 
    “Your reaction tells me something different, Raka.” 
 
    “Is it that obvious? I’m sure it is. There was an accident.” 
 
    She leaned in toward me. “What happened?” 
 
     “A man had pulled a gun on me. I talked him into relaxing and then when he trusted me, I took the gun from him. He said the gun wasn’t loaded, and he tried to show me. He squeezed my hand shut. The bullet went through his head.”  
 
    I found myself stuttering and tears flowed freely. 
 
    Maven put her arms around me and squeezed me tightly. “There, there. I know you’re not a killer. That sounds like a tragic accident.” 
 
    “An accident that left a man dead.” 
 
    “Was he a good man?” 
 
    “I’m not qualified to answer that. He was unusual, but didn’t deserve to die.” 
 
    “Raka, Nicholai does deserve to die. He’s brought an entire planet into danger. We could have lived out our days here in safety, but he wanted more. He has signed the death-warrant of all of us, and all the inhabitants of this world. If you kill him, perhaps we can make this right.” 
 
    “How the hell can we make this right?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Raka. Maybe if the technology advances stop?” 
 
    “They have already skipped an entire generation. I estimate this planet has progressed at least eighty years in the time we’ve been here, maybe more. They are currently screaming their location in all directions of space with their television and radio signals. They are sending ships and satellites into orbit. When the Empire finds this place, they’ll either destroy or enslave it.” 
 
    Maven’s eyes turned upward, her brow raised in a calculating manner. “But what makes you think the Empire is on its way?”  
 
    “The man. The man I accidentally shot. He was convinced that the Empire had found us and were on the way. A retrieval team.” 
 
    “Retrieval Team is Empire code for ‘destroy all traces and leave nothing but a pile of ash’.” 
 
    “I know,” I said; the pile of ash references stung more than I expected. “I just don’t know what to do.” 
 
    “I know what to do. You go and take care of Nicholai. Then you and I can escape. Just the two of us, we’ll find another barbarian world and start all over. Forget about this place.” 
 
    “You could do that?” I said, wondering if I could. “Just leave them all to their fate?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t like it, but if it meant survival, I could. You’ve heard of coyotes chewing their own leg off to escape a trap? The urge to survive is programmed into all of us. You think that you wouldn’t do it, but you would, Raka, you would. When the ships arrive and start the grid pattern bombing with the Empire’s best tact-nukes, and you see the flashes off in the distance, all in a perfect line, one flash after another along the horizon and just when you think they are done, the flashes start again, but the line has moved closer to you and you know the cycle will continue and will not stop until this planet is sterilized. At that moment, you will want to be on that shuttle with me, leaving this rock.” 
 
    “The shuttle. Where is it? Is it spaceworthy?” I said, wondering about the cesium leak. 
 
    ‘Nicholai took it. I fixed the cesium leak easily enough; it was a simple O-ring adjustment. The trick was in finding a way to repair the damaged hull. I learned a few things about patching nano-carbon shuttle skin – basically you can’t. The only option I had was to build two sections out of the best materials available on this primitive planet, and that was titanium. I had a section perfectly machined to fit over the outside of the hole, with dozens of threaded rods built in, perfectly aligned with another piece made to fit the inside. The inner plate had holes built into it to meet the rods. Essentially, I built a sandwich patch out of titanium. I bought the best airplane sealant available and sealed up everything. It took two days to perfectly torque it all together because I was afraid I might crack the nano-carbon skin. But she’s spaceworthy. She’ll fly like a cow while in an atmosphere, but once in space, the repair should hardly be noticeable. Of course, that section of the ship won’t have much shielding. Titanium just doesn’t block cosmic rays like nano-carbon does.” 
 
    “So, Nicholai took the shuttle and left you here. Why didn’t he just kill you and be done with it?” 
 
    “Nicholai had this fantasy that someday I would come running to him. I think he kept me alive and under surveillance with the hope that someday I would fulfill his wishes.”  
 
    Maven straightened her back and grimaced for a moment. “His fantasy is just that. It will never happen.”  
 
    “Where is he?” 
 
    “Jamaica. He’s got a plantation there. Officially he’s in the rum business. He’s got the shuttle stored in one of his distilling factories. He makes enough rum to explain the factory building, generators, and workers. I imagine some of his workers have no idea that anything is going on, other than making rum. But he has others that take the Empire technology and compare it to current tech. They find an incremental improvement and map all the players in the electronic business. Competition is beneficial to them, so if one of the companies is struggling, they appear with a minor advance that propels that company to the front of the market for a few years. He’s a master at only leaking a minor improvement and keeping everyone hungry for more. He’s made millions this way, if not billions.” 
 
    I really didn’t have a choice. Maven clearly feared Nicholai, and I feared the Empire coming, so I needed that shuttle. I resigned myself to the trip to Jamaica, but I needed to make one stipulation. “I’ll take care of Nicholai. But if it comes down to escaping, I’m not leaving alone. I’m bringing someone with me. A girl.” 
 
    Maven’s eyes looked to the floor, I heard a slight sigh before she continued. “Don’t tell me you fell for one of these primitives?!”  
 
    “These ‘primitives’, as you call them, could teach the Empire a thing or two about civility,” I said, a little louder than intended. 
 
    “I see. Well, there’s room, just keep her out of my way.” Maven sighed heavily. “You do know that they don’t live very long? A few decades. A lot like a pet. Have you seen her aging?” 
 
    “Yes. But I don’t care about that.” 
 
    “Raka, are you in love with this girl?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I see.” She paused, then smiled a very tight grin. “Of course, you can bring her. Take care of Nicholai, then bring her back here. We’ll work it all out.” 
 
    “Any ideas on the best way to Jamaica?” 
 
    “Well, you need to get to Saint Elizabeth Parish. I would head to the Florida Keys and see if you can charter a boat from there. The rum factory is called ‘Black River Rumworks’. Smuggle in a weapon; you’ll need it. I programmed this location into the shuttle as the failsafe location, just tell the autopilot to return home. All you have to do is to kill Nicholai, take the shuttle, get back here, with this girl of yours, so we can escape together.” 
 
    “Sounds easy when you say it that way. Like a typical Tuesday.”  
 
    The insanity of this plan just set in. “Do you think Nicholai will expect me? These servants will tell him I was here?” 
 
    “They don’t know who you are, and I made them play that music so they wouldn’t hear our conversation. Worst case, Nicholai hears I had a gentleman caller for a short time. He’s sure you fell to you your death. This is our only chance.” 
 
    “It sounds like I have a long trip ahead of me.” 
 
    “I look forward to seeing you return in that shuttle.”  
 
      
 
    Chapter 23 
 
    Road Trip! 
 
      
 
    ESS Dissolute Ultralog-Complete™ Log, recorded in accordance with the Patriotic Love for the Empire and Freedom of Monitoring Act. Released under Imperial Order #C53TH341 
 
      
 
    Magnus Aldis sat at the controls of the Dissolute, tugging at his flight suit, trying to find his perfect anatomy orientation in the form-fitted pilot’s chair. As Natastia Briggam entered the cockpit, Magnus finished his adjustments, raised an eyebrow toward her, and ran his eyes along her figure. He ran his tongue across his lips as she approached, stretching his arms back as if working out a kink in his shoulder. In the process, he brushed his hand along her hip. 
 
    “If you ever touch me again, I’ll have Mr. Smiles break your arms!” 
 
    Magnus raised a hand to his chin, studying her curves, calculating if it would be worth it. “I’ve had broken bones before. They heal. I’ll give you time to change your feelings, sugar.” 
 
    “My feelings won’t change, but your ability to feel will with the order to break your spine instead of your arms. While you’re paralyzed, I’ll have our doctor-friend perform a little change to you too. You’d sound good as a soprano.” 
 
    “Touchy, touchy. So what brings you to the cockpit?” 
 
    “Now we’re in space, we need to gather the crew to discuss our mission. I’m here to use the intercom, that’s all.”  
 
    She reached for the microphone and Magnus put his hand over it, blocking her access, and rubbing his cheek across her upper arm. Natastia sighed, pressed a button on a bracelet, and almost instantly, Mr. Smiles appeared in the cockpit. She made eye contact with the gorilla and nodded toward Magnus. The gorilla grabbed Magnus by the back of his collar and with a quick snatch, pulled him out of the chair, and sent him sliding across the small room, striking the wall with a loud crack. The gorilla immediately pounced on top of Magnus, pounding his chest with a loud thumping rhythm. He paused for a second and looked toward Natastia.  
 
    “One rib.”  
 
    Mr. Smiles snorted, pulled back a massive hairy fist and narrowed his eyes at Magnus’ chest. Magnus tried to block the strike but it did no good. The gorilla’s fist made contact with a sickening snapping sound. Magnus screamed. 
 
    “Natastia used the intercom. “Doctor to the cockpit. All crew meeting in the mess hall in ten minutes.” 
 
    The doctor ran in and stared at Magnus laying on the floor holding his side, moaning. “Let’s see what we have here.” His corneal implants painted a picture of enhanced reality in his mind, allowing him to see in multiple spectrums, including x-rays. “Three broken ribs, severe hemorrhaging, and some muscle damage.” He wiped a small tear from his eye. 
 
    “Mr. Smiles, I said one rib,” Natastia said. 
 
    Mr. Smiles raised the corners of his mouth high into a huge grimace and shrugged his shoulders as if saying ‘Oops.’ 
 
    “You see that, Magnus? You made Mr. Smiles feel bad. Don’t let it happen again.” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am,” Magnus said as the doctor inserted two tethered probes into either side of the uppermost of Magnus’s broken ribs. Magnus winced as the doctor directed the probes to turn ninety degrees toward each other, cutting tiny holes through broken bone. He injected a hollow tube of Simubone™ through each tube until it met with the opposite, with perfect precision. A flow of surgical epoxy filled the tube and expanded outwards through its porous surface, fusing the bones together. He repeated the process twice again. 
 
    “Be in the mess hall in eight minutes. All of you,” Natastia said, storming out.  
 
    *** 
 
    The crew gathered around a series of small tables. An uneasy quiet settled over the crowd, as nobody knew what to expect next. 
 
    Natastia Briggam stepped to the front of the room. “Crew of the Dissolute. I have selected each of you for this journey based on the expected needs of this mission. Many of you are, perhaps blissfully unaware of what we intend to accomplish. I will now remove that bliss. Our mission is to capture and return an Enemy of the Empire and all those that aid or assist him. Our target is one Raka Varoule, who caused great personal harm to our beloved emperor and supreme commander, Emperor Caligula. Mr. Varoule escaped by stealing an imperial shuttle and managed to fly outside of imperial space. He is presumed to be on a barbarian planet. At this point, we do not have the exact location of this planet, just the quantum broadcast node that has picked up the shuttle’s automatic distress signal. We will make our way to that node and find where that signal is coming from, then assess this planet, and determine if it can ever pose any danger to the Empire. If so, we are to eradicate that danger. Personally, I think we’ll find little more than a prehistoric sludge. While locations of the broadcast nodes are protected imperial secrets, I can tell you that we need to make a minimum of five jumps to get to that node, depending on our accuracy. We have a lot of space to cover, and as we get further away from the galactic core, each jump calculation will take longer than the last. Be prepared for several months on this ship. Now, as we are off-world and in accordance with imperial spacefaring law, I am handing over mission control to your senior officer. Lt. Denton Morrow, the crew is yours.” 
 
    Lt. Morrow stood and approached the front of the room. “Thank you. I don’t have a prepared speech today. What I do have is a personal score to settle with this Raka Varoule. He destroyed my life and damaged the Galactic Empire I love. We will capture him and return him to justice. Your immediate orders are to stow your gear and get this ship ready for whatever we may face. I’ll be preparing work shifts and orders for all of you shortly. This is a good ship and I expect you all to respect her as well as your crewmates. Discipline will come swiftly on this ship; consider that your one and only warning. We will announce our first jump as soon as the calculations are done and the drive is spooled up. Be ready for any and all contingencies. Dismissed.” 
 
    Denton Morrow opened the convex door to the ship’s navigation room and stepped inside a sphere, every surface precisely covered in holographic imaging film. Perry Tremblan sat in a chair at the center of the room, manipulating controls through tactile gloves, facial gestures, thoughts, and even involuntary functions; a dislike of an outcome automatically pushed that option away from him in 3D space. He plotted a course for the first jump and planned subsequent jumps. By his expressions, he appeared to be in the arms of a passionate lover, rather than in a computer controlled environment. As he worked the beginning starting point, traveling vectors and speed appeared, then operating parameters for the Chronos Drive. A three-dimensional emergence plot appeared on the screen, with the target location highlighted.  
 
    “Mr. Tremblan, I wanted to talk to you about your jump calculations. According to Ms. Briggam, we need five. Are you certain we need so many?” Lt. Morrow said. 
 
    Perry sighed loudly, stopped his work, and turned toward Lt. Morrow. “The calculations are fine. I can determine with extreme precision where the ship should end up after the Chronos Drive shuts off. In theory, I could put us within a few hundred kilometers of our intended destination in a single jump.” 
 
    “In theory. Why not in practice?” 
 
    “Variations in data. Prior to the jump, we’ll be traveling along a vector in space pointed at our destination, at a known speed. We can measure that speed and direction of travel only down to a certain level of precision. What if we’re off in our measurements by a millionth of a degree or a couple of ions in our thrust? Or what if the Chronos Drive runs for a millionth of a second longer than it should? Quantum clocks are ultimately accurate; but empirical data shows a tendency of increased variation, the more jumps a ship makes. It’s called the ‘Tired Drive Conundrum’, there’s no known reason for it but it appears after a number of jumps. Here’s the data…” 
 
    “I trust your analysis. So what are you saying in non-mathematical terms?” 
 
    “Here, let me show you. We are here.” Perry pointed to a dot on the galactic map, just slightly above the planet surface. “We need to go…” He motioned for the map to zoom out until the planet disappeared, then the sun, and then the system. The out-zooming continued until the galactic core started to merge. He pointed to a spot, apparently in the middle of empty space. “Here. Theoretically, we could make it in one jump. But let me show you a plot of where we might end up with ninety-five percent confidence.” The single dot grew into a large egg-like expansion, covering entire systems in the galaxy. “Now, here’s our problem. Space is nearly empty. The planets, stars, and systems are minor annoyances in the overwhelming vast emptiness. When you are connecting two exact locations in space by a single vector, you can mostly ignore the random bit of matter and jump with almost a hundred percent confidence you won’t hit anything. But, if you don’t know exactly where the final outcome is, you have to consider all the possible locations of emergence. The question becomes ‘how much risk of catastrophic failure are you willing to accept?’. Are you ready to answer that question, Lt. Morrow?” 
 
    “Ships are expensive, even an old one like the Dissolute has value. That’s why the standard procedure is a predictive jump safety level of at least ninety-nine-point-nine percent.” 
 
    “How many jumps have you made, Lt. Morrow?” 
 
    “Hundreds. Maybe a thousand.” 
 
    “With that safety level?  
 
    “As a standard, yes.” 
 
    “Statistically, you’re a dead man walking. You were taking a risk of one in a thousand over and over hundreds of times. The odds don’t change the more jumps you make. Jump a thousand has the same chance of ending catastrophically as jump one. But if we were to plot…” 
 
    “Mr. Tremblan, I thank you for your concern and appreciate your expertise. You have five jumps to get us to the broadcast node. Your orders are to accomplish that in the safest manner possible. If that is ninety-nine point nine or that add infinitum, you decide. Five jumps are your parameters.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    “Thank you. When will your calculations be done for the first jump?” 
 
    “With a level of probability…” 
 
    “When will they be done?!” Lt. Morrow said. 
 
    “Give me an hour.” 
 
    Denton Morrow started to say `Fine’ but the ship’s intercom interrupted. “Lt. Morrow, you are needed in the mess hall, Stat!” He sighed and gestured toward the speaker, walking briskly to the mess hall. He walked into a commotion; a dozen or so grunts blocked his access to whatever went on. He recognized a fight when he saw it. “ATTEN-SHUN!” he shouted. The room snapped to attention with the exception of the two men at the center of the group. “Everyone up against this wall!”  
 
    The men formed a line. He returned his scowling gaze to the two fighters. One he recognized immediately as Magnus Aldis. The other he didn’t know yet but wore a cook’s apron. Magnus wrestled on top of the cook, trying to cut the man’s throat with a broken tray. The cook had gotten his leg up into Magnus’ chest and flailed with all his might, but Magnus continued his assault. Denton Morrow pulled his service rail-pistol from his holster and jabbed Magnus in the back of his skull. 
 
    “Give me a reason not to pull this trigger.”  
 
    Magnus eased up his grip a little, the cook pushing him away and scurrying out of reach. 
 
    Magnus squinted at the cook, his lip curling into a snarl. “He started it.” 
 
    “He started it? This man, a cook, a foot shorter and seventy pounds lighter than you, started the fight. Do enlighten me, Mr. Aldis, why did he start it?” 
 
    Magnus held an arm to his aching ribs. “I don’t know. Guess he wanted to die.”  
 
    “Tell me precisely.”  
 
    “I wanted another piece of roast. I told him, `Hey, Cookie, give me another slab’. He said, `my name’s not Cookie’.” 
 
    “Okay. Then what?” 
 
    “I told him to enlighten me with his name. At that point, he started the fight by insulting me.” 
 
    “He insulted you?” 
 
    “Yes, told me what to do to myself.” 
 
    Denton Morrow turned toward the cook. “Is this true? Did you insult this man?” 
 
    “No, sir. He called me Cookie and that’s not my name. When he asked me my name, I told him.” 
 
    “Told him what, precisely?” 
 
    “Gophauk Usef-Rillard. That’s my name. Gophauk Usef-Rillard.” 
 
    “So you told a homicidal maniac…” Denton Morrow looked at Magnus. “No offense.” 
 
    “None taken.” 
 
    “You told a homicidal maniac ‘go fuck yourself real hard’. Tell me, does this happen often?” 
 
    “Yes, all the time,” Gouphauk said. “I don’t know why. I meet people, tell them my name, and they get angry. It doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    “Your name sounds like an insult.” 
 
    “It is a good name! A traditional name on my planet. It means ‘One with great wisdom’.” 
 
    “That may be. But to this group, it means something completely different and anatomically improbable. Regardless, we need a live cook more than you need a traditional name. From now on, you’re Cookie McCookerson. You hear that everyone? This man is to be known as Cookie McCookerson for the rest of the trip. Now, Mr. Aldis, see me…”  
 
    He wanted to say ‘in my quarters’ but remembered that Natastia Briggam had claimed his quarters for her own. “…in the cockpit. I’ll come see you, in the cockpit, after the jump.” 
 
    The ship’s intercom sounded again. “Lt. Morrow, you are needed at the ship’s head.” 
 
    Denton Morrow grumbled as he made his way to the ship’s restroom and shower. “What now?!” 
 
    Doctor Mitch Sorren stood at the doorway, with a look of disgust on his face. 
 
    “I’ve seen some horrible things in my day,” the doctor said. “But that room is going to cause me nightmares for years to come.” 
 
    “What is it? What’s in there?” 
 
    “Nearest thing I can tell is someone shaved a grizzly bear and left half of it in the shower. That and…” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “You better just see for yourself.” 
 
    Denton Morrow took a deep breath, closed his eyes for an instant, then stepped inside. The room looked as described; a half inch layer of black hair covered the shower and the walls. Then he saw it. Nothing had prepared him for it; hanging there from a towel rod, he saw the most disgusting thing he could imagine. He stared, his jaw dropping open, and his stomach churned. He turned around and stepped out into the hall. He called on the ship’s intercom: “This is Lt. Morrow. Whoever recently used the ship’s head has precisely one minute to get here and get this room cleaned up. The clock is starting now. By the way, we have video recordings. We’ll find out who did this.”  
 
    He noted the time, stepped back against the wall and waited. 
 
    He heard the guilty party coming before he saw him. Mr. Smiles appeared, racing down the hallway, still wet from a shower, wrapped in a towel, and smelled wonderful.  
 
    “I should have known. Now get in there, and clean that room up until it’s spotless. And by the gods don’t forget that!” Denton pointed to the offensive item; a massive pair of Vibratron™ undergarments, three feet across, grayed and heavily worn, stained with a huge brown stripe up the middle, the vibration circuitry clearly visible.  
 
    Mr. Smiles shrugged and started to clean. 
 
    “This is why I wanted to be a poet,” Denton said to the air. 
 
    “Ah, there you are,” Natastia Briggam said. “Now that this ship is officially under your control, I’ll allow you to handle discipline. Your pilot, Magnus Aldis, is one step away from being ripped in two and pushed out an airlock. I had to have Mr. Smiles deliver justice to that man, and while he’s good at doing so, it takes him a long time to wind down after he breaks a bone. He usually needs a nice hot shower and his special calming shampoo. Are you waiting on the Head?” 
 
    “No. Mr. Smiles is in there now cleaning it up,” Lt. Morrow said. “He’s had his shower.” 
 
    “Good. Now let me explain something about Mr. Aldis. I wouldn’t have picked him if he didn’t have skills that we need. We tested him in the simulators, under various conditions; standard military testing to create improvised methods to kill an enemy. No matter what we threw at him, he always found a way to take out his target. We identified forty-seven ways that had never been documented before. He just improvised. It was uncanny, just watching him. Talcum powder and a rubber band? Dead target. A kid’s crayon and a piece of gum? Dead target. A dog turd and an ice cream cone? D.O.A. Every time. We ran out of ways to test him. That and he’s a scary-good pilot.” 
 
    “Where is this going, Ms. Briggam?” 
 
    “Discipline and security are your responsibilities. If he bothers me again, I’ll have Mr. Smiles snap his neck before he can improvise a way to respond. Having said that, I think we need his skills. You need to figure out a way to control him. Consider this the first test of your command.” 
 
    “It’s not the first. I will take care of it.” 
 
    “See that you do. If this mission fails, there is no salvation for you. You’ll be purged in the most painful manner our dear Emperor can imagine. And he has quite an imagination.” 
 
    “I understand. You mentioned he’s a good pilot. How good? I can manage a ship with proficiency.” 
 
    “Coming in hot from a jump, flying directly into the atmosphere of a gas giant with three hundred kilometer an hour winds, and docking with a tethered mining facility on the first try without wasting retro-thrust? I’ve never seen anyone do it before. He’s dead on, every time. Best pilot I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “And a homicidal maniac as a bonus.” 
 
    “Make it work, Morrow.” 
 
    “Aye.”  
 
    Mr. Smiles emerged from the ship’s Head, avoiding eye-contact with Lt. Morrow. He pointed around the room, looking for confirmation that he had cleaned it sufficiently. The room now appeared spotless and had the added benefit of smelling a fantastic, calming scent. 
 
    “That’ll do, Gorilla. That’ll do.” 
 
    Mr. Smiles slinked off, as best as a gorilla can slink off. In the hall, he passed Dr. Sorren.  
 
    “Hey, Smiles,” Mitch Sorren said. “Here.” He handed the gorilla a piece of security script. The gorilla hesitated in taking it.  
 
    “Go on, take it.”  
 
    Mr. Smiles took the paper and looked at a prescription for a new pair of Vibratron™ undergarments. The gorilla grinned and hugged the doctor, picking him up off the floor in the process. “Don’t worry about it. Get that filled in the next port.” 
 
    Denton Morrow walked the prescribed inspection path along the interior of the Dissolute, prior to a jump. He stopped at the Chronos Drive Generator and saw where a hammock had been hung on his behalf in the maintenance access area. He identified a few standard cubes for his belongings, not that he had any to bring with him. He opened to find it filled with uniforms and casual clothes, in his size. “Hmm. That’s not bad.”  
 
    He pawed through the container and checked the indicators on the drive to confirm seven green lights. Standard protocol meant he had to count them, not to know what they did. Green lights, seven in a row, and although it would be obvious if any of them glowed red or had not been illuminated at all, procedure called for him to count them. He noted it in in his autolog and moved on. 
 
    He entered the mess hall to confirm that equipment had been properly stowed. It had been, so he proceeded to the next area: Emergency Evacuation. Two escape pods lived there, each capable of holding ten occupants. He counted the green lights, five in each case and autologged it. On to Fuel Storage, Arsenal, and the crew’s sleeping quarters. In each case, he noted the green lights. He knew that the ship wouldn’t jump if any of the green didn’t display, but he didn’t question his job, so he checked them all. Just as he finished, he heard the intercom. 
 
    Magnus’s voice crackled. “Lt. Morrow. Jump parameters have been loaded into the nav-computer. Say the word and we’re off like a prom dress.” 
 
    “On my mark,” Denton said. He made his way to a porthole to see the star-field. “Mark!” 
 
    The star-field changed before him, the indication of a successful jump. Denton noted the time into the autolog, then shouted, “What the hell is that smell?!” 
 
      
 
    Chapter 24 
 
    Tropic of Cancer 
 
      
 
    I made my way back to Gina and Marco with the knowledge that I’d need to go to Jamaica very soon. We spent a week seeing the sights and enjoying each other’s company. Marco made friends everywhere we went; Gina had a natural way of putting people at ease, and I just went along with an appreciation of every day with her. I knew deep down that things might get real ugly real soon, but for now, I would cherish our time together. 
 
    At one point during the week, I noticed her wince when Marco jumped into her arms. In my bliss, I ignored it; a move I would regret soon enough. 
 
    When we returned home, I began planning my trip to Jamaica. I studied the map and considered if I should drive or fly to the Florida Keys when I heard Marco screeching in the living room. My mind wandered anyway, so I decided to see what had him so spooled-up. Marco had the television on; watching a story on the space race, showing various file footage of primitive rockets launching into space. The impracticality of that vertical launch method bothered me, but I couldn’t change their crude system. Marco screamed when they showed the ‘pilot’ of this ship; a chimpanzee in a spacesuit. 
 
    “Now I see why you were so excited. Another chimp.” 
 
    Marco looked at the television and grinned, clapping his hands every time they showed the chimp, calling out loud and jumping around the room. They finally showed the capsule splashdown in the ocean. Marco imitated the action of water splashing from the point of impact, and the bobbing of the capsule. They finally showed a picture of the chimp, smiling broadly, and holding a newspaper with the headline ‘Space Chimp Lives’. Marco raised his hands in the air and raised his fists three times. 
 
    “Great. The monkey lived,” I said, dismissing the chimp’s actions.  
 
    Marco pulled a fist to his chest and stood proud. “I guess it’s a great day for all of monkey-kind,” I said as I left. Marco made some gesture that I ignored. I walked back to my map. Marco followed me and stood in the chair, looking at the map as I leaned over it. “Marco, please don’t start tearing this up. I’m busy planning a trip.” 
 
    Marco shrugged and pointed to the map randomly as if saying ‘Where to?’ 
 
    “I need to find Nicholai.” 
 
    Marco pantomimed dreadlocks and smoking, his symbol for Nicholai. He looked at the map and pointed to Jamaica. He repeated the pantomime and tapped Jamaica again. 
 
    “All this time, you knew where to find him, and you didn’t make any indication?” 
 
    Marco pointed at me and motioned a shrugging symbol for ‘You never asked’.  
 
    He pointed to himself, then to Jamaica.  
 
    Marco thinks I am going to take him with me there! 
 
    “No. Not you, just me. I’m going to Jamaica; You are staying here with Gina.” 
 
    Marco’s eyes flared, nostrils expanded, and he showed his teeth. He repeated the gesture, pointing to himself and Jamaica. He imitated dreadlocks and the smoking again. He was going, regardless of what I had to say. 
 
    Gina walked in and smiled at Marco and I. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Marco got excited when he saw a chimp on television. It got him all worked up. What are you up to?” 
 
    “I need to go to town for a little bit. Are you two going to get along while I’m gone?” 
 
    “We’ll be fine.” 
 
    Marco motioned that he’d feed me a bottle, change my diaper, and put me down for a nap.  
 
    “Cute,” I said.  
 
    Gina laughed and left us to our own devices. 
 
    “So, let me ask you something, Marco. Do you know where the shuttle is?”  
 
    Marco pointed to the map again, indicating Jamaica. 
 
    “Nicholai has the shuttle in Jamaica. That part of the story checks out. I just don’t know about the rest. Nicholai a secret agent? Sure, he’s a drug runner for the Emperor. That’s a good way to get him close to the Emperor. He could have poisoned some of the drugs and killed the Emperor. So, why didn’t he?” 
 
    Marco rolled his eyes, raising his arms wide. 
 
    “Bigger picture. I get it. He wasn’t after just the Emperor. Trying to bring down the entire power structure perhaps? Or perhaps just greed? He could have just been in it for the money and power that goes along with it. Here’s my concern, Marco. The way Maven tells it; Nicholai is dangerous and I should kill him on sight. But if I were to do that, I would never hear his story. What if he kills me on sight? That would certainly ruin my day. Maybe I can confront him in a safe place?”  
 
    Marco’s eyes turned downward as he motioned smoking and dreadlocks, then a gun, followed by a big cross in the air. 
 
    He doesn’t want me to shoot Nicholai. “Hmm. He did seem to like you.”  
 
    Marco pointed to himself, flexed his muscles, then pointed me, and acted out carrying me like a child.  
 
    “Gee, thanks. Just what I need, a chimp bodyguard.”  
 
    Marco continued his gestures, trying to convince me that I needed him. 
 
    “We’ll talk about this later.”  
 
      
 
    Several hours into making plans, I heard the door slam. 
 
    I sensed a problem just by the way Gina closed the door and stepped inside. She seemed to fall into the room as soon as she got home, where she could let her guard down. She dropped to her knees, tears flowing from reddened eyes, sniffing and sobbing. I ran to her and wrapped my arms around her. She squeezed me until I had trouble breathing. “What is it?” 
 
    “I, I went to the doctor. I’ve been having pain.” She broke down again. 
 
    “Pain? Where?” 
 
    Gina pointed to her chest. “He thinks it’s cancer. That’s what killed Mom.” 
 
    I held her close and kissed her forehead. “It’s going to be alright.” 
 
    “How can you say that? It’s not going to be alright. Cancer is basically a death sentence. Sure, they’ll put me through all kinds of treatments and surgeries, but I know how this ends. It happened to Mom, Lloyd, and Aunt Edna.” 
 
    At that point, I noticed that Marco had wrapped his arms around Gina’s legs. Then he reached up and grabbed her hand in his.  
 
    “I’m sorry Marco,” Gina said. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”  
 
    Marco pulled Gina’s hand up and put it in mine. Then he motioned to me, and then to him, then to the map, pointing to Jamaica.  
 
    “Marco, that doesn’t matter now. We need to take care of Gina,” I said as Marco pulled my hand toward the map.  
 
    “No!” I said. 
 
    Marco let go of our hands and he started making an intricate gesture. Gina and I looked at him without comprehension. The chimp let out a pitiful cry. He continued, we watched, but I couldn’t understand him. He yelled, Gina cried, then he ran off.  
 
    “Gina, I am so sorry. I’ll do everything I can…”  
 
    Marco returned, carrying a first aid kit. He pointed to it and to Gina.  
 
    Gina took the kit and kissed Marco on the head. “That’s so sweet. I wish this was all I needed.”  
 
    Marco snatched the kit back and took it to the map. He pointed to Jamaica and waved his arms like a bird flying. 
 
    “Wait. I know what he’s saying. The shuttle’s E-Med kit. It’s bound to have medicine that can fix this! Gina, this is hard to explain, but Marco and I have to go to Jamaica. I think the cure for you and all of this is there.” 
 
    “Jamaica? But I need you here. You can’t just leave me.” 
 
    “Trust me on this. I’ve told you about the technology and how advanced it is. It’s the same with medicine.” 
 
    “But this isn’t a broken bone or the flu. This is cancer!” 
 
    “I understand. But we have medicine that is ‘smart’. We can give you an injection, a shot filled with tiny machines…” 
 
    “Raka, this isn’t time for your jokes.”  
 
    Gina slammed a fist into my chest. “Stop it!” 
 
    “This isn’t a joke. I can’t explain it in detail, but I understand the gist of it. In the injection, there are tiny machines, too small to see without magnification. They are programmed to seek out and destroy bad cells. My understanding is they have a tiny proboscis, a lot like a mosquito. But they use it to pump fluid into the nucleus of a disease cell until it is killed. Then they move on to the next, again and again until there is no trace of cancer left. That technology will save you, and other than the injection, it’s completely painless.” 
 
    “You are serious, aren’t you?”  
 
    I saw glitters of hope in her eyes.  
 
    “You think you can do this?” 
 
    “Yes. Marco and I will leave in the morning. We won’t come back without the cure.” 
 
    Gina stared deeply into my eyes. “But you will come back, won’t you?” 
 
    “Of course. You’ll hardly notice we’re gone. Marco, we leave in the morning.” 
 
    *** 
 
    I loaded up the car and Marco brought a suitcase and insisted it went on the backseat. He didn’t share its contents and I didn’t ask. We drove, stopping only when we needed fuel, food, or a bathroom break. Late into the first night, I found myself dangerously tired and I started to see hallucinations in the shadows. I was too tired to drive, so I found a place to pull off the road and sleep for a little while. 
 
    A flashlight in my face and rap on the car window woke me. A southern sheriff stood there, shining the light in my eyes. “What’s going on in there, you two?” 
 
     I raised a hand up to shield my eyes and in the process, glanced over to see that Marco had brought a blanket with him and had snuggled up next to me. He had the blanket pulled up so just the top of his head showed. “Let me guess, a couple of lovebirds looking for a place to make out?” 
 
    “No, not at all. We’re not…”  
 
    Marco raised a hairy arm up from under the covers and curled it around my neck, pulling me closer to him. Then I realized he had put on a curly blond wig and a sun dress that must have been in the suitcase. 
 
    “Holy cow!” the sheriff said. 
 
    He shined his light at Marco, who expertly pulled the blanket up to keep his face in shadow. “Sir, I’m going to have to ask you to step out of the car.” 
 
    “Is there a problem, officer?” 
 
    “Please, just step out of the car.” He motioned me back to his squad car. In the headlights of his car, I saw that he was roughly thirty Earth-years old with the build of an ex-athlete. But the most noticeable feature was his lack of hair. None on his head. No eyebrows, eyelashes, and not a hair on him. I tried not to stare; he ignored my studying him. “Have a seat.” As he opened the back door to the car, I noticed his badge: ‘Harrison’. He pushed me in the car. “Sit.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “I need to see your drivers license.” 
 
    I pulled out my license and gave it to him.  
 
    “Raka Varoule. Mr. Varoule, do you have any outstanding tickets or moving violations?” 
 
    “Not that I know of.”  
 
    “Let’s find out.” He called in on the radio and gave my information to the operator. “So, while we’re waiting, do you mind if I ask you a few questions about your girlfriend in the car there?” 
 
    “That’s not my girlfriend. I’m married, and…” 
 
    “Ah, I see. Had the need to get some on the side?” 
 
    “On the side?” I said. 
 
    “Yeah, you know, some strange.” 
 
    “It would be strange on the side; I’ll give you that. How, I mean, anatomically how could you do it on the side?” 
 
    “I never thought about it that way. So this girl of yours, in the car. I hope you don’t mind my saying this, but, she’s a little hairy, isn’t she?” 
 
    “Yes, yes she is.” 
 
    “I thought so. Armenian perhaps?” 
 
    “I don’t know. She does have long arms, for her size.” 
 
    “She seemed shy,” The sheriff said. 
 
    “I guess she thinks she’s ugly.” 
 
    “That’s sad. Listen, I wouldn’t ask you this under normal conditions, but I have to ask. Does she have a sister?” 
 
    “A what? I, uh, I…” 
 
    “Come on, buddy, don’t leave a guy hanging here. Does she have a sister? If so, can you set me up?” 
 
    “No!” I said, then added, “I mean, no sisters. She’s the only one I’m certain.” 
 
    “Lucky bastard. Okay, so no outstanding warrants or tickets for you. I’m going to let you go, but I’m going to warn you. If I catch you again here, I’m going to make a pass at that girl of yours.” 
 
    “Thank you. I’ll let her know that you were impressed.”  
 
    The sheriff stepped out of the car and opened the door for me. “Take care of that little sweetie, you hear?” 
 
    “Will do.”  
 
    I walked back to the car, got inside, and Marco hugged me and started making kissy-faces. “Stop it, Marco. That cop might just take you up on that stuff.”  
 
    Marco gave me a strange look then jumped into the backseat.  
 
    “Good idea. You ride back there for a while. I’m awake now.”  
 
    *** 
 
    The drive seemed to take forever, but we finally made it to the Florida Keys. I stopped at a marina in Key Largo and paced the pier, taking in the smells of saltwater, fish, garbage, and diesel smoke. I looked for a captain willing to take me and my unusual companion to Jamaica. Marco walked alongside me as I looked at the various boats and their crews. From one of the boats, a large man approached. He wore shabby clothes, ripped in several places, and some scars on his body lined up the torn clothes. His hands showed scars and callouses, his face covered in dirt, scrapes, and dark spots from the sun. When he talked, I had a hard time understanding him, as if his tongue had grown three sizes too big for his mouth.  
 
    “Whur ya’ goin?” he said, and as he did, I noticed he looked at Marco instead of me.  
 
    Marco glanced up toward me, the big man’s gaze following, but he never seemed to look directly at me. His eyes and head constantly moved. 
 
    “Jamaica. We want to go to Jamaica,” I said, staring at a spot in the middle of his forehead, hoping he’d focus on me. “You got a boat?” 
 
    “Capp’n do. Me Dan. Dur’ble Dan, that’s whut dey call me. Dur’ble Dan.” 
 
    “Double Dan?” I said as the language implant warmed up, struggling with his slurred speech. 
 
    “Dur’ble Dan.” 
 
    “Dirigible Dan?” 
 
    “Dur’ble Dan.” 
 
    “Derby Dan?” 
 
    “Dur’ble Dan.” 
 
    “Douche-Bag Dan?” 
 
    “Dur’ble Dan. Capp’n ‘splain. F’llow me.” 
 
    We followed this man onto a shabby boat by the name of Tropic of Cancer. The back of the boat had a crude painting of a crab holding a drink, and in simple block letters, ‘Captain Franklin Rhodes’. A short man, in a dirty shirt stretching over a round basketball of a belly, grabbed a captain’s hat from a hook as he approached and placed it on his head. “Captain Oliver Plank. Nice to meet you.”
“Captain Plank? I was expecting Captain Rhodes,” I said, looking to gauge his reaction. 
 
    “Ah, yes. Captain Rhodes.” 
 
    “God rust ‘is ole,’” Dan said.  
 
    “God rest his soul,” The captain said. “See, he used to be the captain of this beautiful ship, but he fell victim of the sea.” 
 
    “Fall overboard?” 
 
    “Not exactly. When I say sea, I mean ‘C’, you know, the…”  
 
    He started counting on his fingers. “Third letter of the alphabet.” 
 
    “I see… Cancer, right? I’m sorry to hear that.”  
 
    A wave of trepidation come over me. 
 
    “No, not cancer. ‘C’ is for crabs.” 
 
    “Is this a crab boat?” 
 
    “No, not that kind of crabs. The little lousy biting ones. Did I mention that he had a hook for a hand? No? Well, he lost a hand; got ‘er wrapped up in the anchor chain and lost it on the pulley. Ol’ one-handed Captain Rhodes got hooked up…ha!” He laughed. “Hooked up, with a little whore in Cuba and she gave him crabs. We warned him, even tried to put a cork on the end of that hook every evening. One night it was Dan’s turn to put the cork on, but he had fallen overboard that night; I think it was a Tuesday. Doesn’t matter, it wasn’t anything unusual. Ol’ Rhodes spent a night of drinking and went to bed with the hook still on. Sometime in the night, he went and tried to scratch with the wrong hand. Died a painful death, he did. Bled out in the bed. We wonder if once he realized what he did, or if maybe he just gave up on life.” 
 
    “Ouch. A victim of the C.”  
 
    Marco laughed and pointed toward my nether regions.  
 
    “So, this Dan… You said that for him to fall overboard was nothing unusual?” 
 
    “That’s how he got his name, among other things. Durable Dan.” 
 
    “Ah, Durable Dan. I couldn’t understand his name.” 
 
    “That’s because he lost a bet last week. Dan is so stupid he could fall into a barrel of tits and come out sucking his thumb. So anyway, the guys bet him he couldn’t go a whole week without falling overboard. Dan made it three days. So he had to put a jellyfish in his mouth for ten minutes. His tongue will be swollen for a week or so, I’d guess.” 
 
    “Yuck,” I said, imagining a jellyfish in the mouth. “Isn’t that poisonous?” 
 
    “Meh. I don’t think there’s a poison out there that could kill Dan. When he gets to drinkin’, I’ve seen him chug kerosene until we stop him. Gets up the next morning, stupid as ever, but he gets up. One of the times he fell overboard, a shark bit into him and didn’t like the taste of the ol’ boy. It spit him out and then he was attached by barracudas. The ‘cudas didn’t like him either, cause he floated for days, bleeding and carrying on until we found him again on the return trip. He soaks his toothbrush in bleach, so when Sunday comes around and he goes to brush his teeth, the brush is nice and fresh. Good ol’ stupid Dan doesn’t even rinse that brush off. Just starts using it. One time we had to drain the diesel tank on the boat, so we got Dan to start the suction on the line. We had to stop him when we saw diesel fuel runnin’ down his chin. Then there was the one time…” 
 
    “Uh, not to interrupt.” 
 
    “You just did.” The Captain had a look of dejection on his face; his gaze went to the ground, his shoulders sagged. 
 
    “Did what?” 
 
    “Interrupt. Right when I was getting to the good part. Here I was, about to enlighten you with a touching yarn about Dan being locked in the hold for two weeks as the boat was impounded. He was scared, so he kept quiet and lived on chum and sea water that seeped in through the bilge pump line. It’s quite a dramatic and touching tale, brings a tear to yonder eye, but now you’ve gone and ruined the moment. Moments like that don’t come often, and now it’s gone.”  
 
    “Sorry, but we’re trying to get to Jamaica, or more specifically, Saint Elizabeth Parish. Does this boat go there?” 
 
    “This boat goes wherever I point her. For the right price, she’ll go to Jamaica.” 
 
    “What’s the right price?” 
 
    “Hmm. I’d say to look at you, you’ve got about two fifty on ya’. So two fifty it is. Might have been two hundred if you’d let me finish my story.” 
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t know how important…” 
 
    “It’s over. We’ll get you to Jamaica on the Tropic of Cancer. We got a deal?” 
 
    “Deal Captain.”  
 
    We shook hands. 
 
    “Oh, just so we’re clear. That deal is to get you to Jamaica. Didn’t say nothing ‘bout bringing you back.”  
 
    The Captain smiled like a cat eating the canary. He clearly thought I’d need a trip back too. 
 
    “That’s fine. Just need to get there. If things go as I expect, there’s a ship there with my name on it.” 
 
    “We set sail in an hour.”  
 
    The captain grumbled as he walked off, then turned back. “Stay out of the way, and keep your hairy girlfriend on a leash.” 
 
    “She’s, I mean he’s not my….” Why am I arguing? I turned to Marco. “Stay out of trouble. Remember, this if for Gina and the entire planet. Don’t screw it up.”  
 
    Marco responded with a smart salute. 
 
    “So, the Tropic of Cancer is taking on passengers now,” a voice said from behind me.  
 
    I looked around to find its source; a wiry sailor with thick glasses. Strapped to his arm I saw the largest wristwatch I had ever seen. “I ain’t sharing my bunk with ya’.” 
 
    “I wasn’t planning on taking anyone’s bunk,” I said, then quickly added, “And you are?” 
 
    “They call me Skippy. Took a harpoon to the knee a while back. It healed up pretty good, but every once in a while, when I’m in a hurry, she locks up and I end up skippin’ across the deck.” 
 
    “Ouch.” 
 
    “Damn right, ouch. Cap’n didn’t want to waste the harpoon, so he wouldn’t let us cut the barb off. Had to pull it back through.” He reached down, rubbing his knee as he recalled the trauma. “Ya’ know, you shoulda’ let the Cap’n finish his story. Now he’s gonna’ sulk for the rest of the day.” 
 
    “Sorry.”  
 
    The hatch door opened and another sailor appeared.“What’s a’matter with the Cap’n? He seems sulky!” he said, closing the hatch. He appeared younger than the other men, his hair in a perfect pompadour.  
 
    “Stranger here interrupted his story, Ron. You know, his favorite story, Dan when the ship was impounded.” 
 
    “Oh, jeez. He’ll be pissed for hours. What’d you do that for, uh…” 
 
    “Raka. The name’s Raka. I didn’t know…” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. Gives us something to bet on. Skippy, you want in on the over or under set at four hours of sulking?” 
 
    “I’m in for ten dollars on the over,” Skippy said. 
 
    “I’ll mark you down. You in, Ricky?” 
 
    “Raka.” 
 
    “Whatever. You bettin’?” 
 
    “I’ll pass. Thanks, though.” 
 
    “I’ll see if Durable Dan is dumb enough to bet on exactly four hours,” Ron said as we walked away. 
 
      
 
    About the time the boat left the dock, it occurred to me that I had never traveled by water vessel before. I found the incessant rocking sickening, the repeated changes in my location vertically, how the storm on the horizon looked as if it could rise up to flip this boat over without even trying, and what creatures lay in wait under the surface to consume us. That is, everyone except Dan. They’d apparently reject Dan.                
 
    I very nearly made it almost ten minutes before my stomach rejected everything I had ever eaten. I quickly learned why it’s better to puke from the back of the boat than the front, into the wind, in front of a group of semi-surly sailors. I didn’t appreciate their humor in calling us ‘Marco and Barfo’, but the handle stuck.  
 
    Once I had completely purged every molecule of food and water from my body, I made my way to the front of the boat to see land growing in the distance. I wiped my face and chin with the back of my hand and called out ‘Jamaica!’ as I pointed to it. 
 
    “No. Cuba,” Ron said, combing his hair into perfection. “Gotta’ make a quick stop along the way.” 
 
    “Cuba?!” I said, louder than intended. “We can’t go to Cuba! There’s an embargo, and the…” 
 
    “Don’t worry about the embargo. Cap’n knows what he’s doing. You know what an embargo is, don’cha?” 
 
    “It’s when the government says it’s illegal for us to be here!” 
 
    “Nah. That’s the snooty Washington answer. In reality, an embargo is an opportunity for profit. Poor tired Cubans are making the best damn cigars in the world, and we help them by circumventing a stupid little law that says we shouldn’t be entrepreneurial spirits. It goes against everything American, everything that is right, and everything that is capitalism. I ask, what would Superman do?” 
 
    “Superman?” 
 
    “You know, blue skivvies, dragging a long cape, giant S on his shirt. Strips down in a phone booth to save the day.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know who Superman is. Where are you going with this?” I said. 
 
    “He stands for Truth, Justice, and the American Way. Truth is, Cubans have cigars to sell. Justice is paying them a fair price, based upon the risks we take in transporting said cigars and the American Way is making a profit on what other people create. When Superman is on your side, how can a silly embargo get in your way?” 
 
    “You do know Superman is fiction, don’t you?” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. It’s an ideal, concept, and dream. Superman would help us get these cigars and sell them at a tidy profit. Hell, he’d probably just fly in there and get them for us. But since he’s not here, it’s up to us.” 
 
    “What if we get caught?” I said. 
 
    “Criminal charges. Probably ten years in prison and a ten thousand dollar fine. But don’t worry, the odds of the coast guard being at the right place, at the right time to catch us, are one in a million.”               
 
    “I don’t suppose I could convince the Captain to drop me off in Jamaica first?” 
 
    “Not when he’s sulking. Your best bet is to lay low and just wait it out. Cap’n will go on shore, spend about an hour, maybe two if he decides to get his drink on or indulge in some other activities. Then he’ll come back with some donkeys in tow carrying big crates of smokes. We’ll be on our way before you can say, ‘Holy crap that was a fast trip to Cuba to get some smokes, drink, and happy-happy time!’” 
 
    “Right, because that’s exactly what I’d say.”  
 
    I noticed we worked our way around a natural peninsula. “I suppose where docking in that cove?” 
 
    “Exactly. We’ve got a nice hidden alcove where we can hide the boat and nobody can see us. You just sit tight.” 
 
    That’s exactly what I did, except for the sitting part. I paced, walking the perimeter of the boat. I couldn’t sit down. If I tried to sit, my legs twitched, and a sence of dread came over me. The Captain had been gone for nearly two hours. Finally, I saw him return with donkeys in tow. I anxiously tried to help them get the big crates on board so we could get underway again, but I likely hindered more than helped. To my relief, we finally started on our way again.  
 
    “See, that wasn’t so bad,” Ron said from the front of the ship as it started to round the corner back into open waters. “We’ll never get caught, never get…”  
 
    Ron stopped in mid-sentence as his jaw dropped wide. Approaching the cove we saw a Coast Guard Cutter, coming straight toward us. “Turn to starboard, hard!” He said, looking toward the pilot’s station,“Coast Guard cutter ahead! Looks like a three-two-seven foot Secretary Class! Turn us now!” 
 
    The pilot spun the wheel and the Tropic of Cancer tilted hard as her forward momentum fought to continue its linear path and the rudder fought to turn the boat nearly ninety degrees. I watched as Durable Dan slid across the deck, striking the railing and gripping it for dear life, his legs flipping into the air as he struggled. But Dan held, and as the boat rocked back into level, I watched him pull himself back onto the deck. I stared at him, with actual surprise that he didn’t fall overboard. The pilot eased the wheel back and we slipped alongside the cutter, perhaps fifty feet between the ships. The cutter looked huge, much bigger than the Tropic of Cancer, and as we passed, I saw sailors readying scoped rifles. I made it a point to get something solid between myself and that ship in case they started firing. 
 
    A screeching voice came over a loudspeaker. “Crew of the Tropic of Cancer, this is the United States Coast Guard. You are in violation of United States law. This is your only warning. Drop anchor and prepare to be boarded!” 
 
    Captain Plank emerged from below deck, his shirt buttoned wrong and his hat askew. He yelled to Dan. “Quit screwing around and fetch me the megaphone.”  
 
    Dan scampered off. 
 
    “Captain!” the pilot said. “Do you want me to cut the engines?” 
 
    “No. Not until I order it.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    Dan reappeared with a white megaphone and handed it to Captain Plank. The captain slowly walked to the back of the boat and in view of the Coast Guard Cutter, raised the device to his mouth and talked into it. Nothing came out. He looked at the megaphone, turned it over, worked a couple of buttons and opened up an access panel. He pointed to the megaphone and yelled, “No batteries. Just a minute. Dan! Fetch me Four D-cells from my office desk.” 
 
    “Captain Plank!” The cutter said. “Stop your engines and drop anchor immediately. Prepare to be boarded.”  
 
    The cutter started her turn, preparing to give chase if needed. 
 
    The Captain raised his hands and pointed to Dan, running off to find the batteries. When Dan returned, the Captain fumbled with them, dropped them twice, and finally got them into the megaphone. All the time the Tropic of Cancer moved out to sea. He finally got the megaphone to screech loudly, and he began talking. “Now what seems to be the problem here, gentlemen?” 
 
    “Captain Plank. We watched you illegally enter Cuban territory and have reason to believe you are carrying contrabands in violation of United States law. Stop your ship immediately or we will open fire.” We gained distance from the cutter as it finished its turn, but we couldn’t outrun them. I looked at the Captain and saw a look of deep contemplation on his face; he stroked his chin with one hand while he looked upward and his eyes searched left and right until he curled a crooked smile. He lowered the megaphone and called to Dan. “Dan, I need you at the back of the ship. It’s time for a game.” 
 
    “A game Cap’n?” Dan said, smiling broadly, “Wha’ game?” 
 
    “Simon says, Dan. You know that game?” 
 
    “Yep!” Dan beamed as the Captain led him to the back of the boat. 
 
    “Simon says put your hands in your pockets,” Captain Plank said.  
 
    Dan did exactly as told.  
 
    “Now pull one out and point your finger at my head.”  
 
    Dan didn’t budge.  
 
    “Good. Simon says, pull one hand out of your pockets and point it at my head.”  
 
    Dan obliged.  
 
    “Now, Simon says take to giant steps backward.”  
 
    Dan took two big steps backward, until he stood less than a foot from the rail.   
 
    “Good. Simon says take two more giant steps backward.”  
 
    Dan did just that, falling over the railing and into the sea.  
 
    “Good boy, Dan. Now, Simon says make it really hard for the Coast Guard to save you. If they throw you a line, don’t hold on to it. Act like you’re panicked. Buy us some time, Dan. When they get you, act stupid. I mean, just be yourself.” 
 
    “Okay, Cap’n! I like this game!” Dan said, as the Tropic of Cancer left him behind. The Coast Guard went into rescue mode as the ‘man-overboard’ call wailed. They threw Dan a life-ring but he batted it away in a Simon-Says-instructed panic. The cutter came to a stop and they started lowering a lifeboat into the sea. All the while, we pulled away from them. The captain took the wheel and expertly steered the ship directly toward the sun until we could barely see the cutter with the ship’s biggest binoculars. Then he cranked the wheel, full speed ahead to Jamaica.  
 
      
 
    Chapter 25 
 
    Jamaican Bacon 
 
      
 
    Much to my surprise, Marco and I actually made it to Jamaica. The Tropic of Cancer docked at a grimy, tiny port with docks stained with fish guts and bird crap. A smell surpassing putrid and bordering on deathly, with an occasional sickly-sweet aroma I remembered from the shuttlecraft. Marco sniffed the air and smiled broadly. We hadn’t walked ten steps before a too-thin local approached me. 
 
    “Hey Mon! What’choo lookin’ fo’? Ganja, rum, a woman maybe?”  
 
    H nearly jet black skin and dreadlocked hair matched a cheeky grin. “I know this girl, you’ll like her, you see. She’s got a butt dis wide!”  
 
    He held his hands apart at least three feet. “Big Betty. Dat’ butt sticks out so straight you can set yo’ drink on it. She works at the pub. Late at night she’ll serve drinks that way, set the tray on da’ top of ‘er butt, and back ‘em on up to the tables! For a fella’ like you and a little bit o’ ‘Merican money, she’d show you a thin’ or two.” 
 
    “No! Not interested,” I said, a little louder than I meant to. 
 
    “Okay, mon, it’s no trouble. What’choo lookin’ fo’?” 
 
    “I’m looking for someone I know. His name is Nicholai.” 
 
    “Nicholai? You know Nicholai?”  
 
    His eyes scanned me and Marco, then he raised a finger in awareness. “Wait a minute, you, here with dat’ monkey. I know who you are!” 
 
    “What? You know who I am? How is that?” 
 
    “Nicholai. He told us all the stories o’ da’ man and da’ monkey. You’ Raka, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Uh, yes.” 
 
    “Raka the Monkey-Fucker!” 
 
    “No! Just Raka!” 
 
    The thin man called to a man nearby. “Hey James, come ‘ere.” 
 
    “What is it, mon?”  
 
    “Guess who dis is. Go on, look at ‘is face and ‘is friend here.” 
 
    James studied me and Marco for a moment. “No way! Raka the Monkey-Fucker?” 
 
    The thin man gasped, “Yes! You a legend aroun’ here! Nicholai loves to tell da’ story about you and what you did on dat’ ship. But I thought you was dead?” 
 
    “Not quite. I want to go on record as saying I never touched that monkey.”  
 
    As I did, Marco pantomimed a scene of me ravaging. 
 
    “You sick bastard!” the thin man said, then laughed. “Nicholai was tellin’ da’ truth all along. And now you are here, with yo’ lover.” 
 
    “Does Nicholai know you are here?” James said. 
 
    “No, at least not yet.”  
 
    I shook my head and rubbed my brow. This conversation gave me a headache. 
 
    “We can’t keep ‘im waitin’. Follow me!” James said. “He’ll be glad to see ya’. He’s told that story so many times, about you and da’ monkey. Nobody really believed ‘im, but now, here you are with a monkey! Raka the Monkey-Fucker, in the flesh!” 
 
    “Listen, it’s just Raka,” I said, as a stranger passee by us. 
 
    “Are you Raka? You a legend, mon!” The stranger said. “Hey everybody, look who it is!”  
 
    Folks turned their heads toward me as the stranger yelled, “Its Raka!” 
 
    The crowd replied in a thunderous roar, “The Monkey-Fucker?!” 
 
    My head started to pound. “IT’S JUST RAKA!”  
 
    I double-timed my walk as I did James naturally sped up too. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “Black River Rumworks. That’s where Nicholai is. He runs da place. Him and da Commander.” 
 
    “Commander?!” I said, as the thought of an Imperial Commander being here raced through my mind. This couldn’t get any worse. 
 
    “Yep and dat Commander has a mean streak.” 
 
    I started to hyperventilate. A Commander from the Empire?! “What is this Commander’s name?” 
 
    “Commander Meow Meow.” 
 
    “Commander what?” I said. 
 
    “Commander Meow Meow. It’s his long-haired tabby cat; dark stripes with white paws and tummy. Nicholai loves that cat, and nary goes anywhere without him.” 
 
    I sighed. My voice came out as a squeak. “A cat. That’s nice.”  
 
    “I wish it was. The Commander is mean. Da’ meanest cat I’ve eva’ seen.” 
 
    “Thanks for the heads-up. I’ll keep that in mind.”  
 
    We worked our way around a winding path until we saw a massive stone fence. As we continued, the path led to an impressive gate, centered between two stone pillars at least fifteen feet tall. The gate closed tight, and I assumed locked. We neared and heard barking. 
 
    A guard with a military-style rifle stepped out from behind one of the columns. “Stop where you are. State your business here!” His voice sounded more British than Jamaican. Another guard stepped out from behind the opposite column, his rifle pointed at my head. 
 
    “It’s okay, mon!” James said. “We’re here on official business to see Nicholai. Take a look a’ dis mon and ‘is compan’yun. This is Raka!” 
 
    The guards lowered their guns slightly, looking at us. “Raka the Monkey-Fucker?! Why didn’t you say so?” 
 
    “IT’S JUST RAKA!” I screamed. 
 
    “Unlock the gate, Bud,” The first guard said. “We have a celebrity here. Nicholai will be thrilled to see you. He always said he assumed you died. Heroically, but dead none the less.” 
 
    A wave of warmth come over my face. “He said I died heroically? Seriously?” 
 
    The guard reached out and shook my hand vigorously. “My name is Thomas; I’m one of Nicholai’s special guards. Allow me to lead your way. It’s such a pleasure to meet you! Nicholai always said that Raka the Monkey-Fucker gave his life, saving the others; out of love for the monkey. A true hero’s death; a sacrifice for love. Sorry.”  
 
    He paused to wipe a tear blooming from his eye. “Regardless of who or what you like to fuck, you saved Nicholai’s life, so you’re a hero to us. None of this would be here.”  
 
    The guard motioned for us to follow. “Without Nicholai, this plantation wouldn’t exist.”  
 
    He pointed to the left. “The beautiful green fields of ganja, bending gently in the breeze.” He pointed off to the distance, to the purple hillside. “Miles of purple poppies, producing the strongest opium known to man. Nicholai built that, and all the money that it brings to us. We have running water, electricity, and telephones now! Nicholai built that, and you saved Nicholai, so you are always welcome here!”  
 
    We approached a sprawling white stucco building with a huge raised gazebo out front. Inside I saw a bronze statue of what looked like a man standing up, but the shadows and distance didn’t allow me to make out any details. It looked as if he held something. What is that?  
 
    I decided to ask a few questions. “So this place is called a rumworks. Is any actual rum produced here?” 
 
    “Absolutely. Some of the finest rum in the world. We grow sugarcane right here, and distil it down. We make dark and light rums here. Nicholai makes a special recipe rum that would knock the fins off a shark. Not sure what goes in it, but I’m sure it’s more than rum. That rum will make you see angels!” 
 
    “You think he spikes it?” I said, assuming the answer. 
 
    “Without a doubt. I think he puts some of his happy drops in it. Nobody knows exactly what goes in the happy drops; my guess is a mix of opium and ‘shroom juice.” 
 
    “Nice. That would make you see angels. If not devils.”  
 
    We approached the gazebo and statue, the harsh shadows still making it difficult to make out what the statue depicted. 
 
    “I see you looking at the statue. Do you know who that is?” Thomas said. 
 
    “No. Nicholai perhaps?” 
 
    Thomas let out a boisterous laugh. “Nicholai may have an ego, but wouldn't build a statue to himself! This is a statue of a hero!” 
 
    We stepped inside the gazebo, and I moved into the shadows. As my eyes adjusted, I saw the statue of a naked man, standing upright, with a monkey’s ass in his face; the monkey upside-down, looking toward the man’s genitals. The face of the man, wrought in a wry smile as if he really enjoyed this, then I recognized my face, forged in bronze. Thinking positively, the figure did have the body of a Greek god, and muscle tone I could only dream off. My gaze turned downward toward the inscription: Raka the Monkey-Fucker inscribed in huge letters, followed by a smaller inscription of He had his way with animals.  
 
    My jaw dropped and I stared. A familiar voice snapped me out of my trance. 
 
    “Sweet goddess of tits and ganja! It’s you isn’t it, mon? Raka the Monkey-Fucker in the flesh!”  
 
    Nicholai ran toward us, his excitement unmistakable. “I thought you was graveyard-bound!”  
 
    I turned fully to take in the vision of Nicholai. He donned a purple suit with wide white stripes and thick collar, his fingers adorned with heavy golden rings, and wore a feathered hat with all the colors of the rainbow. His dreadlocks hung below the hat, to the middle of his back, and he wore sunglasses adorned with emeralds. He carried a walking stick made of inlaid teakwood with a massive ruby capping off the top. A long-haired tabby cat, wearing a diamond-encrusted collar, slinked around his legs: The Commander.  
 
    Nicholai’s eyes widened. “How did you get here, you ol’ Monkey-Fucker?!” 
 
    “Boat.” 
 
    Nicholai laughed. “Boat! He says boat. Last time I saw ya’, you was fallin’ to yo’ death, and you say boat. Come here!”  
 
    Nicholai grabbed and squeezed me tightly. “You saved Marco, me, and Maven. We was doomed, but you saved us!”  
 
    The Commander hissed at me. 
 
    My head spun. “Uh, about this statue?” 
 
    “That’s for you, mon. You a hero!” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “You don’ need ta’ thank me, Raka. It was da’ least I could do.”  
 
    “But everyone is calling me ‘Raka the Monkey-Fucker!’”  
 
    “It’s a street name, Raka. Everyone here has a street name.” 
 
    “But I don’t want to be Raka the Monkey-Fucker! You said I was a hero, why not Raka the hero?” 
 
    “Sorry Raka, but if there’s one t’ing I learned from Goat-Sniffer Jones, it’s dat’ you don’ get to pick yo’ street name.”  
 
    Nicholai turned to Marco. “And you, Monkey-Mon! It’s been so long since we done smoked da’ pipe togetha’. Where you go, Monkey-Mon? Did you make it to Hollywood or NASA?”  
 
    Marco jumped around, pantomiming so quickly that I couldn’t make out half of what expressed. Nicholai watched him for a few moments and finally interrupted. “I’m sure you have all kinds of stories fo’ me, but first we need to celebrate! Let me arrange a feast, fit for a real hero!” 
 
    “But—” I said. 
 
    “Raka, you saved me’ life on dat’ shuttlecraft. Da’ least I can do it to throw a party fo’ you. We’ll break out all da’ best, you’ll see. Gimme’ jus’ a few minutes to ‘range thin’s.”  
 
    He stepped away and whispered something to the guard as Marco followed him, holding his hairy hand up in expectation. I watched as Nicholai handed Marco a hand-rolled cigarette and helped him light it. Marco took a deep drag on it and held the smoke in as long as he could, then filtered the smoke through his simian nostrils. The chimp’s lips turned up in a relaxed grin as I watched him. 
 
    “That stuff’s no good for you,” I said as the chimp replied with a one-finger salute.  
 
    Nicholai returned. “I’ma’ gonna’ have my mon Thomas ‘ere take you two up to da’ big house. Any’ting you need, you just let da’ mon know. Anyt’ing at all. An’ Marco, you still be wearin’ those old chaps. I’ll send an expert leather-master over and ‘ave ‘im make you a new pair.” 
 
    Marco’s eyes turned fierce and he pointed toward his chaps, then waved a very clear message of ‘nobody touches these’.  
 
    “Monkey-mon, if you don’a want ‘em to make you new chaps, no worries, mon. How ‘bout he makes you a matching jacket?” 
 
    Marco’s expression changed immediately, and he made a motion of buttoning down a collar and checking cufflinks. Thomas waved for us to follow him, and we did as he led us to the big house. As we walked, the scale of the house tricked my eyes; I expected that the walk would only take a few seconds, but as we continued, I realized that the house had been further away than it seemed. As we finally neared, it became clear; the ‘big-house’ earned its name because it mocked a normal building. The double doors at the entrance looked twice as tall as normal and, naturally, twice as wide. The windows appeared massive, so large I doubted that a single person could open them alone. Everything about the house was scaled this way to the largest extent possible, yet still be usable by human beings. Thomas directed us to the first of a pair of guest rooms. 
 
    “Monkey-mon, this is your room. You’ll find everything you need; drugs, food, clothes, and Nicholai is trying to find you a female monkey companion.”  
 
    Marco raised an eyebrow and gave a short pelvic thrust. “Now, Raka the—” 
 
    “Just Raka,” I said. 
 
    “Raka. Your room is across the hall here.” Thomas opened a massive door for me. “If there’s something you need, you just let me know.”  
 
    My eyes took in the opulence of the room, landing on the four-poster canopied bed at its center; draped with a misty white fabric,so light and airy it looked like smoke. The wood bed had been so intricately carved, my eyes found patterns atop twisted patterns; leaves, vines, and flowers, but as I looked closer, I noticed that at the base of the bed the carvings represented Spring and as my gaze turned upward I could follow the changing of the seasons. I walked around and saw that each of the four posts represented a different area of the world. Someone had spent an incredible amount of time carving this artwork. 
 
    I wandered across the room as Thomas took his leave, to a huge wardrobe equally as intricate as the bed, but in an oriental style. I pulled the jade handles back and found nothing but the finest clothing. The softest silks, smoothest cottons, and wools; nothing but the best. As I pawed through the offerings, I noticed the collection contained dozens of samples of each style, progressing from the smallest sizes to the largest in order. I looked at my dirty clothes and hands, surmising that I had to be too dirty to wear any of these clothes without cleaning myself first. I saw a doorway leading into another area surrounded by racks of white towels so thick I thought them to be pillows.  
 
    This has to lead to the bath.  
 
    I grabbed a towel and flung the door open. I released an audible gasp when my gaze fell upon a Jamaican woman bent over the bathtub, adding crystals and scented oils to it. As a big girl, bending over the bath like that made her butt stick out like the cushions on an overstuffed recliner.  
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry…” I said.  
 
    She turned around to face me, completely nude from the waist up. I double-blinked at the sight of her floppy breasts and quickly turned away. “I, uh, didn’t know…” 
 
    “Don’t be shy, traveler mon! Come on in, I ‘ave your bath almost ready.” 
 
   
  
 

 “M-my bath? But you…” I said. 
 
    “I’m drawing yo’ bath. I’m your bath-maid, silly mon. I’ll wash yo’ back, I’ll wash yo’ front, I’m here to assist you in any way needed.” She smiled, raising her arms up in a motion for me to come to her, causing her breasts to swing out and pendulum back together, jiggling in every direction imaginable.  
 
    I tried to cover my eyes, forming a makeshift visor with my hand. “Thank you, but I won’t be needing assistance.” I had tried to speak with firm authority, but it came out like a teenager hitting puberty.  
 
    “You don’t sound so sure,” she said. 
 
    I looked to the floor, and to the wall, then to the ceiling. “I’m sure. Thank you and please, uh, go somewhere else.”  
 
    “Nicholai wanted me to take care o’ you.” 
 
    “And you have. This bath looks wonderful and I can’t wait to get into it. Alone. Thank you, good day.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Good day. In fact, the way you can take care of me the most is for you to take the rest of the afternoon off. Starting right now. I’ll tell Nicholai how you did a fantastic job. Now, scurry off, please.” I gave her a dismissing wave.  
 
    She left with a sigh, closing the door tightly behind her. I flipped the door lock and proceeded to undress and slip into a wonderfully luxurious bath. The water felt perfectly hot, the oils had a scent of peppermint, and the salts softened the water. For a few moments, this seemed like heaven. I closed my eyes, for what seemed like just a moment, but the next thing I knew I was awoken by a knock at the door and the water had cooled considerably. 
 
    I heard the now familiar voice of Thomas. “Mr. Raka?”  
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “We are just about ready for the feast. Nicholai started to worry about you.” 
 
    I threw my clothes on to join the party. “Thank you. I’ll be out in a few minutes.” 
 
    *** 
 
     I noticed a large crowd of people making their way into a wing I hadn’t noticed. I followed the crowd into a gigantic room where many rows of tables had been set up, every place set with the finest china and service settings, candelabras, and crystal. It took me a moment to scan the room for all the people and commotion going on. Finally, I saw Nicholai at a raised stage area at one end of the room. A table had been set there with service for only five: Nicholai at one end with a special setting for Commander Meow Meow at his right side. Marco wore his leather chaps and now a finely fitted leather jacket. A female chimpanzee in a pale pink dress sat on the side, and a place had been left open, presumably for me, opposite Nicholai. Something about the setting reminded me of a perverted vision of the last supper. 
 
    Nicholai greeted me. “You finally made it mon! I was starting to wonder if Rochelle had snapped yo’ back in two!” 
 
    I cocked my head as I looked at him. “Rochelle?”  
 
    “Yo’ bath-maid. Rochelle. She’s fine, ain’t she?” Nicholai said, smiling and winking at me. 
 
    “Yes, fine,” I said, then turned to Marco. “Looks like you’ve made a friend here too.” 
 
    Marco looked back at me and shrugged his shoulders, then he pantomimed at full speed. I gathered that they had a good time, but this chimpanzee had been stupid, clingy, and annoyed him. Apparently, Marco had a love ‘em and leave ‘em attitude.  
 
    Nicholai nodded toward the female chimp. “Her name is Babs, short fo’ Barbara.” 
 
    She heard her name, grabbed a roll from the table and flung it toward Nicholai, who caught it in his left hand with a deft snap. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Babs,” I said, greeted with a wet raspberry sound from the chimp.  
 
    I turned back to Nicholai. “You put on quite a spread here. I didn’t mean to cause you any trouble.”  
 
    “Trouble? Nah. Nothing’s too good fo’ you, Raka. You saved us all on dat’ shuttle.”  
 
    He clapped his hands twice, and servants immediately carried covered platters out to the table. I took in the variety of foods; breads of all types, fruits and vegetables of every variety, rum drinks, and sweets. One of the servants set a platter in the center of the table and removed the lid, the contents slowly revealed itself as the steam cleared. I had no idea what I was looking at. Clearly a meat platter, the outside edge appearing to be strips of meat woven together to make a casing around something shaped vaguely animal, but with exceptionally long arms. As soon as they uncovered the dish, Commander Meow Meow strutted across the table and breathed in the steam from the dish, purring as his tail moved like a cobra to the flute. The servant pulled a piece of the meat casing off and offered it to the tabby cat. The cat sniffed, turning his nose up until the servant stepped away, then grabbed the morsel and ran off with it. 
 
    “It looks delicious,” I said. “What is it?” 
 
    “Well, what you’re seeing on da’ outside is da’ bacon. Delicious Jamaican bacon, hand woven together and tied around the main course. Dat’ bacon is made from pigs we raise right ‘ere. You’ll never find bacon so delicious, mon. You know what da’ secret is?” 
 
    “I have no idea.” 
 
    “It’s what we feed ‘em. Of course, we give ‘em da’ usual slop, but we also add something special to the mix: Ganja. We add just da’ right amount to keep ‘em da’ happiest pigs on Earth. And dat’ makes da’ bacon da’ most delicious you’ve eva’ tasted. You’re in fo’ a treat, Raka,” Nicholai said. 
 
    “It looks like I am. But, what is the bacon wrapped around?” 
 
    “Sloth,” Nicholai said.  
 
    “Sloth? How do you cook a sloth?” 
 
     “How do ya’ cook a sloth, he asks!” Nicholai said, before bursting into laughter.“What do you think, mon? How do ya’ cook a sloth? You slow cook it.”  
 
    Marco let out a call that sounded like a laugh and the female chimp followed, louder, and bouncing up and down. Commander Meow Meow gave her a dirty look and hissed at her. She shrieked briefly and knocked over a crystal glass of water, shattering the fine glass. Marco gave me a look that said, “Please get her away from me.”  
 
    “This reception is certainly more than I expected. Thank you,” I said. 
 
    Nicholai’s eyes squinted a bit. “What did ya’ expect mon?”  
 
    “Well, Maven led me to believe you would kill me on sight.” 
 
    Nicholai’s face turned grave. “Maven. Trouble that one is. Many times I thought dat nothin’ would surprise me from her, and ev’y time I was wrong.” 
 
    “I see. Would you mind telling me what happed? I’d like to hear your side of things.” 
 
    “Well, after you sacrificed yo’self to save Marco, we was sho’ you was dead. Maven fought dat shuttle all da’ way to da’ ground. She put dat ship unda’ so much stress I was sho’ it would snap in two, but evy’time it groaned nasty, she’d let up just a lil’. She laid dat shuttle down hard in an unpop’lated area; so hard she broke her arm and some ribs. She was a yowlin’ like she was dyin’. Marco grabbed da’ E-Med kit and brought it to her to get her healed up. Dat worked, and she was able to walk away from da landing. We hid da’ shuttle and she figured out how to turn on da’ camo’.” 
 
    “That all fits. Then what?” 
 
    “We didda’ know what we’d find. We tried to stay out of trouble, and I figured we could sell some of da’ stash from da’ shuttle to take care o’ us. Dat worked for a while.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “Maven. Dat girl’s got issues. She scary.” 
 
    “She’s scary? Why do you say that?” 
 
    “She’s not happy just livin’ a good life. She wanna’ run evy’ting. Dat and she ain’t afraid to kill. She came up with dis’ plan inna’ case anyone got close to da shuttle. Da girl spent weeks mappin’ out da’ land with some quanta’sonar thingy. She musta’ drilled fifty holes in da’ ground all at exact depths and angles. Den she placed a calibrated charge in each a’dem. If anybody got close to us, she could set off an earthquake to cover any evidence we was eva’ d’ere.” 
 
    “Maven did this? She set the bombs?” A wave of disgust flowed through me. “She, uh, you didn’t set the bombs?” 
 
    “Shit mon, I dunno’ nothin’ ‘bout no bombs. I thought she was crazy, but her plan damn-sho’ worked. A buncha’ people died ‘cause a’ her.” 
 
    “She’d have me believe just the opposite. That you set the bombs and would probably kill me on sight. But since that didn’t happen…” 
 
    “Raka, I’ve dunna’ lot a’ bad things by some people’s definitions, but I’m no killer, mon. Once da bombs went off and da whole area flooded, she and I, well we didda’ get along too good after dat’. We decided it was best for us to go our separate ways. I wanted da drugs, she wanted da computers and tech from da shuttle. She stripped it down to da point that it only had what was absolutely necessary for it to fly. Den she told me to take it and neva’ return. So I came here, and have lived peacefully eva’ since. I’m happy here, and dat’s enough for me.” 
 
    “I understand, but I have some bad news for you. I’m convinced the Empire is coming.” 
 
    “Bullshit!” Nicholai said. “No way they could eva’ find us.” 
 
    “I thought the same until I met a man that knew a lot about us. Details, descriptions, data. He was certain that the Empire was coming. He knew a lot of things I couldn’t argue with.” 
 
    “Is dat why you came here? ‘Cause da’ Empire is coming? What’s da’ big deal – you think they could find us?” 
 
    “Let me explain. Somebody leaked Empire technology to this world; this ‘Barbarian’ world in the eyes of the Empire. Earth skipped entire generations of technology in just a few years. Without that tech, the Empire might have simply subjugated this planet. With that tech, they’ll see this planet as a threat and destroy it.” 
 
    “So dat’s why you came here, to save me again? What are you mon, some kinda’ fool or hero?” 
 
    “More likely the fool. But I’ve come to care for this planet and the people on it. One, in particular, that needs my help. You have the shuttle, right?” 
 
    “Yes. It is here and safe.”  
 
    Commander Meow Meow walked across the table and allowed Nicholai to pet him, the cat raising his head and purring loudly. 
 
    “Is it flyable?” 
 
    “Yes. It needs to be fueled, of course.” 
 
    “The E-Med loadout. Is it on the shuttle?” 
 
    “No. Maven took all da’ tech, remember.”  
 
    I ground my teeth. “Fuck. Of course she did.”  
 
    “Why you so worried ‘bout a med kit?” 
 
    “Someone I care deeply for needs it.” 
 
    “I see. But do ya’ think it would work, you know, with da’ differences?”  
 
    “What differences are you talking about? We’re all from the same seed.” 
 
    “Ya’, I’ve heard da stories. Evolvin’ from da fishes, but dere’s still a lot of differences.” Nicholai savored a strip of bacon pulled from the sloth. “Dere’s a difference between humans and animals, dat’s all I’m sayin.” 
 
    “After all this time, you still think of these people as barbarians? Is that what you’re telling me?” I could feel my pulse rising in anger, my veins throbbing in my neck. “These people could teach the Empire a thing or two about being civilized.” 
 
    “Why you talkin’ people? You said you needed da E-Med kit fo’ someone you cared deeply fo. You coulda’ just said it’s fo’ Marco. We don’t judge here, Raka.” 
 
    “What?! No! It’s not for Marco. It’s for Gina…” 
 
    “Gina?” 
 
    “She’s my wife, and she’s from Earth.” 
 
    Nicholai turned to Marco. “Marco’s okay with dis? Monkey-mon, you okay with this Gina?” 
 
    Marco smiled and pointed to his heart, the meaning clear and actually a little touching. 
 
    “The kit is for Gina. Marco has nothing to do with this. She has a disease that I’m certain can be cured with the E-Med kit. Now I’m hearing it is back in Montana, with Maven. Why does my life always turn out this way?”  
 
    Nicholai shrugged, turning one hand upward. 
 
    I shook my head and took a bite of the wonderful bacon. Its depth of flavor and texture delighted my senses. “Wow. That’s really good,” I said, taking another bite. “You weren’t kidding about this Jamaican Bacon.” As I ate, a sense of well-being come over me; a level of content and calm. “This is delicious.”  
 
    “It takes da’ edge off too. So it sounds ta’ me you gots a few problems. First problem is you need da’ medicine from da Empire to save yo’ girl. Second problem, you don’t wanna’ Empire findin’ us here. Den you gots one mo’ problem before you can do anything about da otha’ two. Maven.” 
 
    “Maven?” 
 
    “Don’t underestimate dat’ girl. She’s connivin’, a little crazy, and a killer. And she’s smart, scary smart. Why you think she sent you here?” 
 
    “To kill you and retrieve the shuttle,” I said.  
 
    “Yeah, but she knows you ain’t no killa’. She may hope dat’ you killed, me, but she’s planning on you comin’ back knowin’ da truth. She’ll be ready for you, with a trap.” 
 
    “You’re probably right. But if she’s got the E-med kit and is the one that’s been leaking the technology, I’ve got to go back there.” 
 
    “What’s yo’ plan, Raka? Let’s say you get da kit, and you heal Gina. Den what? If da Empire is on its way, then you just bought a little time, dat’s all. How you gonna’ keep da Empire from Earth?” 
 
    I sighed. “I’ve been thinking about that on the boat, between barfing and worrying about being arrested. For the Empire to find Earth, they must have gotten a signal through the broadcast node system. That signal would have to travel at the speed of light to the node, then it would immediately arrive at command. They’ll track down than broadcast node and then it’s just a matter of triangulating the signal to Earth. When there’s only one signal, it’s easy to do. But what if there were dozens?” 
 
    “Ya’ think there are dozens of barbarian worlds out here?” Nicholai rolled his eyes. “Dat’ bacon is setting in quick!” 
 
    “I know there aren’t dozens of barbarian worlds out here. Here’s what I’m thinking. I know enough about radio transmission to build dozens of broadcasting beacons. We could take a recording of what’s coming from Earth, spread the beacons throughout the galaxy, and the Empire would have to track down each one to verify them. It would buy us years.” 
 
    “Now you thinkin’ Raka,” Nicholai said. “Den you and dis Gina can live out yo’ lives in safety.” 
 
    “That’s what we have to do. Earth will be safe for a while, and maybe, just maybe, by the time the Empire finds this planet, it will be capable of defending itself. Now how do we deal with Maven?” 
 
    “Dat’ bitch sent you here to kill me, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “We take da’ shuttle back to her. You tell her dat’ I’m dead. She’ll have a trap set up fo’ you, but she won’t expect me. I’ll get da’ drop on her.” 
 
    “She won’t believe I killed you. She’d expect that, if she’s as smart as you say.” 
 
    “That’s prob’ly true. You see, me trying to save you is all part of da plan. Once I’m captured, she’ll relax, den da next part of da plan can start.” 
 
    I studied Nicholai’s face, searching for a clue. “Next part?” 
 
    “Marco.” 
 
    I looked at Marco and he gave me a sly smile. “What keeps her from killing me the moment I get off that shuttle?” 
 
    “Info’mation. You radio her as we’re return’n. Tell her dat you killed me, and you know da Empire is coming right now, and I had coordinates fo’ anotha’ Barbarian world you two could go to. Tell her I had a trade network setup with one’a my cousins or somethin’.”  
 
    He paused for a moment and nibbled on a piece of the bacon. “Think about dis. If da’ Empire has found us, it’s got to be a bacon from the shuttle.” 
 
    “Bacon? There’s bacon on the shuttle?” I asked. 
 
    “Beacon. The shuttle must be sending out a beacon. Tell ‘er you can disconnect it. She won’t expect any of dat, so she’ll want to extract all she can outa’ you ‘fore killin’ you. That way, she’ll prob’ly torture you instead.” 
 
    “Wow, that sounds so much better. But I believe that as long as Maven thinks I have information that may help her, she’ll keep me alive. Then you come after me, right?” 
 
    “Right. Anna’ if I get caught, we gots our ace in da hole. Marco.”  
 
    As Nicholai spoke, Commander Meow Meow hissed toward the chimpanzees, provoking Babs to throw a potato at the cat. Nicholai deflected the spud missile with a backhand motion, sending it to the floor for a servant to clean up. The Commander stood up, arched his back up in the air, and bounced sideways toward the female chimp. Marco grabbed her hand and pulled her back as she started to climb on the table. A servant found some bananas on one of the trays and offered it to Babs. She took the banana and retreated to a corner away from the table              .  
 
    “So you tell Maven that you can disconnect it, with her help. She’ll keep you alive, den we get da drop on her. We can get you da E-Med kit, you can take it to your girl, build a bunch of radio beacons, we spread dem through the galaxy to confuse da Empire, and we’re back by lunch.” 
 
    “It sounds so simple when you put it that way. What do you think our odds are?” I said, never afraid to ask a stupid question. 
 
    Nicholai laughed. “Not a chance in Hell. But we’ve got to try.” 
 
    “Agreed. What do we do next?” 
 
    “I need to ‘range things here. Get someone to look afta’ da Commander while we’re gone, put people in charge of da place. You can go talk to my mon, Keb. I’ll give you his address. Keb will fuel up da shuttle with cesium and prep it for flight.” 
 
    “Keb knows about the shuttle?” 
 
    “Yes. I can’t maintain evy’ting, so I have a few people that know a few t’ings. Keb doesn’t know where it’s from; he thinks it’s an experimental craft from our Skunkworks group. Anna’ dey think it was designed as an experiment in da Advanced Research Area. Dey all think another group built it.” 
 
    “I see. Each group knows just enough to keep things going.”  
 
    “By design,” Nicholai said. He broke off a piece of meat for the Commander and fed it to him gently. “Tomorrow morning, you take da’ truck ova’ to Keb’s anna’ tell him to fuel up da shuttle. I’ll take care of t’ings here, and we’ll move out after dark.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” I’m not sure if it was a calming effect of the bacon or just a relief that we agreed to do something, but even though I knew this plan had little chance of success, I had a strange sense of relaxation at that moment.  
 
    A stupid plan is better than no plan at all. 
 
    *** 
 
    The next morning, I awoke to a cloudy mind and the smell of a strong pot of coffee brewing in a sitting area of my room. I breathed in the steaming aroma from the exquisitely dainty cup and took a sip. On the table I found a slip of paper with an address on it, a rudimentary map, and a set of keys. I got myself prepared, walked to the main entrance of the big house, and a guard stood there. I held up the keys. He nodded and, without a word, pointed to a road-weary Ford pickup. I pulled the door handle to a loud creak, climbed inside and started it up. The engine fired with a belch of smoke and a very-rich idle. I pressed the clutch toward the floor, wrestled the shifter into first and eased out the clutch. First gear would get the old truck up to about ten miles an hour; a granny-gear for certain. I quickly learned to keep the truck rolling as much as possible and start off in second. 
 
    I followed the map to an industrial building in the exact center of the middle of nowhere. I searched but found no markings on the door or bell to ring. I tried the handle but it didn’t budge, so I knocked hard. I heard movement inside, then a voice. 
 
    The voice called from behind the metal door. “Who is it?” 
 
    “Raka. Nicholai sent me.” I said. 
 
    “I don’t know a Raka, and everyone knows Nicholai. You’ll have to do better than that if you want in.” 
 
    “Are you Keb? Nicholai sent me to meet with Keb.” 
 
    “I might be Keb, but I don’t know a Raka.” 
 
    “Everybody I meet here knows my name, why don’t you?” I said. “There’s a freaking statue of me at the big house. You know, Raka?” 
 
    “Nope. Doesn’t ring a bell.” 
 
    “Raka the Monkey-Fucker? That doesn’t mean anything to you?” I couldn’t believe I had said that. 
 
    “Why didn’t you say so! The Monkey-Fucker in the flesh? Come on in!”  
 
    He unlocked the door and swung it inward. A short man, probably in his sixties in Earth years, dark skin offset by snow-white hair and beard stood before me. His eyes so dark that they looked to be all pupil.  
 
    “Thank you. Nicholai sent me here. He needs you to fuel up the, uh, aircraft with cesium.” 
 
    “He’s finally going to take it out for a spin, huh?” 
 
    “Yes. He promised to take me for a ride.” It seemed like a reasonable thing to say. 
 
    “Long ride or short ride?” Keb said, then added, “Do you need the tanks full?” 
 
    “Long ride. Fill it up.”  
 
    “Will do. I’ll check the oil while I’m at it.” Keb laughed as he walked away. “You might as well have a seat.” He pointed to a red velour bench seat that came out of some old car. “Make yourself at home.” 
 
    I sat down. The seat had been propped up to keep it from rocking, but it still moved a little under my weight. I picked up a local newspaper with a story on an up and coming music star, Bob something, complete with a picture of him standing, shaking hands with Nicholai. I scanned the article and moved on to some other stories that didn’t mean much to me. I waited for a while, then wandered over to the door that Keb had exited through. It has a grimy window that I could barely see light through. I made out motion, but not actions. I got a slight whiff of mineral oil while standing there, while I heard pumps straining in the background. Finally, Keb returned. 
 
    “Give me the keys to the truck,” he said, as soon as he opened the door. 
 
    I tried to read his face but got nothing. “Keys? What for?”  
 
    “I’m guessing I’m better at hooking up the trailer than you are.” Keb looked at me straight in the eyes. “The aircraft is a secret. It’s on a trailer with sides that roll up so nobody can see it. I’m going to connect that trailer to the truck you drove, so you can take it back to Nicholai. Why do you think he had you take the old truck?” 
 
    “I didn’t think about it. I assume he has other vehicles?” 
 
    “Nicholai has a fleet of cars. He keeps one old truck for situations like this. Give me the keys, and guide me back.”  
 
    He motioned for me to follow him to the trailer; turning his hand up and drawing one finger toward himself. “You stand at the tongue, and point the direction that the ball needs to go. Move your hands together to indicated how much more I have to back up. When the ball is under the receiver, wave me off to stop.” 
 
    “Got it.”  
 
    The truck wasn’t lined up correctly, he backed the bumper into the trailer hitch. The whole time, I just stood there, forgetting to motion. 
 
    “Dumbass!” Keb said, stepped out of the truck, looked at it himself and backed it up again, this time aligning it perfectly. Keb hooked up some chains and dropped the trailer on the hitch, connected a wiring harness. He handed me the keys and said, “Keep it under fifty, and give yourself extra stopping distance.” 
 
      
 
    I made my way back to the big house. Nicholai had gathered a stash of supplies to load into the shuttle, and he had some servants do the manual labor. Marco, as usual, dressed in his usual ass-less leather chaps but now including a new leather jacket. Babs, the female chimp, followed him around like a servant following a king. Nicholai gave special instructions to one of the servants to take care of the Commander while we traveled. As we finished, the sun went down.  
 
    “You ready to go, mon? Nicholai said. 
 
     “Ready as I’ll ever be. What’s our plan?” 
 
    “We follow da line of true twilight, at an hour and twelve minutes afta’ sunset. Den we travel at about a thousand miles per hour, all da way to Montana. It’s standard procedure for stealth, follow da’ terminator.” 
 
    “Where’d you learn this?” I said. 
 
    “Maven. She taught me a few things ‘bout stayin’ hidden. ‘Course, she’ll be expectin’ us to appear right on schedule.”  
 
    Nicholai turned to Marco. “And you, monkey-mon? You ready?”  
 
    Marco gave a smart salute to Nicholai, turned to Babs, and gave her a quick wave. Then he jumped into the shuttle.  
 
    With that, we launched and began the trip. I’d have a little less than three hours to prepare for Maven. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 26 
 
    Predictive Analytics 101 
 
      
 
    ESS Dissolute Ultralog-Complete™ Log, recorded in accordance with the Patriotic Love for the Empire and Freedom of Monitoring Act. Released under Imperial Order #C53TH341 
 
      
 
    Denton Morrow sniffed turned side to side until he determined the direction it came from. He followed his nose down a corridor and into the Emergency Evacuation area, to find Mr. Smiles leaning over, his back facing the entry.  
 
    “Everything OK in here?” Denton Morrow said, stepping inside. The gorilla had expelled the contents of his stomach all over the floor.  
 
    “Oh my gods!” Denton said, gagging as the contents of his own stomach started to boil over. He broke out in a cold sweat, turned 180 degrees and marched away, fanning himself. “Clean that up, Smiles! What next?” He made his way back to the navigation sphere. 
 
    “Smooth jump,” Perry said as Denton stepped inside. Perry disconnected from the controls and looked to be ready to take a break, his eyes tired and his breathing deep. “Preliminary positional data is showing at least an eighty-seven percent positive correlation between our expected location and where we appear to be.” 
 
    “And that means?” Denton asked. 
 
    “We ended up roughly where we planned. We’re safe now, and there’s nothing I can do until nav-com tells me it knows our position and can accurately calculate our vector of movement. What most people don’t know about Chronos Drives is that yes, they take time to spool up for the next jump, but in most cases that delay is based on the nav-com figuring out where it is and not energy draw. A ship like the Dissolute has ample power production capability to recharge a drive, on average…” 
 
    “Mr. Tremblan, you have a way of taking a simple concept and making it an in-depth discussion.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Perry said. “Based on what I know about you and this mission, I’d predict that your next question is going to be ‘When will we be ready to jump again’. I have a ninety-nine point eight four percent confidence…” 
 
    Denton Morrow nodded. “Is there anything that you can’t predict with incredible precision?” 
 
    “If an event is considered ‘Normal’, I can predict with a high level of precision. In this context, ‘Normal’ is an event that has had a historical tendency to occur or falls in the expected realm of possibilities, even though it has never happened yet. I can see you aren’t exactly following, so let me give you an example. We’ve never seen an example of a condor dying in mid-flight, then falling from the sky and crashing into the Emperor’s land transport, causing it to crash and take the Emperor’s life. But it’s conceivable, and through sufficient calculations, I can give you odds of it happening.” He paused for a moment. “Roughly one in seventeen trillion, in case you were wondering.” 
 
    “Oh yes, I was very curious about that,” Lt. Morrow said with an eye-roll. “So what isn’t a ‘Normal’ event?” 
 
    “They’re called Black Swans.” 
 
    “Black Swans? Why?” 
 
    “In statistics, a Black Swan is an event that has never been considered to be a possibility, which suddenly occurs. It’s a complete surprise, and just the idea of them makes me and most professional statisticians uncomfortable. I’ll give you the example that I was taught at University: For thousands and thousands of years, nobody ever saw a black swan, nor ever thought it was possible for a swan to be born any color other than white. Then one day, a black swan is born at an ancient king’s compound. The king sees the black swan and is convinced that it’s a sign of a curse on him, so he turns to run to find an advisor and steps in front of a moving carriage, killing him. The events were so unexpected; no level of predictions could have foretold of that king’s death that day. The word gets out that the king died as a result of a curse, the Kingdom falls into a state of chaos, and within a year, it’s taken over by another feudal lord. That’s a Black Swan, and they are the only things that truly scare a person in my profession. They are completely unpredictable and can have dire consequences.” 
 
    “Could you theoretically predict when we were due for an event like this, even though we have no idea of what that event was? Is there any pattern?” 
 
    “The smartest statisticians in the Galactic Empire have studied this quietly and within our own circles. We have come to a consensus that these events are completely unpredictable. Besides, based upon their nature, if we went on a heightened alert based upon something that could possibly happen, would we be more likely to exponentially increase the impact of the event?”  
 
    Perry raised his thumb and forefinger to his forehead. “Although I haven’t personally looked into it, the topic is dismissed in my professional groups as improper research, to a certain extent.” 
 
    “Are you saying it’s a self-fulfilling prophecy? By predicting a major event, you increase its likelihood of occurrence?”  
 
    “Effectively. There is also the fear of raising a concern about something that may possibly happen that is not defined and cannot be predicted. A statistician that does that isn’t a statistician. He’s a soothsayer. If a statistician falls into that category while in the Imperial service, there’s another name for him: dead. So, the area of predicting a Black Swan is avoided, and seldom discussed other than in an academic manner.”  
 
    “Yet you told me about it. Why?” 
 
    “Purely an explanation of the limitations of my skills. I didn’t want you to think something that wasn’t true.” 
 
    “I see. Well, let’s hope we don’t run into any Black Swans on this trip.”  
 
    Lt. Morrow saw motion from the corner of his eye, and he turned to see Magnus Aldis walking through the hallway, carrying something large in his arms; so large he had to turn sideways to get through the doorway with it. That something looked quite similar to an HFG-9900 railgun, grenade launcher, and plasma cutter that should have been locked up in the armory. “Mr. Aldis?”  
 
    “What do you want?” Magnus said, turning, and in doing so pointed the nasty end of the weapon toward Denton.  
 
    “What are you doing with that weapon?” Denton Morrow said as multiple barrels, each easily capable of killing him on the spot, greeted his gaze.  
 
    “What, this little thing?” Magnus said, raising the weapon and painting a bright spot of targeting laser on Denton’s chest. “Cleaning and maintenance.” 
 
    “Point that thing away from me, Mr. Aldis, or we’ll have a serious issue on our hands.”  
 
    The laser target moved toward the floor, then shut off. “Now, why do you have the weapon and where are you taking it?” 
 
    “I was taking it to my quarters. I was just going to tear it down and clean and rebuild it. Also, I’ve been thinking about adding a little something to it.” 
 
    “What could you possibly add to the HFG-9900?” 
 
    “I dunno. It seems like it’s missing something. I’m thinking of adding a bayonet to it.” 
 
    “You want to add a bayonet to the HFG-9900? Under what possible condition would you need a bayonet?” 
 
    Magnus shrugged. “Maybe if I ran out of ammo?” 
 
    “That thing is, by definition, a rail gun. A standard mass cube for a rail gun is good for, I don’t know, thirty-five thousand shots?” 
 
    “What if I need to kills thirty-five thousand and one? I’ll need a bayonet.” 
 
    “You can’t just use the plasma cutter? Or the grenade launcher?” 
 
    “Let’s say there’s a flammable atmosphere. Bayonet time.” A smile snaked across Magnus’s face as he pretended to stab someone with the weapon. “Anything else, Sir?” 
 
    Several grunts appearing in the hallway, taking notice of the conversation. 
 
    Denton ordered, “Take that weapon, strip it down and thoroughly clean it. When you are done, I want you to add a bayonet to it, Mr. Aldis. When you are done, return it immediately to the armory. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir!” 
 
    Lt. Morrow turned on his heels and made eye contact with some grunts. They spun away and all made themselves busy as he walked away. He hadn’t taken more than a few steps before Dr. Mitch Sorren appeared. 
 
    “Lt. Morrow, I’m glad to have caught you. I’ve sent you several messages reminding you of the requirements for you to undergo a complete physical. I’ve yet to see a reply…” 
 
    “A physical? I’m in perfect health,” Denton Morrow said, turning away, but the doctor grabbed his arm. 
 
    “That is up to me to decide, not you. Imperial directives give me complete authority, up to and including removal of a commanding officer if they are unfit for duty. Until I perform my examination, I cannot say that you are fit for duty. In fact, you feel clammy, and your pulse rate is higher than it should be at rest…” 
 
    “I see. How about a week from—”  
 
    “How about now?” The Doctor said. “I must insist.” 
 
    Denton Morrow recognized a no-win situation, so reluctantly said followed the doctor to the Medical Room. “Fine.” 
 
    Morrow sat down on an examining couch and stared at the doctor. 
 
    “Remove your clothing and put this on.” The doctor handed him a blue and white checkered gown; much larger than necessary, yet still didn’t cover the parts Lt. Morrow really wanted to.  
 
    “Let’s get the worst part over with first,” The Doctor said, pulling a handle in the ceiling panel, allowing a monstrous medical device to lower slowly into the room; a round manifold with a dozen or more reticulated arms of various designs, functions, and sizes extending from it in all directions. As the doctor lowered the device, it awoke with lights blinking and arms moving in robotic rhythm. Cold metallic arms grabbed the Lieutenant by the arms and legs, spreading everything to allow a complete exam, much more complete than the Lieutenant had hoped. He couldn’t help but tense up.  
 
    “Relax. We call this thing The Executioner, but trust me, it looks worse than it is,” Doctor Sorren said, but his voice didn’t exactly say ‘trust me’. Just as the physical began, a woman’s spoke from behind the Lieutenant.  
 
    “There you are, Mr. Morrow,” Natastia Briggam said as she entered the room. “I hope I’m not interrupting.” 
 
    “As a matter of fact—” Denton Morrow started until the doctor interrupted. 
 
    The doctor answered, “Come in, Ms. Briggam. and you can talk to the Lieutenant. The view’s a little better from this side.” 
 
    “It couldn’t be worse,” she said, working her way around the doctor until she faced Denton Morrow. Machinery whirred and the machine pumped, probed, and poked 
 
    “Now, Mr. Morrow…” she said, as he heard at the door. “Come on in, Mr. Smiles. Why don’t you come around here next to me?” The gorilla grimaced at the medical equipment and stood next to Natastia. “Where was I? Yes, I’ve been looking over the duty rosters, and I’m not pleased with a few of your selections. Did you know that on rotation C you do not have an active engineer on duty, and on rotation A you have two?” 
 
    “Thank you for bringing that to my attention. But the majority of the engineering tasks are purely maintenance driven, and two engineers are needed for many of the routines. The plan was—” Denton said. 
 
    “The plan is unacceptable. For tasks requiring two engineers, you’ll create a hybrid schedule. For the rest of the shifts, at least one is to be on duty at all times. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    “You do, Ma’am. But while we are on this mission, I have authority to set the schedules as I see fit. If this schedule does not work, I will adjust it as I see fit.” 
 
    “Hrmmph. This will be officially recorded.” 
 
    “Of that I’m certain.” Lt. Morrow had tried to sound calm and in control, but his voice cracked a little as The Executioner got a little more personal than he liked. Someone rapped at the door. 
 
    “There you are,” said the cook, A.K.A Cookie McCookerson. “I needed to discuss the menus for the trip. We had an issue with the food loadout. We didn’t get a complete selection, so we’re going to have to make do with some things.” 
 
    Denton Morrow’s brow raised. “Great. The gang’s all here. Are we missing anyone? Anyone at all? You make sure food is ready when the crew’s hungry. If that means rice three days a week, I don’t particularly care.”  
 
    The Executioner adjusted Denton’s position, spreading his legs wider than natural for a more intrusive procedure, causing the man to cringe and cough. “Doctor, don’t you think this procedure would be safer with fewer people in the room?” 
 
    “That’s really not necessary. The Executioner creates an antiseptic field barrier. It’s completely safe. We could theoretically do this procedure with you submerged in a waste-water collection pool and you’d still be safe.” 
 
    “That actually sounds like an improvement. Now everyone but the doctor get out of here. I mean it, out!” His scanning gaze met shrugs as the crowd filed out. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Three weeks passed on the Dissolute. It hadn’t been rice, but rather beans a part of every meal; breakfast, lunch, and dinner all included some form of beans to stretch the food offerings, with predictable results. The air-scrubbers worked overtime to try and keep the air “fresh” but couldn’t keep up, so the entire ship smelled like a toilet. Luckily, the crew became somewhat desensitized to the odor. 
 
    Perry watched as the ship’s nav-com’s positional and vector plotting displays changed within the navigation sphere. He had the magnification set to a level that allowed the approximate location of the ship display as a slowly shrinking egg, and the direction of travel shown as what appeared to be a perfectly straight line. But as he zoomed out, that line turned into a cone. The cone slowly drew in upon itself as the calculations continued. He did a few mental estimates in his head and decided they’d be ready for the next jump within the hour.  
 
    He called the Lieutenant on the intercom. “Lt. Morrow. The calculations are nearly complete for the next jump.”  
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Tremblan. I’ll make sure all the preparations are made.” He stood up, checked himself in the mirror, and marched to the cockpit, where he made a ship-wide announcement to prepare for Chronos drive jump. Then he started working his checklist, ensuring that the right lights remained lit. With all the boxes filled, he settled into the cockpit, in order to watch the jump.  
 
    “The drive is ready,” Perry said on the intercom. 
 
    Denton Morrow said as his gaze fixed on the star-field. “Mr. Aldis, initiate the drive.”  
 
    Magnus released the cover that protected the button from accidental engagement, and pressed it with a sharp jab. 
 
    The star-field change before Denton’s eyes. He scanned the ships gauges to confirm everything was within standard specifications, and as he turned toward the door, he sniffed the air. “Oh my gods, not again.” 
 
      
 
    Chapter 27 
 
    Re-untied and it Feels So Good 
 
      
 
    Maven’s patchwork shuttle repair had been a work of art. Meticulous in detail, she clearly had spent a considerable amount of time on it and it did its job well, with one exception. The added mass of the titanium plate upset the natural balance of the ship, as well as the aerodynamics. The resulting resonance turbulence made the ship unstable at 1000 MPH, with a rocking motion that built upon itself in terrifying exponential growth. If we eased the speed back to about 850 MPH, it smoothed out. Or if we punched through to 1200 MPH, it found stability again. So we adjusted as we went, falling back behind our ideal point and then overshooting it just a bit to try to maintain our average speed. It reminded me how much I hated traveling in an atmosphere. 
 
    “Maven be listenin’ on this channel,” Nicholai said, adjusting a radio control. “We should be in range now. ‘Member what we agreed to.” 
 
    “Got it,” I said as I thumbed the microphone and called. I felt like I should be using code words, and for a moment thought of calling in as ‘Lost Sheep to Bo Peep’ but thought better of it. Besides, Imperial radio is signature coded for security, so nobody on Earth would ever hear anything more than a crackling static if they happened to be on the same frequency. I kept it simple. “Maven. Come in Maven. This is Raka. Come in Maven.”  
 
    I waited for a few moments and repeated the call. 
 
    “Raka. Is that you?”  
 
    Immediately I recognized her voice and my butt tightened.  
 
    “It’s me. The job’s done.” 
 
    “The job’s done? This is a secure channel. Tell me more.” 
 
    “When I got to Jamaica, I bought a handgun. It was a small thing, fitting inside my hand. I found Nicholai; it was at dusk, and I approached him with the sun behind me. Before he even knew who I was, I pointed the gun at his chest and…” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “What do you think, ‘and’? I pulled the trigger. He died there, right before me. In the end, he knew who I was.” 
 
    “Did he say anything?” 
 
    “He just asked why. He died before I could answer. It’s done now. I did get some important information while I was there. I have coordinates for another barbarian world we can escape to, but I’ll need your help. The shuttle’s equipped with a homing beacon, likely booby-trapped. We need to disconnect it before we leave. I don’t think I can remove it by myself.” I hope that was good enough. 
 
    “I’ll raise the landing platform and turn on the landing assist. I look forward to seeing you again, Raka.”  
 
    Her voice sounded sweet, which made it even more terrifying. I felt like a sheep walking into a lion’s den. How much of my story had she believed?  
 
    Marco had found a small conduit to hide in near the drive, Nicholai hid in a false floor located in the Emperor’s closet that once held a wide assortment of latex novelties. I took the pilot’s seat and switched the system to the auto-approach setting. The shuttle set down with smooth Imperial efficiency; meaning an acceptably rough landing. It no sooner touched down before I felt the landing platform descending, as a massive elevator lowered us underground. Overhead doors closed above, as hundreds of lights came on inside the structure. The hangar had been built to impressive Imperial standards. The platform came to a stop and I stepped through the airlock. Maven approached; she had four female servants with her. I recognized the servants as Native American; all similar in size and appearance and each wore an earthen-colored poncho. Their hands hid underneath their ponchos, their movements stiff as if they carried heavy firearms or weapons of some sort.  
 
    Maven broke the uneasy silence. “So, here you are,” Maven said as her servants spread out, surround me in a wide arc.  
 
    “Yes I am. From what I found in Jamaica, Nicholai…” 
 
    “Hold that thought,” Maven said, pointing to two of the servants. “Search the shuttle. Kill anyone aboard.”  
 
    “The shuttle is empty,” I said, trying to sound convincing. I doubt it worked. 
 
    “We’ll see. You do understand I have to be very careful, don’t you? It’s nothing personal, Raka, but I can’t trust anyone. Anyone at all.” Her eyes met one of the servant girls, and she mouthed ‘Watch him’ as she nodded toward me. She walked to another, whispered something in her ear, and the girl disappeared. We stood there, facing each other in awkward silence until the girl reappeared with a metal chair and a bundle of heavy rope. “Have a seat, Raka.” 
 
    “There’s really no need…” 
 
    “Sit!” she said, and I saw the barrel of a short rifle appear from under one of the girl’s poncho as I sat. Expertly, she wrapped the rope around one of my legs and tied a knot, then moved on to the next and did the same. She tied both my arms down, then the rope tightened around my thighs, another knot, and around my chest. I couldn’t move. 
 
    “The shuttle is clear,” one of the servant girls said as she stepped out.  
 
    I sighed in silent relief. “Can we talk about this?” 
 
    She paced back and forth before me. “You brought me the shuttle; that was more than I expected. Yes, let’s talk. I’m surprised you made it back, Raka.” 
 
    “I stuck to the plan, Maven. Just like we discussed. I went to Jamaica, killed Nicholai, retrieved the shuttle and learned some things. Untie me, and we can work together to get out of here.” 
 
    “I’m not sure what to do with you yet Raka. I’m having a hard time believing you killed Nicholai in cold blood. I find it more likely you made a deal with him, perhaps you spared his life in exchange for the shuttle? Perhaps this is how you got the information you mentioned? Tell me the truth, Raka. Did you kill Nicholai?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, trying to sound convincing. 
 
    Maven took a rifle from one of the servants. She pointed it at me, saying, “Bullshit.” 
 
    “Go ahead. Kill me and you lose. Keep me alive, and I have a plan to keep the Empire from finding us.” 
 
    She alternated pointing the gun at my head, chest, and crotch. “Tell me more.”  
 
    “Untie me,” I said, and as I did, she turned the rifle around and shoved the butt of it into my stomach. I gasped for air, wheezed, and coughed. 
 
    “Tell me the truth.” 
 
    “I am. I killed him. Just like I said.”  
 
    She struck me again, this time in the jaw. A horrific sting; my vision went dark for a moment. I finally spat out, “Are you enjoying this?”  
 
    “This isn’t about me, Raka. This is about you telling me how you got the shuttle and this information you say you have.” 
 
    “I went to Jamaica. I bought a gun for fifty dollars from some guy on the street. I paid another man to tell me where I could find Nicholai. I approached him at dusk with the sun behind me. When I recognized his face, I pointed the gun at him and pulled the trigger.”  
 
    She struck me in the groin. I violently and spastically reacted to the strike, and I fell over sideways. She struck me again, this time in the head, and everything went black. 
 
    *** 
 
    Pinpoints of light appeared in a universe of black. The lights expanded, merging together into a single mass of light. I heard a voice, ethereal at first, whispering a name, a name that seemed to have meaning to me, but I couldn’t recall why. It repeated. 
 
    “Raka. We dunna’ have much time. Wake up you dinka’ fool.” The voice sounded strange to be an angel, then suddenly in a moment of clarity I remembered my own name and recognized the voice of Nicholai talking to me.  
 
    “Nicholai?” I said, shuddering against the throbbing pain in my head. “How long was I out?” 
 
    “Hours. I waited fo’ some time. Maven finally gave up and tol’ one of her girls to keep an eye on you. I set a trap in da shuttle airlock with a canister of happy-gas. I set a buzzer to go off, she stepped inside to see what da’ noise was, and I flooded the airlock. She’s sleeping it off now, and I have ‘er gun. Hold still. Yo’ legs are still tied.” 
 
    “Smart move. Do you know the layout here? Where would Maven be?” 
 
     
 
    He untied the last of the ropes and I staggered to my feet as the room spun about me. “She’s probably sleeping in her suite. We’ll need to get da’ drop on her. You okay mon?” 
 
    “Yeah, just dizzy. Let’s get Maven.”  
 
    Suddenly the lights came on in full intensity, and I heard a sound that sent a chill down my spine. A slow clap. Maven appeared in my vision in the corner of the room, surrounded by servants. This time they didn’t hide their weapons. 
 
    “Dear, dear Raka. You never fail to disappoint.” Maven approached, pointing a rifle at me while she pulled a chair up for Nicholai. “I half expected that you’d bring Nicholai back with you. Do you think I didn’t know all the smuggler’s bins in the shuttle that are big enough for a person to hide in? Do you really think I’m stupid enough to just walk off and leave you with an easily-distracted guard? Give me some credit. Now, you two, sit back to back.” She tied us up together. “Now that we have that little charade taken care of, we can get down to business. What should I do with you two? You know, you’ve both caused me a lot of trouble, yet somehow you’ve both been useful from time to time.” 
 
    Nicholai spoke from behind me. “Anna’ you been crazy from time to time.”  
 
    “Nicholai. I gave you a chance when I let you take the shuttle off to that cesspool of Jamaica. You could have just stayed, but you came back with Raka. Why, Nicholai? Why?” 
 
    “Da’ Empire is coming. Raka the… Raka has a plan. A plan to protect us, Earth and to keep da Empire from finding us. But he needs something from you first.” 
 
    “What do you need, Raka?” 
 
    “I already told you, I need an E-Med kit, complete with nanobots. Once I save Gina, I’ll do whatever it takes to keep the Empire from finding us. I have a plan.” 
 
    “Tell me your plan,” Maven said. 
 
    “Do you have the kit? Give it to me and we can fix all of this. But I’ve got to fix Gina first.” 
 
    “Maven, dere’s already a lot o’ blood on your hands,” Nicholai said. 
 
    “How dare you!” Maven said, striking him with the butt of the gun. His head flung back, striking me in the back of my skull, causing us both to yelp in pain. 
 
    “Let Raka fix dis!” Nicholai said. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll play along. I have an E-Med kit and it has the nanobots. But there’s only one of this technology on this entire planet. I’ve been advancing the technology here as fast as possible, but they are still twenty years from duplicating nanobots, even with my help. You just want to give away something that’s worth millions, if not billions? Why would I let you have that? I have the shuttle now. I can space you two and I go somewhere else.” 
 
    “The Empire will trace that beacon, and you know the shuttle can’t outrun them forever. If you try and leave here, you’ll end up shot down, captured, or die drifting in space. Help me and I’ll help you; and in the process, we can save this planet that has nothing to do with the Empire from being destroyed. All I ask is we have to save the one person that has been true to me through all of this. You can’t deny me that. If you do, you might as well just shoot me now because I’ll never help you.” 
 
    “So I throw away the technology that has the most value of anything I have here to save an Earth woman; a person so primitive she hasn’t even been prophylactically vaccinated against cancer? Why, Raka? Give me one good reason.” 
 
    “Love. I love her, and I’d rather die than live without her.” 
 
    Maven pointed the rifle at me. I stared straight down the barrel. She’d pull the trigger and I’d be dead. Oddly enough, I faced her without fear.  
 
    “You son of a bitch! You said the one thing that keeps me from killing you right now.”  
 
    She lowered the rifle slightly. “What is your plan?” 
 
    “Bring me the kit. I need to see it and confirm it has what I need to save her. Everything hinges on that.”  
 
    Maven sighed. “You’re not getting the kit. It’s too valuable.” 
 
    “Then shoot me. It doesn’t matter. The Empire will be here soon, perhaps they are in orbit right now. If you help me, we can work together. If not, we’ll all die. If not today, probably tomorrow, or a few months from now. You know as well as I do that they’ll stop at nothing.” 
 
    Maven shook her head. “It seems we’re at an impasse It’s late and I need time to process all this. You two aren’t going anywhere. This hangar is on lockdown, just in case you struggled and got yourself loose, you couldn’t get anywhere. Let’s come back to this discussion in the morning.” 
 
    “You can’t leave us tied like this,” I said as she walked away. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I have to pee?” I said. 
 
    “I’m not stopping you. By all means, pee.”  
 
    As she left, she turned off the main bank of lights. The hangar went nearly completely black until my eyes had time to adjust to the monitor lighting, equipment, and backup lighting.  
 
    “What do you think, Nicholai? You think she’s going to kill us?” 
 
    “No. She’s intrigued by what’choo told her. She plans on torturing us. Prob’ly separate us, and try to work one against t’other.” 
 
    “So what do we do now?” 
 
    “Wait for Monkey-Mon. He’ll untie us, and I hid some weapons on da’ shuttle. I coulda’ tell you the whole plan, in case you broke. I have a plan fo’ a trap. Maven will neva’ give you da’ kit willingly. Ah. Look what I see: Monkey-Mon.” 
 
    I turned my head as far as I could and scanned the shadows, finally catching the glimpse of movement. Marco, moving like a thief in the night, working the shadows like an expert. I felt a hairy arm brush up against me, tugging on the ropes and a sawing motion as a knife worked its way through. I got one arm loose and wiggled some slack into the ropes. I slipped the other out and loosened the knots around my leg. I stood up, tried to step out of the last of the ropes, got my foot caught, and fell flat on my face. 
 
    “Smooth,” Nicholai said as he grabbed my hand. “Let’s get to da’ shuttle.”  
 
    We stepped inside the shuttle and I quickly made my way to the bathroom while Marco and Nicholai equipped weapons. Marco appeared with twin katanas in his hands that he quickly sheathed across his back and a wicked grin on his face. Nicholai had what appeared to be an army issue assault rifle in his hands, a huge clip attached to it. He handed me a tiny pistol. “Here mon, dis if fo’ you.” 
 
    “What am I supposed to do with this thing? Bruise a bee’s wing?”  
 
    The weapon looked more like a toy than anything that could cause damage, the barrel barely extending past my trigger finger. “What is this, anyway?” 
 
    “.22 short. It holds five shots, so don’t waste ‘em. And try not to hurt yo’sef with it.”  
 
    I put the tiny pistol in my pocket, and Nicholai continued. “Now, for da’ trap. Marco, you ready?” Marco made a series of pantomimes that amazed me in their complexity. He had some elaborate plan in place, and I knew nothing about it. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” I said, stepping out of the shuttle, Nicholai behind me, and Marco following him. Suddenly, all the hangar lights came on again. I raised a hand in front of my eyes as to combat the glare and heard Maven. 
 
    “Thank you Raka, for making my decision easier. Prepare to die.”  
 
    She raised a rifle to her shoulder and pointed the weapon at me.  
 
    I stared in horror, and as I did, I heard a battle cry come from Marco. He bounded from the floor, onto Nicholai’s shoulders, then into the air over me. As his arc crested above me, he unsheathed both katanas, spinning them deftly in the air in an impressive display of swords-monkey-ship. The air sizzled with the sound of spinning blades; Marco stood in front of me baring teeth and looking ferocious. A shot rang out. I stared unblinking as the chimpanzee fell backward, the swords falling to the floor and his body convulsing as blood poured from his chest. 
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    Predictive Analytics 102 
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    Denton Morrow furrowed his brow as the odor became more disgusting. “Smiles! Get this cleaned up immediately!”  
 
    He hurried past the room the gorilla had vomited in. He tried not to look, but he couldn’t help himself. He fought the urge to retch, gagging and coughing as he sped away. He made his way to the navigation room to confirm all went as expected. 
 
    “Positional data just now coming in. That’s what you are here for, correct?” Perry said as soon as Lt. Morrow entered. 
 
    “Good prediction, or simply an observation that this would be my first stop?” 
 
    “I didn’t do the calculations if that’s what you are asking. I simply expected you. So far, the data looks good. For the last jump, I had adjusted for the variation seen due to the age of this ship and the number of times she has jumped. This drive fits my expectation of ‘tired’, just by the fluctuations seen in the—” 
 
    “Mr. Tremblan, I appreciate the depth of your analysis, but I need to know if the jump put us closer to our target. Was it successful?” 
 
    “Most definitely. Here’s roughly where we are on the galactic map.”  
 
    He displayed the map and pointed to a highlighted area. “We need to go to this node.” He pointed to another area that lit up as he did. 
 
    “Where did we start?” 
 
    Perry lit up a point on the map. “Here.”  
 
    “I don’t understand,” Denton said, motioning toward the map. “You said we need five jumps, and we just made our second. Why does it look like we are well past the half-way point?” 
 
    “I told you before. Space is very nearly empty. But there are some things you very much want to avoid. See this?”  
 
    He lit up a section of the map. “This is a black hole. For us to get to our destination, I had to plot a course that took us sufficiently around it. That meant that we had to diverge from a direct path to the target in order to maintain a safe distance. Now we can jump back to a more direct course. Additionally, the further we get from the galactic core, the more variations we see in our calculations because we just don’t have as many positional beacons out here. Therefore, each jump has to progressively get shorter.” 
 
    “I see. That makes sense, I suppose. Anything else I should be aware of?” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about the Black Swan discussion we had a while back. While these events are by definition unpredictable, if I look at the historical data through a series of filters for a variety of socio-economic factors, I have a relatively high correlation of…” 
 
    “In layman terms, Mr. Tremblan?” 
 
    “We could be due.” 
 
    “Due for a Black Swan event?” 
 
    “Yes. Could. We have no way to predict what the event would be or if any action we took to try and prevent it would just exasperate the results. If my analysis is correct, as there are lots of seemingly unrelated variables, we could have an eighteen point six three two percent chance of an event of the like.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound like a high percentage.” 
 
    “But that is exponentially higher than the odds if it were truly random. If I’m right on this, we could substantially change the way…’ 
 
    “If you’re right, we may not have anything left to change.”  
 
      
 
    Chapter 29 
 
    Of Mice and Maven 
 
      
 
    Maven gasped as Marco fell. She dropped her weapon and ran, faster than I imagined she could in a tight skirt and pumps, grabbing the fallen chimp in her arms. One of her servants carried the E-Med kit and rushed over. She opened the kit and fumbled through it until she found a small pressurized container, breaking the top off of it and spraying the contents into the bullet hole. Foam bubbled from the wound, temporarily sealing the opening. Marco screamed as the foam expanded.  
 
    “Marco! Hold on Marco!” Maven said. 
 
    “Is he going to die?” I said as she worked on him. 
 
    “Not if I can help it. Give me the extractor,” she said, staring at me. 
 
    I stared at her blankly. 
 
    “In the kit, a clear tube with a metal ring on top. The ring has a standard control interface. We’ve got to get the bullet out.”  
 
    I handed her a device matching the description. “You idiot, this is a specimen bottle. I need the extractor!”  
 
    I handed her something else that looked nearly identical. “Right. Now stand back as I… Oh gods no.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “The bullet. It is too close to his heart. He won’t survive removing it,” Maven said as a tear ran down her cheek. 
 
    “With all the tech in the Empire, you’re telling me that you can’t save him? He saved my life, and you shot him. Why did you have to do that? Why Maven? We could have all escaped together, but you, you have trust issues!” 
 
    “I can’t trust any of you. You would have shot me, given the chance!” 
 
    “No, Maven, we wouldn’t have. I know you were the one selling the Empire tech, and I know you had a past, a past that you won’t talk about. But Nicholai and I were willing to come get you, and take you with us to save this planet. You’re the one with Marco’s blood on your hands.” 
 
    She broke down in tears, sobbing uncontrollably, her face covered with blood as she wiped her eyes with her hands, making her look like a demon crying in shame and agony. “You could have really forgiven me?” 
 
    “Yes, we could have. But you tied us up, beat us, and now you’ve killed Marco.” 
 
    “He’s not dead yet. There is one chance.” 
 
    “One chance? You said if we remove the bullet, he’ll die.” 
 
    “If I remove the bullet without…” 
 
    “Without what?” 
 
    “Without injecting him with the nanobots. If I were to do that, I could set the extractor to slowly remove the bullet as the bots repair the damage. Marco will die if we don’t.” 
 
    “Fuck! Fuck fuck fuck! Why is it always like this? What gods did I piss off to make my life a series of crap like this?”  
 
    Marco raised a hairy hand up to my face and wiped away a tear making its way down my cheek. He made a shaking motion with his finger that I recognized as ‘no’, then made the sign of a heart; the sign he used when he referred to Gina.  
 
    “Marco, what are you saying? Fix your heart or fix Gina?”  
 
    Marco’s eyes fluttered and rolled back.  
 
    “Fuck! Maven, do you know what you’ve done?” 
 
    “Yes, damn it. I know. We only have one injection of the nanobots. They are yours now, Raka. You tell me what you want me to do with them. Decide quickly. Marco won’t last long.” 
 
    “Maven! I can’t stand here watching him die. But if I save him, Gina will die.” 
 
    “But not today,” Maven said. 
 
    “No, not today. But not long. Maybe a year.” 
 
    “A lot can happen in a year,” She said, pulling the sealed packet for the nanobot injection from the kit. “It’s your call.” 
 
    “I can’t watch him die!” I said.  
 
    She opened the packet and injected the contents into Marco’s chest. She worked the controls of the extractor and let it sit. Marco’s breath fluttered as the needle worked through his flesh; he gasped as the injection started.  
 
    Maven’s voice sounded disconnected. “It’s done. The extractor communicates directly with the ‘bots. The bullet will back out slowly as the ‘bots rebuild him.”  
 
    I walked away, into the shuttle to the area I briefly called home. “You’ve sentenced Gina to death!”  
 
    *** 
 
    I don’t know exactly how much time passed. Hours, days, weeks... time didn’t seem to matter. I had fallen into a pit of despair and self-loathing. Like a zombie, I’d get up to use the restroom or drink some water. Occasionally I would eat a bite or two when I felt faint. I watched with disinterest as Maven and Nicholai did something in preparation of the shuttle. Marco eventually came to me, yelled at me in pantomime and stormed off. I simply didn’t care about anything. Someone could have put a gun to my head and I wouldn’t have even flinched.  
 
    Finally, one day Nicholai came to me and offered me a drink. Without thinking, I took a healthy swallow of the liquid, then felt the burn of strong alcohol. I coughed and swore at him. He refilled my glass and left a fresh bottle on the floor, then he wandered off without saying anything. I drank some more. The glass he brought me could have held half the bottle, and the drink tasted better with each swallow. For a moment, I wasn’t in pain. I heard someone approach. I recognized Maven’s feet. 
 
     She said as sat down next to me. “Hey.”  
 
    I took another drink. “Hey.” 
 
    “Do you mind?” she said, motioning to the bottle.  
 
    “Go ahead.”  
 
    She popped the top and took a swig. I didn’t look at her; I didn’t want to look at her. This woman had caused so much pain and suffering for me and so many others. She sat next to me. I wanted to hurt her somehow. Instead, I just tried to ignore her. 
 
     She refilled my glass; she drank straight from the bottle. “You have every right to hate me.” 
 
    “That’s likely the first honest statement I’ve ever heard you say.” 
 
    “I understand how you feel.”  
 
    She took a drink; I did the same. A warm sensation expanded throughout my body.  
 
    “My life is,” she said. “Complicated.” 
 
    “Mine hasn’t been simple. I’ve traveled across the entire galaxy, from one end to the other, and I fall out of a ship to land on this planet. Then I find one person. One, in all the galaxy that accepts me for what I am and loves me.”  
 
    I tried to keep from getting too animated, but I realized my arms waved wildly as I talked. “In all the Empire, nobody. Then I fall to this ‘barbarian’ planet and I meet someone, Gina, and she loves me, and I love her. Now I’ve failed her, and she’s going to die.”  
 
    I angrily drank another swallow from my glass. “It’s not fair!” 
 
    “You’re right, Raka. It’s not fair. I should have trusted you, but I couldn’t. Not with everything I’ve been through. I never wanted anyone to die, but there are some things I’m willing to kill for.” 
 
    “Apparently. How do you live with yourself?”  
 
    “Every day I remind myself of why I continue. I have a score to settle, let’s just leave it at that.”  
 
    We both took a drink in silence, then she added. “I envy you, Raka. Against all odds, you found someone. Someone that loves you. Regardless of what happens, you had that. I’ve never had that.” 
 
    “Never?”  
 
    For the first time in the discussion I looked at her face, and I saw long tears streaming down her cheeks. I sighed. My anger swam with sympathy. I fondly remembering what it felt like to be happy. “Surely you’ve had…uh, lovers?” 
 
    “Not love.” She dropped her head into her hands. “Nobody could ever love me.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that? You know what your problem iz?” I took another sip of the booze and noticed that with each swallow, it tasted better, and the pain crept back into the recesses of my mind. “Your problem is trust. You have to trust to feel love.” 
 
    “That’s easy for you to say.” She lifted the bottle to her lips. “You were famous, I bet girls were falling all over themselves to get…” 
 
    “To get away from me!” I said, then laughed. I hadn’t laughed in a long time. It felt good, but guilt washed over me. 
 
    “Nonsense. A handsome and famous guy like you? I bet the girls chased you.” 
 
    “Not exactly. But what about a pretty girl like you?” 
 
     Her eyes went from looking at the floor to staring deep into my soul. “You think I’m pretty?”  
 
    At that moment, with the warmth of the drink in my belly and staring at her like that, I said something stupid. 
 
    “Yes. I’ve always found you beautiful.”  
 
    Before I could even react, she had climbed on top of me, her lips pressed against mine, and with the moves of a gymnast, she pushed me to the floor. She had me pinned to the floor like a wrestler pinning an opponent; her kisses passionate, almost desperate. I struggled with my emotions and desires. I worked my hands loose and pushed her back, she pushed harder, countering my every move. As each second passed I wanted to struggle against her less. I took a deep breath and worked one hand on her arm and I reached the other one down to grab her to push her off of me. My hand ended up under her short skirt, and I grabbed a handful of man-junk. I flung her, him, it, whatever off of me. “What the actual fuck?! You’re a guy?!”  
 
    I briefly fought the urge to vomit, but then something inside me said ‘why bother?’ so I puked on the floor. The tale of Cam and the Singapore whore flashed through my mind, and I puked again. 
 
    “See why I can never find love, and why I can’t trust anybody?” Maven sobbed while I retched. We both rolled away from each other.  
 
    “How the hell do you expect to earn my trust when you surprise me with that, I mean, like that?”  
 
    I wiped my mouth on my sleeve and felt some level of sobriety come back to me. “You’re a guy?” 
 
    “Not exactly.” 
 
    I stood up and took a step back. “Well, you have the equipment. What the fuck does ‘not exactly’ mean?” 
 
    “Raka, it’s a long story. I’ve never told anyone, but I might as well tell you.” 
 
    “I’m all ears, sister, er, brother.” 
 
    “Just call me Maven.” 
 
    “Okay, Maven, tell me your story.”  
 
    Maven took another drink and motioned me to follow her to a table with a couple chairs in the shuttle’s galley. We sat down and took a deep breath. “My father was in the Special Forces; my mother worked as an auditor for governmental services. We had all the conveniences of a well-to-do family in the Empire: Servants, luxury living arrangements, and vacations on the finest pleasure cruisers. Dad was away for months at a time and always came back with a nice bonus and some souvenirs from the furthest corners of the galaxy. I had everything I could imagine as a child. I was happy, and I was a boy. When I was ten, my dad came home one night well after my bed time. It was clear that he was upset and something had gone terribly wrong. He gave me something I had never seen before. It was rectangular, and fit in my hands. It had a hard outer shell, and inside it were thin sheets of paper, each page painstakingly filled in by hand. It was my father’s journal, and it detailed everything he had done and what he had seen while in service to the Empire. Even at ten years old, I recognized that possession of media not controlled by the Imperial Data Service was a crime punishable by death. I remember staring at it as he gave it to me. He told me to keep it hidden, in a place only you will be able to find it. You’ll need to find it and reread it several times, after each treatment.” Maven stared at the floor for a moment, breathed deeply, then continued. 
 
    “I didn’t understand what he was saying at the time, but now I do. Something had gone horribly wrong on one of his missions, and he was being purged. All traces of him were being removed from existence. As I was genetically one-half of him, I was to be cleansed of his tainted DNA. They’d wipe my memories of him and replace his DNA in me with a donor. I was born male, and the donor was female. Combine that donor’s DNA with my Mother’s DNA, and I was to become female.” 
 
    “The treatments were horrible. There was a psychological part where they blasted my mind with random memories and cleared out the real ones. It’s called a mnemonic scrambler. I have memories and I’m convinced a lot are completely false. As bad as the scramble was, the genetic alteration was worse by an exponential factor. They can’t change all your DNA at once; they do certain organs one time, others at another. Bone marrow and blood are one session, nerves and muscle tissue another. While undergoing the treatments, your body wants to simultaneously reject and multiply the new DNA. I remember returning home, every nerve on fire, my mind a blur, knowing that they’d be back a few weeks later. Each time, I’d find that journal and read it. It explained what had happened to my father, who I was, and what I was going through.”  
 
    Maven stopped and stared at me. 
 
    I thought for a moment. “If you have false memories, how can you be certain that the journal wasn’t also a lie?”  
 
    “I can never be certain. But the journal gave me information that the Empire wouldn’t have wanted me to know, like how to sabotage a medical Executioner. Dad had obtained backdoor access codes for most Imperial equipment. He wanted me to avenge him, and that’s what I’ve been doing. At my seventh treatment, the doctors left me alone while another patient went into cardiac arrest. I held my breath while they administered the gas, and as soon as they left, I accessed the Executioner’s controls with the codes Dad had left me. That day, the name of that machine was never more appropriate. I feigned unconsciousness as the machine brutally killed the doctors. It was a work of art; macabre, morbid, and magnificent in its movements. The doctors fell to the floor, organs splaying across the room, blood slickening the floor. I escaped and had directions to an underground movement. I was on my last treatment, and I was about ninety-eight percent female by that time. Genetically, physiologically, and emotionally, I was female. All except for one thing. That day’s treatment would have remedied my problem, but I escaped when I had the chance. I’ve been on the run ever since, and working with an underground outfit.” 
 
    “So this underground outfit. What are they about?” 
 
    “Justice,” Maven said. 
 
    “By whose definition? One person’s justice is another’s persecution. How do you know you are on the right side?” 
 
    “I know I’m not on the side of the Emperor. The Empire that is so corrupt with dark money, lies, murder, not to mention what they did to me. My goal was clear, to bring down the Emperor. I was close, very close. Had I another few weeks, I would have gained access to all his files. I nearly had him. Then you came along and screwed everything up.” 
 
    “I had no idea. I was just working on a story.” 
 
    “I know that now, Raka. I no longer blame you for what happened. Besides, the years I’ve spent here in Montana have made me think differently. I wanted to bring down an Emperor. But what happens when an Emperor dies?” 
 
    “He gets replaced by the next in succession. It’s always been that way.”  
 
    “Right. So, we remove one cancerous tumor, and it immediately gets replaced by another spoiled child of the Empire, equally corrupt, and ready to make a name for himself. Nothing ever changes, just names, not atrocities. The next guy will be equally immoral, evil and fat as the one currently in place. Absolute power corrupts...” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I said. “So you decided to just stay here and forget about the Emperor?” 
 
    “No, not at all. I decided to stop worrying about bringing down an Emperor. I’m going to bring down an Empire.” 
 
     A headache came on. “An Empire? This is treasonous talk, you know that, don’t you?” 
 
    “If we’re captured by the Empire, we’re dead anyway,” Maven said, calmer than I expected. 
 
    “So you think that you and this underground movement can take down the entire Empire? What, have you been smoking Nicholai’s ganja?” 
 
    “I have no delusions about the underground being able to take on the Empire. We’re a few thousand at best. The Empire would crush us without hesitation or even raising taxes.” 
 
    “Good. You had me worried there. At least that nonsense about taking down the Empire is over.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s not over. I just have a better plan now.” 
 
    “What plan? You just said the Empire would crush your underground without hesitation. What weapon could you possibly have against the Empire?”  
 
    I looked deeply into Maven’s eyes, fearing the answer. 
 
    Maven faced turned from defiance to deceit, then to shame. “Earth.”  
 
    I could feel my blood boiling; my pulse racing. We stared at each other in silence, a noise came from one of the cupboards in the shuttle. Without a word, we both stood up and approached the door. We flung it open and jumped back in startled shock as Marco fell out. 
 
    “Fuck, Marco!” I said, as my pulse raced and instinctively raised a hand to my chest. “You nearly gave me a heart attack. Why don’t you go play with Nicholai or something?”  
 
    Marco scurried off as we let out a nervous laugh of relief. “Back to our discussion. Earth is only a few thousand years advanced out of caves and clubs. What possible use could this planet be to you? They’re like mice to the machines of the Empire.” 
 
    “That’s why I’ve been assisting them.” 
 
    “You mean you’ve been leaking Empire tech.” 
 
    “Yes. To advance them along. So they’d be prepared for the Empire.” 
 
    “To be prepared, or to be used as a weapon? There’s a big difference there. This isn’t right. This planet was so…” 
 
    “Primitive?” Maven said. “They were, and when the Empire finds them, they would be destroyed. But I’ve been nursing them along, advancing them to develop—” 
 
    “Unnaturally develop technology,” I said. “You’ve changed the entire development of a planet. Don’t you see that’s just wrong?” 
 
    “It’s wrong if the Empire comes here and destroys them all in a single volley. Is it less wrong if I help them defend themselves? What about a preemptive strike to prevent the complete annihilation of a planet? This planet you claim to love so much?” 
 
    “Don’t pretend to take the moral high-ground,” I said, grinding my teeth. “This planet could have remained hidden for decades, if not centuries, had you not interfered. Now we have little choice, we have to try to protect it. Did Nicholai tell you our plan?” 
 
    “Yes. While you were detained, he and I found the beacon on the shuttle. I was able to access its memory. Earth timekeeping is cumbersome; suffice it to say the transmission started roughly upon our arrival. It shut off three months ago.” 
 
    “Good,” I said. 
 
    “Not good. Why do you think it would shut off? A beacon programmed to broadcast its location until it is answered or recovered? The message was received, and a message to remain quiet returned. I’d be making a lot of assumptions to say when, but they are on their way, and it won’t be long.”  
 
    “Were you able to disable the beacon? Keep it from leading us right here?” 
 
    “In a sense. Nicholai told me about your plan to build dozens of probes with recordings from Earth. He and I decided—” 
 
    “What? What did you decide without my input?”  
 
    “First off, we asked you for your input. You stared at us in a catatonic stupor. Secondly, listen to the plan before you condemn it. We copied the beacon’s signal as well as a loop of the broadcasts from Earth. I’ve built twenty-four probes; it was everything I could scrounge from the shuttle’s systems. I also programmed the beacons. We can scatter them among this arm of the galaxy, and with any luck, those searching for us will search for years.” 
 
    “Sounds like a smart plan. Good work. We can’t be certain how long we have before they get here. What’s your gut tell you?” 
 
    Maven’s body clenched up as she talked. “Weeks. We need to launch as soon as we can and get a jump on placing those beacons. I don’t know if the drive has that many jumps left in her.”  
 
    “If they’re probes, can’t we just launch them in a random pattern once we escape orbit? They can go in whatever direction, as long as it’s away from Earth.” 
 
    “Think about it, Raka. Twenty-Four signals all roughly equally spaced out in an expanding field. If you were looking for something and saw that, where would you look first?” 
 
    “At the center of where they had come from.” 
 
    “The most logical choice. Also, keep in mind that the probes cannot travel faster than light. We’d lead them right here. We have to jump and place each one.” 
 
    “I don’t support you using Earth as a weapon and never will. But the reality of the situation is that we don’t have a choice, and we need to work together. Once Earth is safe from the Empire, we’ll have a long discussion about what to do. At least for the moment, it appears that our goals align, Maven. We work together to prevent the Empire from finding Earth. Deal?” 
 
    Maven nearly smiled. “Deal. I believe with time, you’ll come to see things my way, Raka. Let’s take care of the immediate need of protecting this planet. We have a few final preparations, then can launch. Have you seen what we’ve done to the shuttle?” 
 
    “No. What have you done?” 
 
    “The shuttle’s skin had been through more than it was ever designed for. I found several micro-cracks that needed to be filled or a catastrophic decompression might occur. I also wanted to smooth out the area around the patch to improve the aerodynamics. My only option was a high carbon ceramic finish. She looks a little different now.”  
 
    Maven led me outside of the shuttle to look it over. 
 
    “It’s black. High carbon ceramic, huh? That seals the cracks?” 
 
    “Baking on the ceramic shell gives us the best this planet has to offer. She’ll still fly like a turkey in the atmosphere, but I’ve added a few ribs around the top patch to keep the harmonic feedback from building exponentially.” 
 
    “So now instead of a turkey, what, she’ll fly like a buzzard?” 
 
    “Not a buzzard. More elegant than that. A swan perhaps.” Maven said. “I like that. The Swan.” 
 
    “Call it the black swan. That’s what it is.” 
 
    “I like it. It’ll be our name for the shuttle. The Black Swan. Maybe we can even paint one on her side.” 
 
      
 
    Chapter 30 
 
    S.O.S. 
 
      
 
    Encrypted paired quantum message transcript, decryption by Decrypton™ Ultracomputer 

ISLF Field Agent Report  
 
    Sirs: 
This is an urgent request for assistance from any agents available. We have confirmation that a retrieval force from the Empire is on its way to my location. I cannot stress the importance of this planet to the long-term survival of The Front. Situation is dire. Assistance is needed immediately.
- Agent M.  
 
      
 
    Chapter 31 
 
    Beans and Blueballs
  
 
    ESS Dissolute Ultralog-Complete™ Log, recorded in accordance with the Patriotic Love for the Empire and Freedom of Monitoring Act. Released under Imperial Order #C53TH341 
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Denton Morrow picked at his dinner of refried beans served in a bean-flour tortilla, a side of beans in a red sauce, and a sweetened bean desert. No matter how much spice, sugar, or culinary manipulation done, the food remained beans. The ship’s stock had been reduced to very few options and rationing of non-bean-stuff essential. Denton Morrow’s stomach rumbled as he ate, but no one any longer cared about politeness. Flatulence happened regularly and odorously on board the Dissolute; luckily humans become desensitized to olfactory stimulus over time. He turned his fork over, lost in thought.  
 
    “Lieutenant Morrow…” 
 
    His face went from a disinterested stare to a slight smile as Perry approached, with his own plate of beans. 
 
    “Mind if I join you?” 
 
     Denton took a small bite from the fork, his lip curled as if it tasted terrible. “Not at all. It’s amazing what Cookie can do with the ingredients we have...” 
 
    “I know you don’t like it when I talk in percentages of likelihood…”  
 
    “Go ahead, Mr. Tremblan.” 
 
    “If the crew doesn’t get something of a less-legume nature to eat soon, the chance of a riot is high.” 
 
    “As in how high?” 
 
    “Ninety-two point three one percent chance within the next twenty-four hours, based upon historical analysis and crew personality indexes.” 
 
    “Wait, let me guess which crew member might be the one to start the riot. Let’s see, either the doctor or could it be Magus Aldis? Hmm, my gut is telling me…” He paused and farted. “Aldis. Definitely. I can smell it in the air. Aldis.” 
 
    “Aldis is the most likely instigator, followed by—” 
 
    “Understood. I’ll talk to Cookie.” Denton Morrow’s eyes turned to a raised voice coming from the food line.  
 
    “Fucking hell, Cookie. I warned you yesterday that my farts were farting in their sleep,” Magnus Aldis said. He snatched a piece of plastic film from the top of a tray, and in a motion so fast and fluid it seemed choreographed, he had the plastic wrapped around Cookie’s head and the film wrapped tightly in a knot behind the man’s head, his arms pulled behind him. The cook gasped and his eyes darted as he tried to breathe. “You’re trying to kill us all, aren’t you? A slow death by methane poisoning. That’s your plan, isn’t it? Your death won’t be so slow. How long can you hold your breath, cook?”  
 
    Magnus stared at the cook struggled to free his arms. “The more you fight, the less time you have. Quite the conundrum, isn’t it? Your reptile brain is kicking up the adrenaline, your body wants more air than ever, but you know that it’s against your best interests. Under calm conditions, you might go three or four minutes before blacking out. Like this, I give you two.” 
 
    “Let him go, Mr. Aldis,” Denton Morrow said, reaching for his rail pistol and patting his hip, finding no weapon there. He had not been wearing the weapon for the better part of a month. He had become complacent in the sealed ship and normalized routines of daily life.  
 
    “Or what?” Magnus said. “You’re going to tell me again? You stopped carrying your weapon twenty-three days ago. Yeah, I noticed.” 
 
    “You are aware that cold-blooded murder is a crime punishable by immediate ejection, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I’m also aware that we’re four jumps away from home, and I’m needed on this mission. I’ve done the background checks. You’re a decent pilot, Morrow, but you and I both know that I could outfly you while in a drunken stupor and one arm cuffed to my leg. I was talking to the stat-boy the other day.” Magnus nodded toward Perry. “What are the odds of success of this mission if I’m at the controls?” 
 
    “Ninety-six percent, and forty-four percent if you are not. I recall the conversation,” Perry said. 
 
    “And how important is a cook that makes nothing but beans?” 
 
    “No measurable effect on mission success,” Perry said, his eyes to the floor. 
 
    “There you have it, Morrow. This will be easier if you just walk away. You can go on record to say that you did not witness the moment of death.” 
 
    “Aldis, I was just having a discussion with Mr. Tremblan here about the menu.” 
 
    Perry said, “It’s true. We were just talking about the need to make some modifications.”  
 
    Magnus grunted. “Doesn’t matter now. I’ve already got my kill on.” 
 
    “You just need to get your kill off, Mr. Aldis.”  
 
    Magnus shook his head, grimacing. “A fella can’t just get his kill off. All the build-up, the foreplay, then finally the moment that everything comes together and I watch the lifeless body hit the floor. You can’t stop that train once it’s left the junction. Can’t be stopped now.” 
 
     Denton Morrow watched as the cook’s eyes fluttered, about to pass out. “Sounds like the blue-balls. Have you tried a cold shower?”  
 
    Magnus eased up his grip a little. “What the fuck are you talking about? Blue-balls and cold showers?” 
 
     “You know, when you are getting romantic with a girl, and you think it’s going to all work out, and you get all aroused, then something goes wrong and she stops it. You’re stuck there with your soldier at attention and the General walks off? You know, that painful feeling you get. That sounds like what you were describing when you get your kill on. You just need a cold shower.” 
 
    “Nope. Never heard of them. Sounds like a personal problem. Maybe the doctor can give you something for it. Blue-balls!” Magnus said. 
 
    “It’s a normal thing. Everybody has had it happen to them at least once. Are you saying you’ve never been left standing?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Denton Morrow turned and scanned the room, filled with grunts, all staring at him. “You guys know what I’m talking about, right?”  
 
    They all shook their heads. “Really? Nobody here knows about blue-balls? Am I the only one? Epididymal Hypertension? Vasocongestion?  
 
    Every man in the room shook his head.  
 
    “You’re left aroused and hurting? No one?”  
 
    A snicker started somewhere in the group, then another, then the laughter became contagious.  
 
    “Right. I’m the only guy in this room that’s been rejected?”  
 
    One hand raised; The cook. Only the cook knew what the lieutenant spoke of. 
 
    Magnus Aldis stared at Denton Morrow with a look that pierced deep into the Lieutenant’s psyche and wrapped strangling hands around his ego, snapping it in two with a quick motion. That look would haunt the Lieutenant’s dreams for the foreseeable future.  
 
    Magnus exploded in a fit of laughter that left him gasping for air and mimicking a soldier standing at attention, nervously looking side to side. He shoved the cook in Denton Morrow’s general direction. “Get a cold shower, you two.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Doctor Mitch Sorren knocked at the bulkhead leading into the makeshift room Denton Morrow had been left with, next to the Chronos Drive. “May I come in?” 
 
    “Yes, Doctor. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “I heard about the situation in the mess hall. I just wanted to let you know that I appreciate the fact that I’m not performing an autopsy at the moment. I never really cared for autopsies: procedure calls for me to set up a sterilization field before I start, but I always have this nagging wonder of ‘why bother’?” 
 
    “I can understand that. Perhaps it’s for your own protection? I’m assuming the field protects you too.” 
 
    “Yes, it does, and that actually makes sense when you think of it from a non-medical perspective. As a doctor, we are trained to always think of the protection of the patient first. Speaking of which…” 
 
    “Yes, doctor?”  
 
    “I heard about your problem.” 
 
    “My problem?” 
 
    “Yes, the vasocongestion issue. As your doctor, I have to ask. Does this occur often?” 
 
    “No!” Denton said. 
 
    “I’m not here to judge you. I’m here to help. I can write you a prescription to address this issue.” 
 
    “A prescription? For apparently being the only person in the room that gets awkward around women?” 
 
    “Actually, you weren’t the only one. I just came from checking on Cookie.” 
 
    “And what did you prescribe him?” 
 
    “Out of a respect for privacy, and Doctor to Patient confidentiality, I’d rather not answer that question.”  
 
    “I’m certainly not going to order you to break confidence.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lieutenant. In your case, I wanted to show you the new line of Vibratron™ prescription undergarments. They have made some great advances…” 
 
    “I don’t need prescription underwear!” 
 
    The doctor’s face reddened briefly. “That’s exactly what Cookie said. Oops. But anyway, allow me to explain the benefits of the SmartSensor System. This system can actually react to stimulus and learn from personal history, surroundings, present company or lack thereof, and provide a level of feedback appropriate to…” 
 
    Denton Morrow pointed toward the hallway. “Out.” 
 
    “I’m only trying to help.” 
 
    “Let me ask you something Doctor. Do you make a commission on the sales of these devices?” 
 
    “Uh, well, it’s not a commission, per se. It’s more of a rewards program. It’s completely accepted by the Ministry of Medicine Morality board. I never receive actual credits, but I can collect points that I can convert into some coveted merchandise at a later date.” 
 
    “Thank you, Doctor. The hallway is right behind you.” 
 
      
 
    Chapter 32 
 
    A Fly in the Ointment 
 
     
 
    Maven grabbed the Black Swan’s intercom. “Probe number two is now away.”  
 
    I didn’t need the intercom to hear her, as I sat right there next to her. The slight echo of her voice from a nearby speaker made her voice sound funny; deeper than usual; almost like a man’s voice, and that bothered me for a moment. Strange that I still thought of Maven in the female sense, even though I knew better. I theorized that outward appearances override knowledge when it comes to pronouns. “Good. Now we wait.” 
 
    “Raka, our plan is flawed. We’ve placed two probes and now we have to wait for the drive to spool up again. Each time it takes longer than the last. We’re looking at years out here placing these probes.” 
 
    “With every probe we place, Earth becomes safer,” I said. 
 
    “I’m not disagreeing with that. My concern is that with this drive acting the way it does, we may make a jump only to find that it never spools up again. The data isn’t perfect, but I’m seeing an exponential growth in time between jumps.”  
 
    Maven called up a graphical display. “Here’s the trend from our first jump to the last.”  
 
    The trend line looked clear and fairly linear. You could extrapolate the next point with reasonable precision. 
 
    “I understand that each jump is taking longer than the last, but that graph doesn’t look exponential to me. More or less a straight line.” 
 
    “I know it looks like a straight line. But this graph is logarithmic in nature. Let me show you the same data on a natural scale.”  
 
    Maven made a few motions and the graph changed before me. 
 
    “Wow. You’re certain about this?”  
 
    “As certain as I can be with the data we have. The model isn’t perfect, but it’s a good model. We’ll be waiting weeks for this next jump. After that, the model predicts years.” 
 
    “That won’t work. Is there anything we can do?” 
 
    “There’s no servicing the Chronos Drive. It’s the Empire’s most tightly held secret, designed to self-destruct if tampered with.” 
 
    “That sounds like a sailor’s tale. How do you know that?” I said. 
 
    “Do you recall the incident on Phelbaus Minor?” 
 
   
  
 

 “The spaceport exploded and radiation contaminated two-thirds of the planet. Everyone knows that.”  
 
    “What do you think caused it?” Maven asked. 
 
    “This is grade-school stuff. But I’ll play along. Improper procedures maintaining the containment field generators led to a micro-crack in the fusion chamber. Then it was just a matter of time for the whole thing to explode.” 
 
    “You know your history, as it’s taught in the Imperial educational system. I happen to know that there was a group of people working on that station that weren’t exactly working for the Empire. They had obtained a ship with a Chronos Drive and had orders to learn how it worked. They got as far as removing the outer casing.”  
 
    “Millions of people died. You think this was just due to taking the cover off of the drive? That makes no sense. Why build such a vulnerable design? A fool-hearty engineer gets bored and starts tinkering with it and next thing you know, an entire ship or space station blows up.”  
 
    “The Emperor finds that a fair trade to protect the Chronos Drive technology,” Maven said. 
 
    “Do you have proof?” 
 
    “No. There wasn’t much evidence left after the explosion.” 
 
    “So you don’t really know what happened. This group of people was trying to gain access to the drive, something happened, and it exploded. That in itself doesn’t indicate the Empire has these things booby-trapped. It could have just been an accident. Or perhaps they got further than you thought and did something to the drive that caused the explosion. Do you know for certain?” 
 
    Maven sighed. “No, not for certain. There are a lot of things that could have happened. We know they didn’t get far before it exploded and caused countless casualties. In my heart, I know it was booby-trapped.” 
 
    “But you don’t have proof. I agree that we don’t try and open up the drive. None of us would know what we’re looking for anyway.” 
 
    “It probably doesn’t matter anyway, but I have this feeling there’s something more to that drive exploding. The Empire is willing to kill innocent people to protect their secrets.”  
 
    I noticed her fists clinching as she talked. 
 
    “I don’t doubt that. Has there ever been an empire that wouldn’t do the same? But none of this helps us, here and now. If we’re running out of jumps, what do we do? If we stay out here indefinitely, we run out of food, water air, or something that we need to survive. What is it we run out of first?”  
 
    “If everything were to Empire specs, the oxygen generators could keep up for years. Water recycling could do the same, and the food dispensers have extended capacity on this ship. That is if everything was up to spec.”  
 
    Maven’s eyes turned toward one of the display panels. 
 
    “Something tells me that we’re not at spec. What is it?” 
 
    “Air pressure. Actually, the pressure is self-regulated, but the oxygen generator is running beyond its design. That means we have a leak.” 
 
    “A leak? I’m guessing at the patched section.” 
 
    “Probably, but I can’t be certain. I suppose we could shut down everything and do a smoke test, but even our breathing and motions would affect the results. I don’t have the equipment to do a proper test.” 
 
    “Maven, does it really matter? Could we fix it from inside the shuttle with the tools we have? Even if we do, do you want to stay on this shuttle for years at a time, waiting on the drive to spool up? I don’t.” 
 
    “You’re right. We have to pick a destination and go there,” Maven said. 
 
    “We only have one destination that we can get to and that’s Earth. And there’s one place we really shouldn’t go to and that’s also Earth. We can’t lead the Empire there.” Gina is there if she’s still alive. I desperately want to go back there, but I can’t. 
 
    “Raka, the Empire is on its way, regardless of what we do at this point. How long it takes them to find Earth is a question I can’t answer. But we can’t do any more good out here, and if we go back, we may be able to help in some way. Maybe we could intercept the retrieval ship? Take it out before it gets to Earth?” 
 
    “With what? Spitballs and good intentions?” 
 
    Maven grimaced. “How about a shuttle? If we’re going to die anyway, let’s do it epically. I’ll ram this shuttle down their throats.” 
 
    “Wow. I hadn’t thought of that. It would end a lot of trouble, wouldn’t it? But we aren’t the only ones to make that decision. Nicholai and Marco should have a say in this.” 
 
    “If they don’t like it, the shuttle is equipped with two caskets.”  
 
    “You’d kill them if they didn’t agree to die in a kamikaze attack? Do you understand how crazy that sounds?!”  
 
    “Raka, I’m not talking about that kind of casket. I’m talking about personal escape pods. They are called caskets because they are the size of a casket and hold one person, in cryogenic stasis. Marco and Nicholai could climb inside a casket and be shot toward Earth. The casket is designed to survive a crash landing, directly into granite. Once it’s landed, the system automatically thaws out the occupant.” 
 
    “So we tell them to die with us or become astronaut pops? I don’t know if that’s a fair request, Maven.” 
 
    “Fair isn’t the question. We have run out of options.” 
 
    “We should talk to them about this. Hell, Marco may have a better plan than we do. Meantime, should we launch the remaining probes from here before we jump? Would that buy us some time?” 
 
    Maven breathed a dejected sigh. “It might, but it seems like a waste to launch them all. Why don’t we launch a few, perhaps five more, in random directions? When they see those signals, they should investigate them all. Might buy us a few days or weeks. Why don’t you round up Marco and Nicholai for a meeting?” 
 
    It only took me a minute to find the pair as they had reverted back to their old habits. Marco took a hefty toke off of a wizard-shaped bong while Nicholai chopped with a razor blade with incredible precision at a dark brown crystal I couldn’t identify. Fucking stoners.  
 
    “Listen up you two, this is important!” I yelled. 
 
    Marco shrugged at me and made a gesture that I took to mean ‘blow it out your ass’, complete with pantomimed trumpet and an accompanying raspberry sound.  
 
    “I’m serious. Put down the bong and pay attention. We all need to talk. We need to make a decision, and you two have to make a choice. Meet Maven and me in the cockpit in five minutes. And pick up this mess.” I walked away to hear another raspberry, then intense snickering. “Five minutes!” 
 
    *** 
 
    “…So, that’s our situation.” I said, after a lengthy and often repetitive discussion. We have little choice. Maven and I have made our minds up; we’re going back to Earth and we’re going to try to protect them. You two have the option of staying with us, or we can send you back to Earth in caskets.”  
 
    Despite my best attempts, that last bit sounded like a threat. “You know, personal transport caskets.” 
 
    Nicholai shook his head as if trying to drive away a buzzing fly. “We know what-choo talking ‘bout. What-choo thinkin’, Monkey-mon?” 
 
    Marco stroked his chimp-chin for a moment in deep thought, then started a frantic pantomime that I couldn’t follow. I recognized his symbol for Gina              ; a heart, and three fingers in the air and him waving off that notion. Then he counted up to seven and emphasized the number.  
 
    “Seven? What about seven?” I said. 
 
    Marco rolled his eyes at me, held up three fingers, then made a heart shape: his sign for Gina. 
 
    I rubbed my brow. “There’s only one Gina, Marco. You’re stoned.” 
 
    Marco chattered at me and ran off.  
 
    “Fine, don’t let us know if you’re with us or not. Stupid monkey.”  
 
    I heard a raspberry in the distance, then rustling and clanging of tools and equipment. Marco came back with an earth pencil. He started to draw on the wall. “What is wrong with you?” I said, reaching for the pencil. 
 
    Maven reached for my hand. “Let him. This looks important.” 
 
    I watched the chimp start with a big circle. “Fine. He’ll probably draw something obscene. Boobs or balls, I bet. Just wait.”  
 
    Marco continues to draw on the wall; a series of circles, all in a line. The third circle after the largest had been marked with a heart and three lines, then he drew an arrow to the seventh circle. Near the seventh circle, he drew a dot and pointed repeatedly to it.  
 
    “Wait. I know what this is,” I said. “This big circle is a star, and the third is Earth. Marco is telling us we shouldn’t go to Earth, but to the seventh planet. Why the seventh planet?” 
 
    Marco gestured furiously. His hands flew, varied from mimicking a giant ape to playing violin. The concepts just did not translate. I knew one thing: he really wanted us to go to the seventh planet. 
 
    “I’ve known Marco for some time,” Maven said, “He’s never led me wrong. He must have a reason for us to go to planet number seven in the Sol system. I think we need to see what’s there.” 
 
    “Do you think the Empire has something there?” I said. “If so, how would Marco know?” 
 
    “I don’t know the answer to either question, Raka. Let’s find out.” 
 
      
 
    Chapter 33 
 
    They Went That-a-way 
 
      
 
    ESS Dissolute Ultralog-Complete™ Log, recorded in accordance with the Patriotic Love for the Empire and Freedom of Monitoring Act. Released under Imperial Order #C53TH341 
 
     
 
    Denton Morrow cursed as the Dissolute neared enough to get a complete scan of a probe. “What the hell? Just another probe? I’m getting damn tired of chasing down these stupid things.”
Natastia Briggam stared down her nose at him. “You’re being played, Morrow.” 
 
    “I know that. But standard procedures require that I check each signal before we expand the search. We have two more before we move on.” 
 
    “This mission does not call for standard procedures. You and I both know that those other two signals are going to be probes, just like the ones we’ve already found. Look at the pattern. This was an attempt to draw us away from the real target. A red herring.” 
 
    “I hate fish. But at this point, I’d take fish over beans,” Denton Morrow said. “So, we know that somebody was here, recently, presumably in the Emperor’s shuttle. We know that the shuttle has limited jump capacity and they are trying to keep us away from something. The question is, where did they go from here?” 
 
    “That’s up to you to figure out. This is barbarian territory; unchartered, wild. There are no maps of likely attractions. You need to figure out where they went.” 
 
    “With no breadcrumbs to follow, no trail to track, and no wake to lead to a ship. It’s complete guesswork to figure out which way they went.” 
 
    “Is it?”  
 
    “If it isn’t guesswork, I only know of one person that can tell us the best odds of where they went,” Denton said, stroking his chin as he approached a communications panel, pressing a button to select his main team, and announcing: “Meeting in ten minutes at the navigation room.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Perry Tremblan arrived first, followed by Dr. Mitch Sorren, Natastia Briggam, Mr. Smiles, and Magnus Aldis. 
 
    “Lady and Gentlemen, we have a task to perform that may seem impossible. Each of us has skills and abilities that, combined together, may just make it feasible.”  
 
    As he talked, Magnus made a wanking motion behind Denton Morrow’s back. Mr. Smiles laughed until Natastia Briggam sent him a scolded look. The gorilla straightened up, backhanding Magus across the upper arm.  
 
    Denton paused. “As I was saying, we know the shuttle carrying the traitors was here, and recently so. We need to determine where they went.” 
 
    Magnus grunted. “Impossible. They could have gone anywhere. Unless you have their signal, you’re hosed.” 
 
    “It’s not truly impossible,” Perry Tremblan said. “Improbably, yes. I’d say our odds—” 
 
    “I thought you might be able to help us,” Denton said. “It seems to me that we should start with the maximum range on that shuttle. Can we calculate that?” 
 
    “Theoretically, there is no maximum range. The longer the drive is engaged, combined with the apparent motion of the shuttle, calculated on a relativistic scale—” 
 
    “I understand, Mr. Tremblan. Assuming you were on that shuttle and had a desire to live through the jump, what would you consider the maximum range would be?” 
 
    “I have an expectation of an unusually high safety factor, per a previous conversation we had. I’d jump no further than thirty light-years in a single event. Most people would consider ninety to a hundred and twenty as an acceptable risk…” 
 
    “One twenty it is. Plug that into your navi-thingy, centered at this location. Let’s see what that looks like.” A sphere displayed in holographic detail. “So this is our search area. What can our scanners cover?” 
 
    Magnus Aldis snarled. “Stupid question. Scanners are limited to light-speed. If you want to scan a sphere of one twenty light-years, figure on two forty years to get your signal back.” 
 
    Perry said, “It’s actually worse than that. We could scan a single vector and get the information back in two forty years. Trying to find a particular object, the size of a shuttle, would require a focused beam and a search program that would take years to initiate properly—” 
 
    “Understood,” Denton said. “We don’t have two hundred and forty years or even one. Assuming they wanted to survive the jump, they’d avoid vectors that would take them too close to a star, wouldn’t they?” 
 
    “Yes. There are some vectors that we could eliminate because they’d be certain death.”  
 
    Perry worked the virtual controls until the sphere showed several conical areas illuminated in red, one noticeably larger than the rest. As Denton pointed to that vector, Perry explained. “Black hole. Nobody would jump anywhere near that. This one…” He pointed to another large area. “Neutron star. The small slivers are individual stars. Well, actually the star itself would not be noticeable, but the death zone around it would be. Individual planets are irrelevant at this scale.” 
 
    “So we’ve knocked out a few vectors. What else can we eliminate?” Denton said. 
 
    “While we’ve been talking, I ran some calculations. Over ninety percent of jumps are done in the forty to ninety light year range. If we assume that, our target looks like this.”  
 
    Perry manipulated the controls until a defined band appeared in the holographic display. “I’m also extrapolating data to identify systems that might support carbon life.”  
 
    Green splotches cropped up as potential targets. 
 
    “Good. That’s getting us somewhere. Any other ideas?” 
 
    “Have we searched for traces of cesium?” Mitch Said. “Would that get us anywhere?” 
 
    “The drive doesn’t need cesium for a jump,” Magnus said. “Didn’t they teach you anything in that doctor school?” 
 
    “Yes, it creates a time-space bubble around the ship to pause time for the occupants. But the ship has to be lined up and pointed in the proper direction and in motion, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Magnus grunted. “We’re not looking for cesium, dumbass. Positioning jets are ionic. Looking for cesium is moronic, ha.” 
 
    “Would our sensors be able to detect evidence of ionic positioning?” Denton Morrow said as he gestured tow hands upward toward the doctor a motion that meant ‘don’t get offended, he’s just a jerk’.  
 
    Perry Tremblan adjusted the display. “Our sensors should be able to detect traces of ionic thrust. It’s barely detectable over background levels. Let’s see what the data shows us.” 
 
    Wisps appeared in the holographic image. 
 
    “Does that tell us anything?” Denton Morrow said. “Looks random to me.” 
 
    “This is anything but random. Look at this distribution.” He pointed to one of the wisps, barely visible. “Perhaps if I applied a condensation filter, it might be more recognizable.”  
 
    The statistician worked his magic, and the display changed again. “Now do you see it?” 
 
    “That looks like a positioning burn! And another opposite, but smaller. Do you think the smaller ones are older?” 
 
    “Just the opposite. Most pilots will start with a rough burn to point in the general direction, then small controlled burns to perfect the orientation. These small burns are just that, minor vector fixes.” 
 
    “Excellent work, Mr. Tremblan. Considering those adjustments, what would you propose was their vector?” 
 
    “All I can do is give you an approximation.” A conical corridor appeared in the display as he talked. “Based on what we’re seeing, I’d say with a—” 
 
    Denton Morrow put his hands on his hips. “Do not tell me the percentage. Just show me where you think they went.”  
 
    “They went that-away, Cap’n,” Perry Tremblan said his motions exaggerated and mocking. “And along this corridor, the most likely destination is this system, thirty-two light years from our current location. Un-named. Nothing interesting about it, but the star is of reasonable size to support a habitable zone.” 
 
    “Can you predict their speed? Is there any way we can catch them?”
“There speed would be a factor of the cesium burn. Considering how little I’m seeing, I’d estimate they are traveling between S-two and S-four.”               
 
    “What are we capable of, Mr. Tremblan?”  
 
    “S-ten is within safety parameters.” 
 
    “So assuming they are traveling at S-two and we are traveling at S-ten…” 
 
    “That’s the trick of the Chronos Drive. To people within the field, it seems like an instantaneous transition from one point in space to another. But outside of the field, time passes normally, so speed entering the field determines how much standard time passes.”  
 
    Denton raised one eye, then one finger, asking, “What does this mean?” 
 
    . “Theoretically, we could get to their destination before they do.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t that be a surprise for them. Make it so, team.”  
 
      
 
    Chapter 34 
 
    The Winds of Uranus 
 
     
 
    I had learned that no matter where I hid or what I tried, Marco would vomit on me at every jump. In preparation, I would just lock myself into the Head and be showering when the jump took place. If he somehow managed to sneak in, I’d be prepared to wash off the vile matter. If not, at least I’d be clean and fresh after the jump. As I lathered up, a strange tingling sensation ran through my body that I recognized without a doubt: we had made the jump. I looked at the shower floor. Nothing but nice, clean suds and water, not a speck of simian vomit. I checked my hair and hands. All clean. I smiled. I had finally outsmarted the chimpanzee. Sure, we’d all likely die and everything had turned to complete shit, but today I hadn’t gotten barfed on, so today counts as a good day. One minor victory for me. 
 
    I spent more time shaving and primping than I had in weeks, probably due to being back in the Sol system, and even though she was millions of miles away, I knew Gina waited there on Earth. Poor Gina. She’s innocent in all of this and I’ve been gone a very long time. How long exactly would be hard to calculate. I could count time from my point of view and come up with a number of days, weeks, and months. But each jump complicates things. This is generally not an issue until you return from a long trip and you’ve aged a year while everyone else had aged three. But people age slowly and change is negligible in the Empire, so the effects are minimal. But not for Gina, back on primitive Earth. She probably thinks I’ve forgotten about her, abandoned her for some big adventure. That is if she isn’t horribly sick or even…If only she could know that I’d do anything for her. She’ll never know and will likely die cursing my name. Why is this universe so damned cruel? One good thing happens to me in my entire lifetime and it’s taken away like this. I looked at myself in the mirror. Tired, angry, old, and bitter. I knew I’d never see her again. I failed her, Earth, and everything. To die out here in space would be a relief.” 
 
    I stepped out of the head and immediately found myself flailing against a loss of control of my body. Had the shuttle been hit? Did something happen to the artificial gravity? Were we crashing?  
 
    As my body smacked against the shuttle’s hard metal floor I recognized a smell and my stunned brain pieced together what had happened. I had stepped in a slippery pile of monkey puke, lost my footing and fell face first in it. “Goatless mother of a whore father stupid fucking monkey brainless chimp!” I heard Maven’s voice through the intercom. “When you’re done with the poetry, you should come to the cockpit. We have a situation up here. Marco’s going nuts.”  
 
    “I’m going to crush his nuts. Fucking disgusting primitive primate spineless bastard monkey.” 
 
    “Quit screwing around and get up here. He’s insisting on taking the controls,” Maven said. 
 
    I wiped myself off with a towel, getting the big chunks off of me. “He can’t fly this thing, can he?” 
 
    “Not that I’m aware of. Get up here. Maybe you can calm him down?”  
 
    I raced to the cockpit to find the chimp at the controls, Maven trying to coax the yoke away from him. She looked at me and with a silent gesture, one hand moving like a mouth, the other pointing to me to go around. She would distract the crazed monkey and I could sneak up on him. As I got nearer, Marco turned toward me, hissing and reached a hairy hand deep into his ass-less chaps to produce a small handgun. I recognized it as the one Nicholai had given me so long ago. I had stuffed it in a pocket then never thought about it again. At some point, Marco must have taken it from me. He pointed the gun at my chest. 
 
    “Whoa, there buddy!” I said, raising my hands up. “Come on Marco, relax. There’s no reason to shoot me. I’m backing away now, slowly.”  
 
    Marco pointed the weapon at me, shaking it repeatedly. He wanted me to stay put. He turned the gun toward Maven and she did the same, stepping back. 
 
    Maven’s clinched her fists, her eyes glowed with rage. “What’s gotten into him?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe he did the brown acid? Who knows what he and Nicholai have been taking.” I noticed a bright spot enlarging before us, with a blue tint and slightly noticeable ring system. Definitely a planet; an ice giant by my non-technical appraisal. “Is that the seventh planet?” 
 
    “Yes,” Maven said. “It’s clearly not habitable, so by our standards, it would be known as Sol Seven. The Barbarians, er, Earthers have a name for it I would imagine…”  
 
    She did a quick search on the ship’s database. “Uranus.” 
 
    “Of course. It all makes sense. This is all a joke, isn’t it Marco? Your final insult to me so that forevermore I’ll be the butt of, ‘Where did Raka die? Circling Uranus.’? Seems like a lot of work for a grade schooler’s joke Marco. I expected more, really.”  
 
    Marco raised an eyebrow and looked over imaginary glasses, indicating that I was truly an idiot. He waved the gun around wanting us to give him more space. We backed up as he made some adjustments to the controls. An alarm klaxon went off. 
 
    “What the hell?” I said, scanning the control panel. 
 
    “Targeting sensors! We’ve got company! They have a lock on us,” Maven said, pointing to a display. “They’re coming in hot.” 
 
    Marco jerked the controls and we dove toward the planet, it's blue surface growing in our vision. When the shuttle’s skin glowed orange, Marco fired the retros hard to slow us down. When he did, Maven and I both slid forward, grabbing on to whatever we could. I cracked my knee on a control board; Maven grabbed a handle and maintained composure. The chimp pointed the nose of the shuttle to what was now ‘down’, and winds tossed the shuttle around.  
 
    “Marco, do you know what you’re doing?” Maven said, with uncalled-for calm. “Why are you taking us into the stratosphere?”  
 
    The chimp grabbed the control yoke with one foot and motioned with both hands. One hand swayed as a bird on the wind, the second came in from behind as if it tried to hit the first, missing every time. “I think I get it, Marco!” Maven said. “You’re saying a second ship couldn’t hit us in this wind.”  
 
    The targeting klaxon whined a slow death. Maven looked at a gauge on the control board. “Wind speeds around four-hundred fifty miles per hour. In the atmosphere, they can’t target us, and an attraction field won’t work. Even if they try to fire magnetic seizures, they’d never hit us. Hell, they’d have to harpoon us! Raka, this chimp is a genius.” 
 
    “Why do I find that so hard to believe?” 
 
    “It takes one to know one? It doesn’t matter. He’s right, in these winds, we should be safe. There’s not a sane pilot in the fleet that would try to dock with us under these conditions.” 
 
    “So that means they’ll just shoot us down. Is that any better?” I said. 
 
    “Targeting is thrown off too. The Emperor will want proof. In space, they’d fire a disabling shot to take out our controls. But if they shoot us down in the atmosphere, the shuttle and all evidence of us will be lost. Just a sec.”  
 
    Maven worked controls. “Damn. I can’t get a solid signal. We’re bouncing around all over the place. I can tell you it’s a single ship, but that’s about it. Smaller than a Dreadnought and larger than a Transport.” 
 
    Nicholai stumbled in, shaking his head. “Fucking Hell. Is dat’ monkey-mon at the controls? He can’t fly ‘dis thing, he’s all messed up mon. I tol’ him not to take da’ brown acid. Makes you see things. Not good things.” 
 
    “Cut the chatter!” Maven said, sounding like a drill sergeant. “Raka. You work that joystick.”  
 
    She pointed to a small controller labeled ‘Aft Camera’, “It controls a visual camera system. Can you get an image?” 
 
    I maneuvered the joystick to the best of my ability, found a button marked ‘record’ and actually got several seconds worth of viewable images. “I’ve got something. Do you recognize this?” 
 
    “That’s a Daemon class,” Maven said, then exhaled as if it pained her. “Definitely a retrieval squad. Likely trained specialists, picked specifically for their mission: to bring us back.” 
 
    “In that case, perhaps Marco is a genius,” I said, not believing I had said that. “I mean, good job, Marco.”  
 
    Marco chattered; it sounded like laughter.  
 
    “So what’s the plan?” I asked. 
 
    “Plan?” Maven said, laughing. “We have to decide right now how far we are willing to go. They are one ship. Probably sending a signal back toward the relay as we speak. We can buy some time in the stratosphere, but they are bound to pick up signals from Earth. They may assume they are false beacons for a while, but eventually, they’ll figure it out. If they tire of waiting on us, they’ll move on to Earth.” 
 
    I shook my head. “We can’t let that happen. What if we signaled them and surrender? Then when they dock, someone opens the cover to the Chronos Drive. You said that would set off the grandmother of all explosions, right? We all go up in an instant, and Earth is safe. It would be painless. I’m willing to be the one.”  
 
    I heard a terrible crash, and I went headfirst into a bulkhead as everything turned upside down. I found myself flat on my back, on the shuttle floor, as everything spun in inexplicable directions. I fought black curtains from closing out my consciousness as my ears rang and blood ran down my forehead. The shuttle spun harder, until engines kicked in, thrusting the shuttle at a vector that didn’t make sense.  
 
    Alarms went off. I heard yelling and voices I did not recognize, and a sudden increase in air pressure blew through the craft, with an overwhelming odor of sulfur, methane, and raw sewage. I gagged at the smell, as if someone had stirred up the sludge at a wastewater treatment facility, then stuck the spoon under my nose. As I tried to figure out what had just happened, I struggled to stand, and was helped into a horizontal position by a friendly strike to the back of the skull. I took the hint and lay down flat, face down, as boots stomped around me. Huge, hairy feet approached and lifted me by the collar in a swift jerk. I found myself staring eye-to-eye with a gorilla. He had an odd scar on one side of his mouth, and dressed in a very smart, tailor-fitted, gray suit.  
 
      
 
     Chapter 35 
 
    Dissolute at the Door 
 
      
 
    ESS Dissolute Ultralog-Complete™ Log, recorded in accordance with the Patriotic Love for the Empire and Freedom of Monitoring Act. Released under Imperial Order #C53TQ582 
 
     
 
    “How long do you think we’ll have to wait?” Denton said, staring at Perry over plates of beans, spiced with a beancurry dip and an ice-cream-like dessert made of blanched beans covered by imitation vanilla.  
 
    “Assuming we passed them in the jump, and based on the calculations I’ve done time and time again, if we guessed correctly, we should see them appear within the next forty-eight hours. There are a lot of assumptions in those calculations, so I only have a—” 
 
    “Do not tell me the percentage. Is it more likely than not?” 
 
    “Yes, slightly.” 
 
    Denton Morrow picked at his food. “Good. If we can pull this off, Mr. Tremblan, I’ll be pardoned, you’ll be handsomely rewarded, and the Empire will once again be safe.”  
 
    “Safe from what, exactly? A fool, a whore, a drug dealer, and a monkey? Seems to be a lot of trouble to bring that lot to justice. I have to think there’s something more to this.” 
 
    “The something more is they exposed and embarrassed the Emperor. If he were to let that go unpunished, what would be next? Protests in the commons? It takes an iron fist to rule an empire, and that means that justice must always be served. It’s as simple as that.” 
 
    “If you say so, Lt. Morrow. But that last statement sounded like something I’d expect from Natastia Briggam, not you.” Denton Morrow’s eyes turned downward. “While I can predict what the Emperor will do with great accuracy, the reasons behind his actions escape me, most of the time,” Perry said. 
 
    “Not everyone can see things like an Emperor. Some people are just born for it.” Denton replied. 
 
    “Or perhaps corrupted by it? Hypothetically speaking, of course. Not our Emperor by any means, but just a generic person without the will power and wisdom of our great Emperor.” 
 
    “Hypothetically speaking, of course. Just keep in mind, our orders are to bring the fool back to justice, where he will be tried, found guilty, and summarily executed in full compliance with Imperial law.” 
 
    “With great certainty, he will be.” Perry Tremblan’s turned his eyes to a point on the holographic display. “Now that’s interesting.” He pointed to a specific area. “That looks like the incoming signs of a blue shift. Wait for it. Wait. There!”  
 
    A blip showed up on the display, as a voice came over the intercom, Magnus’s voice echoed around them. “Yo, Morrow. I’ve found that fool Varoule, I’m setting an intercept course. Targeting lock initiated.” 
 
    “No! Initiate silent running protocol. I’m on my way to the cockpit. Don’t do anything else until I get there.”  
 
     “Too late, I’ve already gotten a lock on them. They think they can run.” 
 
    “What the fuck, Aldis? I wanted this to be clean.” 
 
    “Clean? I thought you wanted them to be captured.” 
 
    “Captured alive,” Denton Morrow said, entering the cockpit. “They’re running. Fuck me!” 
 
    “I hope that’s not an order. You’re not my type. But that gorilla has quite the butt on him. A couple more months in space…” 
 
    “Can it, Aldis. What are they doing? They’re heading right toward the gas giant. Can you catch them before they hit the stratosphere?” 
 
    “Negative. Doesn’t matter anyway, they can’t get away from us in that bucket.” 
 
    “If they make it to the stratosphere, the winds will make our attempts to capture them useless. That’s why I wanted to sneak up on them.” Denton Morrow shook his head and pounded his fist. “There goes that plan.” 
 
    “Sneaking is for cowards. You ready to see some skills? Strap in, prepare to tighten your sphincter, and try not to shit yourself, Morrow.” 
 
    “I’d ask if you were crazy, but I already know the answer. Are you sure you can pull this off?” 
 
    “Might scratch the paint a little,” Magnus said, just as Perry Tremblan entered the cockpit. 
 
    Perry spoke through a grim frown. “I’m assuming you are aware of the opportunity for this maneuver to end with an unsatisfactory outcome, Mr. Aldis? Very unsatisfactory.” 
 
    Magnus laughed. “Unsatisfactory as in we’re all going to die in a tragic docking explosion. Punctured liver, serrated spleen, foreign bodies impaled into our chests, arms ripped off, and ‘I can’t breathe’ vacuum.”  
 
    Perry turned pale as the Dissolute’s floodlights made the shuttle plainly visible.  
 
    “Get a grip, stat boy. There are worse ways to die; this will be quick and give us something to talk about in hell,” Aldis said. 
 
    Perry Tremblan pointed at the shuttle, his pupils dilated, and his jaw hung loose. “What is that?” 
 
    “That would be the shuttle, dumbass.” 
 
    “No. On the side?” 
 
    “Cute. Looks like they painted a chicken on the side and gave it a name. Black Swan. What the fuck does that mean?” 
 
    “Abort!” Perry screamed, “Abort now!” 
 
    “Too late, we’re committed. Extending forced docking barbs. I’ve got a target on their hatch. Coming in hard. Bite the pillow sweetheart because this is gonna’ hurt.”  
 
    The ships slammed together, barbs, or ‘harpoons’ pierced the shuttle’s skin and with every vibration, they drew the two crafts closer as they spun in eccentric, nauseating spirals. Magnus Aldis punched the throttle in a rhythmic pattern; each thrust driving the ellipse longer and more controlled. He finally overpowered the inertia and gained an awkward control over both ships. “Got ‘em.” 
 
    Denton Morrow struggled to his feet, fighting the urge to vomit, dizziness, and a sense of overwhelming vertigo. He cleared his throat to speak. “That was interesting.”  
 
    He opened the comms. “Boarding party to the main hatch. Remember, we are here to take them alive. I want non-lethal takedowns of all occupants.” 
 
    “Shoot ‘em in the legs, boys!” Magnus shouted as he pulled the HFG-9900 from under a control panel, now handily equipped with an eight-inch-long, razor-sharp bayonet. 
 
    “Non-lethal. Overpower them, hold them down, or use a stun charge. Get a seal on that connection and get that hatch open! Whoever brings me Virgule gets a bonus. Get in there and take control.” 
 
    Magnus retorted over his shoulder as he rushed to the hatch. “If the Doc can patch them up, that’s still non-lethal in my book. Fucking Hell! Get through that hole ya’ stupid gorilla!” 
 
      
 
    ESS Dissolute Ultralog-Complete™ Log coverage ended as boarding party exited coverage area. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 36 
 
    The Tonton Macoute 
 
      
 
    Things happened so quickly. The gorilla had me by the collar, my arms pinned behind me. Stun bursts flashed, lots of commotion, then a beast of a man approached me with the largest gun I’d ever seen. He poked at me with a knife blade mounted on the business end. 
 
    “Fucking ape gets the bonus because he couldn’t get his ass out of my way. Just my luck,” The horrible man said with a fierce scowl. “Now I’m left hanging.”  
 
    Nicholai and Marco had been surrounded by grunts. They had their hands on their heads, dozens of weapons aimed at them. Marco stared at the gorilla. His head turned, eyes strained as if he looked for something. The vile man noticed this and poked Marco in the belly with the bayonet. “I’ll skin you, chimp.”  
 
    Marco howled and hissed. 
 
    “Leave da’ monkey-mon alone. He not hurtin’ nobody,” Nicholai said.  
 
    I clenched up and tried to motion to him to keep quiet. 
 
    The man held out his right hand. “My apologies. I don’t think we’ve met. Magnus Aldis.” He reached out to shake Magnus’s hand.  
 
    “Nicholai Anterwon.”  
 
    I gasped as Magnus turned the weapon toward Nicholai and plunged the bayonet deep into his chest. Nicholai’s eyes widened, his mouth formed a horrible grimace as the revolting man pushed a foot into his stomach to retract the weapon. 
 
    “Damn vacuum lock. Should have fullered the blade a bit more,” Magnus said as he kicked and pulled, and the bayonet popped out with a smack. He watched Nicholai crumble to the floor, and tapped his communicator. “Doctor to the shuttle.” 
 
    I rushed to help Nicholai as the blood poured from his chest. Nicholai’s eyes fluttered and he strained to breathe. He grabbed my collar and pulled my ear close to his mouth. “Save Marco.”  
 
    Nothing more. His last words, to save the chimp he’d gotten high with so many times. I sighed, tears welling up in my eyes, trying to piece together what had happened. A hand lay on my shoulder and heard a voice. 
 
    A man pushed me away and began to work on Nicholai. “Let me in. I’m a doctor.” 
 
    Another man stepped entered my field of vision, this one appeared to be wearing the stripes of an officer. 
 
    “Is he…?” The officer said.  
 
    The doctor spat out the words. “He’s dead, Denton.”  
 
    “You can’t let that happen. We’re supposed to bring them all back alive to be killed by the Emperor!” 
 
    “Dammit Denton! I’m a doctor, not a resurrector. Your goon here pierced his aorta. There’s nothing I could do.” 
 
    “Magnus Aldis. You are under arrest!” Denton said, spitting with each word.
“Under what charges?” Aldis said, wide-eyed. 
 
    “Murder to begin with.” 
 
    “Murder? I just stuck him a little. I’ve survived worse. It’s the doctor’s job to fix him. It’s not my fault the doctor’s incompetent. Next time let’s get a decent doctor. This one just wants to sell underpants.” 
 
    “Incompetent? You are an evil, sadistic brute with no moral compass, no sense of shame; no control whatsoever!” 
 
    “It’s too late for flattery, doc. You’ve proven that you’re just a quack. Proper medical attention would have saved this man. Here’s your real killer.” 
 
    The doctor’s jaw dropped. “What? This conversation is insane! Mr. Morrow, what are you going to do about this?” 
 
    “Men, arrest Magnus Aldis. Take him to the brig.” 
 
     “You’ll never take me alive!” Magnus said as he started to back up, raising his weapon. A voice cut through the din, a strong female voice I hadn’t heard before. 
 
    “Smiles! Gun.”  
 
    The gorilla snatched the weapon from Magnus’ hands, flinging it across the room. The gorilla grabbed the man’s ankle and pulled him down with blinding speed, pinning him to the floor and raising a big hairy fist.  
 
    “Two ribs, Mr. Smiles.”  
 
    The gorilla’s fist struck with a sickening snap, Magnus Aldis yelping.  
 
    “That sounded like more than two. Shame.” 
 
    “Drag him to the brig,” Morrow said to a pair of guards. “Full restraints chained to the wall. Let the record show that as of this moment, Magnus Aldis is stripped of his officer’s rank and privileges.”  
 
    He then turned away. “Mr. Tremblan, I want you to access their ship’s logs and provide me a detailed report of everywhere this ship has been since it left Imperial space.” 
 
    “Understood,” Perry said. 
 
    Denton said, “You, Major uh…” 
 
    “Howlowitz, Sir.” 
 
    “You have pilot’s wings, right?” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
    “Take the controls and ease this ship into clear space. The key word is ease.” 
 
    “Sir. Should we detach from the shuttle first?” 
 
    “Follow orders, Major. We’ll deal with the shuttle later.”  
 
    Denton turned to the doctor. “Doctor. We have a patient in need of medical assistance in the brig.” 
 
    “Sorry, sir. I have an autopsy to perform, equipment to sterilize, and I really need to do an inventory of supplies. It’s going to take hours. Our patient is just going to have to wait. Besides, are you certain he’d want an incompetent doctor working on him? I might just inject him with potassium chloride instead of an analgesic. They do tend to look quite the same to the incompetent eye.” 
 
    “Let him stew until your autopsy is done, then tape him up. No need to waste high-end treatment on a prisoner.”  
 
    He turned to the woman. “Ms. Briggam. I’m assuming you’ll want to interview our guests to begin with. I’m sure I don’t have to remind you of our orders to bring them in alive.” 
 
    “Smiles. Escort our new friends to the mess hall. If they try anything, feel free to break their legs. One leg each, that is.” 
 
    *** 
 
    A lot of thoughts go through your head when a comrade is killed right before your eyes and you are dragged by a gorilla outfitted in a custom-tailored gray suit, under the threat of broken limbs if you struggle, knowing you are doomed to decapitation by the Emperor as soon as you are returned to Imperial Space. But oddly enough, one thought raced through my mind. Wow, this gorilla smells terrific. A hint of florals, lavender perhaps, with an undertone of vanilla and a subtle, clean touch of spearmint. I had been strangely at peace as my head bounced off the threshold leading to the mess hall. 
 
    The woman followed us, pointing a finger-pistol at me. Finger-pistols are rare in the Empire as they were so easily concealed, inaccurate over a few dozen meters, and had a tendency to go off, killing their owner if they forgot they wore it and scratched an itch or worse yet, picked their nose. At this range, however, it could be just as deadly as any other rail weapon. A flash of laser light emitted from the weapon as it crossed my eyes, blinding me. I winced, trying to cover my eyes with my hands. The gorilla tightened his grip on me, lifted me from the ground and shoving me into a hard chair, knocking the wind from my lungs. 
 
    “Raka Varoule. So glad to finally meet you.” The woman reached her hand toward me, the laser light from the finger-pistol moving erratically. “Oops. Don’t want to accidentally kill you as we’re being introduced. Natastia Briggam, Inquisitor.” She nodded toward me. 
 
    “Pleased to meet you.” 
 
    “Don’t get me started. My friend here is Mr. Smiles. He does whatever I say, without hesitation. Trust me, he’s much more dangerous than this little gun. Now, your companions. Maven Blackheart. Occupation unknown, according to official records.” Her gaze turned toward Maven. “What is it that you do, Ms. Blackheart?” 
 
    Maven sounded brave. “I do lots of things.”  
 
    “Oh, goody, because so do I. One of the things I do is to get people to answer questions they don’t want to answer. I happen to be very good at it too. Isn’t that right, Mr. Morrow?” 
 
    As if on cue, Morrow stepped into the mess hall. “Ms. Briggam is not exaggerating, to that I can attest. Before long, Ms. Blackheart, you’ll be begging to tell your story, in its entirety to anyone who will listen. I’ll wager that you’ll break within four standard days. But let’s start with this guy, the guest of the hour, Raka Varoule! Mr. Varoule, what do you have to say for yourself on this fine day?” 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Hello? Because of you, I lost my commission, my freedom...my mind! I spent years in a tiny, filthy cell waiting to get a signal back from that shuttle you stole, the one I should have shot out of space, but no! You jumped at the last instant, ruining my life, destroying everything that was ‘Denton Morrow’. I was tortured, manipulated, and I’ve been on this ship that smells of shit for months tracking you down, and you say ‘Hello’? Somehow I expected more.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    Denton smiled, reached out and shook my hand hard. “Oh, it’s fine, nevermind, we’re good. I’m so glad we’re finally together, Raka. We actually have a lot of things in common.” 
 
    “We do?” 
 
    “Of course. We’re both a long way from home, traveling with primates, and I believe we’re both victims of our circumstances. Let me ask you, Raka, what did you expect to find when you opened that door to the Emperor’s ballroom?” 
 
    “I don’t know really. I was thinking along the lines of finest wines, expensive foods, delegates from all over the galaxy trying to outdo each other. But I never expected that.” 
 
    Denton shook his head as if to say ‘what a shame’. “Saw, and broadcasted across the galaxy. Do you know what you did, to the Empire?” 
 
    “What I did to the Empire? I didn’t do anything. I exposed the Emperor, I was knocked unconscious, and I escaped. I’ve never harmed the Empire.”  
 
    “Let’s say things changed a bit because of you, Raka. The Emperor appointed an independent team of the finest investigators on the Imperial payroll to determine exactly what happened leading up to that fateful day. They investigation determined that the Emperor, without his knowledge or consent, had been drugged over several years. His actions were not of his control as he was being manipulated by a terrorist group. With this information, he pushed through the Patriotic Love for the Empire and Freedom of Monitoring Act. Now everything, everywhere, is fully recorded, to be reviewed by the Emperor’s finest.” 
 
    “A terrorist group drugged him and forced him to attend an orgy? Does that make any sense at all to you?” I said. 
 
    “This group had the goal of embarrassing the Emperor, hoping to create a coup to steal power and control, pushing through their radical agenda. There were documents found, tracing the control back to a specific group. You probably weren’t aware of this, Raka, but do you know how you got the assignment to do the birthday story on the Emperor?” 
 
    “Assignment? I begged, borrowed and bribed my way into that.” 
 
    “So you would believe. Do you remember when you first heard of the Emperor’s party?” 
 
    “It’s been too long. I do not recall.” 
 
    “There was a lady on the tram. Blonde hair, blue dress; low cut, no undergarments.” 
 
    “Yes, I remember her,” I said, never forgetting a great set of personality. 
 
    “Do you remember what she said?” 
 
    “I don’t remember her talking.” 
 
    “Of course not. She told you that she recognized you from that last exposé you did. Something about clerics stealing from the till?” 
 
    “Monks. They were monks.” 
 
    “She told you the location, time and a contact with a ticket to the party. You then met that contact, a skinny guy with a plaid shirt and brown pants. You paid him handsomely for a ticket.” 
 
    “Ten thousand credits. I had to borrow three thousand of that.” 
 
    “Yeah, well he was a setup. He was to give you that ticket, regardless. Whatever he made from it was a bonus for him. Then he sent you to his buddy, the one that got you on the shuttle. The big guy who smelled of ham and had that rash on his back? Who just happened to be carrying a shuttle filled with empty crates to the exact sector that the Emperor’s flagship was passing through? You remember, right?” 
 
    “I had to rub that nasty ointment on his back during the trip. Five times. It took weeks to get that smell off my hands.” 
 
    Denton Morrow cringed. “Some people have unusual taste in stimulation. I had never heard of a back-rubbing perversion, but I guess it takes all types. You were played, Mr. Varoule, like a fiddle by a master fiddler. You’ve been master-fiddled.” 
 
    “But by who? You mentioned a terrorist group, who could plan all this, make it all happen?” I said. 
 
    “You have been out of the loop for a while. Have you ever heard of the Tonton Macoute?” 
 
    “Never.” 
 
    “It’s from a little-used dialect. The name means ‘Uncle Gunnysack’. It’s some kind of a bogeyman that steals children that misbehave. He shows up with a gunnysack over his head and drags the kids off in a spare gunnysack, presumably kept in a gunnysack pocket. We’ve only had second-hand stories of dealing with them, and one theme carries through; a gunnysack mask. The interesting thing, Raka, is that it appears that one of your companions has ties to this group. You see, we intercepted a paired quantum transmission.”                
 
    “You intercepted a paired quantum transmission? That’s impossible.”  
 
    “Not truly impossible. Most quantum pairs are monogamous, but a few are polyamorous. The pairs that are slipped to the black-market? Yeah, they are into three-ways.”  
 
    Denton grinned. “It seems a certain ‘Agent M’ sent out a call for assistance, not too long ago. I have a transcript here. We are highly confident this message was received by the Tonton Macoute.” 
 
    I turned to Maven, my gaze turned viscous. “Is this true?” 
 
    “I don’t know anything about a Tonton Macoute,” Maven said. “Nothing.” 
 
    Denton Morrow cleared his throat to interrupt. “Maven Blackheart. I’ve spent many a flatulent evening reading your dossier. You used to be known as Marvin Blackheart.” 
 
    “Your name used to be Marvin? You never told me that!” I said, truly surprised. 
 
    “That wasn’t important and you never asked.” 
 
    “You’ve got quite a history, Ms., or should I say Mr. Blackheart?” 
 
    “Just call me Maven.” 
 
    “Hmm. Agent M, perchance? Seems you found a way to beat the purge and escape, joining up with an underground group set on harming the Empire. Do you deny this?” 
 
    “I refuse to answer a question like that.” 
 
    “Give it time and you’ll answer questions we never asked. You got close to the Emperor, didn’t you? We have video of you going back several months. When Raka entered, you sprang into action immediately, knocking the valve off the tank with a hammer you mysteriously produced from out of the site of the cameras. I’ve watched the video several times. It seems like you had a plan, Maven.” 
 
    “Is this true?” I said, “Was this all a setup by you and the Tonton Macoute? Were you the masterfiddler?” 
 
    “I’m no masterfiddler!” Maven said. 
 
    “Why do I find that hard to believe?” I shook my head. “How could you?” 
 
    “It wasn’t me, Raka. I’m telling you the truth.” 
 
    “And I’m supposed to believe you this time, despite all the other lies? No, fool me once, shame on you, but I won’t be fooled again. Where did the hammer come from, Maven?” 
 
    “It was in my toolkit. The Emperor was into whips, chains; the whole sadomasochism scene. On occasion, it was hammer time.”  
 
    “And he never noticed your other tool?” I said. “Or was he into that too?” 
 
    Maven’s face twisted. “That’s none of your business. Yes, I was in an underground group, and I was working to get access to the Emperor’s codes, accounts, and personal emperor. We weren’t interested in overtaking the empire. It was purely greed. Well, not purely. I had a score to settle, but I was intent on settling it with a huge bank account.” 
 
    Denton Morrow sighed, then grabbed Maven by the collar. “You expect me to believe that? I know you sent that message. What kind of assistance are you expecting? Tell me!” 
 
    “A new hammer. One that doesn’t reek of ass,” Maven said, and Denton backhanded her, knocking her chair over. She spat. “That was weak. You’re going to have to do better next time.” 
 
    “I’ll show you better!” Denton pulled back his arm, preparing to strike, but a voice cut in from over the intercom.  
 
    “Lieutenant Morrow?” 
 
    “What!?” Morrow answered. 
 
    “This is Major Howlowitz. You, uh, you had me take the controls.” 
 
    “Yes, and you’re doing a fine job. What is it, Major Howlowitz!?” 
 
    “We’re being hailed, sir.” 
 
    “Being hailed? By who?” 
 
    “The Tonton Macoute, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Chapter 37 
 
    Dissolution of Bonds 
 
     
 
    ESS Dissolute Ultralog-Complete™ Log, recorded in accordance with the Patriotic Love for the Empire and Freedom of Monitoring Act. Released under Imperial Order #C53TZ933 
 
      
 
    “Salutations, honorable crew of the Dissolute. We implore you to surrender without undesirable incident. We have established complete weapons lock on your vessel. Should you attempt to escape, your destruction is indubitable. If you require confirmation, your craft’s lock indicators are certainly reading five by five. There is no absconding. Alas, I would be remorse if I did not introduce myself. I am known as Pythagoras; not my given name but one I’ve acquired through deed and duty. I am the de facto leader of the Tonton Macoute. You have one of our agents in your midst: Agent M. I assure you that Agent M is armed and dangerous, an expert in melee combat as well as a fine marksman, has the benefit of being a master strategist and has a design and the methods to escape. Agent M is of the utmost tactical importance to us and we are unwilling to negotiate any resolution to this conflict without collection of this resource. You will release our agent immediately upon completion of the docking procedure, or the results will be exceptionally regrettable for you. I have faith that this dispatch is of crystalline transparency. Release our agent or forfeit your lives. Docking procedure initiating.” 
 
    Denton said, “Get those two to the brig!”, in the general direction of Natastia, pointing toward Raka and Marco as he ran toward the bridge. “You! Maven, you’re coming with me.” 
 
    Natastia led the prisoners to the cell and unlocked the door with a geneti-key, shoving them inside. “Rot in here with Magnus. You’ll be fast friends.”  
 
    Magnus Aldis coughed and wiped blood from his mouth. “Fucking doctor better get here soon or I’ll kill him slow-like and enjoy it. If he hurries, I’ll make it fast and mostly painless for him.”  
 
    Marco approached Aldis, studying the length of the chains and the man’s reach, calculation an appropriately safe distance, and immediately squatted down, pooped in his monkey-hand and flung the results into the face of Magnus. Magnus screamed and struggled against his chains, the action caused great pain to his broken ribs. He fought, screamed, fought again, screamed, over and over until he crumbled into a blathering mess.  
 
     Natastia joined Denton on the bridge, where he had Maven securely tied to a bastion. She waved him over, outside of Maven’s earshot. “What have you got, Morrow?” 
 
    “Their ship appears to be a converted freighter. No apparent shielding but it has been outfitted with offensive weapons, and they have lock on us. They have harpooned our starboard port, and are in the process of cutting through the locks. I cannot tell how many are in their boarding party but based on the size of their ship and its normal crew, I’m assuming they outnumber us. I’ve ordered all available soldiers to the port to greet our guests.” 
 
    “What’s your plan?” Natastia said. 
 
    “My plan?” Denton said. “They are too close to target with the ship’s weapons. They’ll have that door open in a matter of minutes. We have two options: Give them what they want or fight them hand to hand. This mission has already gone to hell, so I’m thinking give them what they want.” 
 
    “You’re thinking of handing over Maven to them? The Emperor’s orders were to bring her in alive.” 
 
    “Yes, and he wanted Nicholai alive as well. See how that worked out? Things happen on a mission that are out of our control. I said I’m thinking of handing her over, but not letting her get away.” 
 
    Natastia shook her head. “What’s your thoughts?”  
 
    “They have offensive power but don’t see any shielding. I say we play along, give them their Agent M, and then when they leave, blow them out of space. Maybe we can retrieve her body from the wreckage and the emperor can behead her corpse.” 
 
    “Seems like a reasonable solution,” Natastia said, nodding. 
 
    Lt. Morrow opened up a ship-to-ship transmission. “Pythagoras. This is Lt. Denton Morrow of the ESS Dissolute. We would prefer to handle this situation peacefully.” 
 
    “I applaud your decision as it shows wisdom and compassion for the troops under your command. I too prefer to avoid casualties in this transaction. When the portal opens, we will refrain from storming your vessel. Dispatch our agent and we shall detach without commotion.” 
 
    “It’s your lucky day,” Denton said as he untied Maven. “Your friends caught us with our pants down, and that saved your life, at least for now. I’m certain the Empire will retaliate against your gang of ruffians, but that will be another day. For now, you’ve won.” 
 
    “But, I…” Maven said. 
 
    “Don’t play with me. When that door opens, you will walk through it and instruct Pythagoras to seal the door immediately and detach his ship. End of discussion.” 
 
    Maven nodded and approached the door. It opened with an exchange of air that left her sniffing the air quizzically and shouts of disgust from the attached ship. She raised her hands and exited the Dissolute, followed by a moment of silence, then shouting. 
 
    “What is this; some manner of jest?!” Pythagoras said. “Storm their spacecraft! Find Agent M, post haste!” 
 
    A mechanically synthesized voice asked, “Sir?” 
 
    “You have a query, Cisco?” Pythagoras said. 
 
    “I was wondering, well…” 
 
    “Vocalize your request.” 
 
    “Can we take off the gunnysacks? I really can’t see out of this thing, and if we’re going to get into a big, messy battle, perhaps being able to see and breath would be helpful.” 
 
    “We are the Tonton Macoute! The gunnysacks are an essential part of the uniform; a symbol to strike fear into the hearts of those who oppose us!” 
 
    “I’m not saying give up the gunnysacks for good; just during battle. Then we can put them back on. I promise we’ll put them back on as soon as we take their ship.” 
 
    Another voice spoke, “I uh, have a problem. I threw up in my gunnysack.” 
 
    A third voice said, “Me too.” 
 
    “Did everyone expel vomitus in their gunnysacks?” Pythagoras said. 
 
    “Every one of you?” Pythagoras said. 
 
    A unanimous “Aye,” answered. 
 
    “Due to the fact that we cannot battle in soiled gunnysacks, I decree it is an acceptable practice to commence this melee without wearing our complete uniforms. You may proceed without gunnysacks. Now, are there any further inquiries?” 
 
    “No. I’m good.” 
 
    “Cause no harm to Agent M, and return to me swiftly! First wave, attack!”  
 
    With that, the attack began. 
 
    Gunnysacks dropped and someone lobbed a flash-bang grenade into the Dissolute, disorienting the first wave of soldiers guarding the door. 
 
    A voice from within the the invading force yelled, “Say hello to my little friend!” As an orangutan burst through the opening and reached into a gunnysack, producing a lemur that he flung with uncanny accuracy. The lemur flew in a perfect arc, clinging to the face of one of the grunts, wrapping its tail around the neck of the unlucky target. The man gasped for air. 
 
    A bevy of bonobos boarded, bounding off bulkheads and bulwarks, bouncing bellicosely with batons blazing [Ed. Note: Time to reboot the Dissolute’s transcribing circuits]. They jumped from head to head, through the line of grunts, hitting them with crops filled with neurotoxins and fitted with micro-needles. With each solid strike, a grunt would spastically lose muscle control, drop his weapon and convulse on the floor. The next wave followed, this time the heavier troops; silverback gorillas, massive orangutans, and the largest and strongest of the chimpanzees charged with a terrifying roar, knocking men over with the sheer thrust of the attack. The men that remained standing found themselves flung to the ground by their ankles. 
 
    A spider-monkey force attacked in the third wave. They leaped over the heavy troops, jumping from back to back, occasionally being flung forward by a strong orangutan or gorilla. Their enhanced venomous fangs dug into the necks and shoulders of the men opposing them. The venom caused men to scream and fall to their knees.  
 
    A clean-up squad of sharpshooting baboons fired poisoned darts. They found very few targets still standing, and they collected human weapons into a large pile.  
 
    The battle had only lasted a few minutes before the last of the Dissolute’s crew had dropped their weapons and raised their hands. Men screamed and convulsed, some looking like fish flopping on the bottom of a boat, gasping for air. An entourage boarded the Dissolute. Four royal guards led the way, each a sculpted example of the finest examples of the larger primates: a gorilla, a baboon, a chimpanzee and an orangutan. Each wore gilded armor designed to perfectly fit his body and had a different symbol on his breastplate. The gorilla carried a massive ax and his emblem a hatchet, the baboon a crossbow and his symbol an eye, the chimpanzee a sword, his breastplate adorned with a hand, and the orangutan a spear, his armor emblazed with a set of scales. Their eyes scoured the room. The baboon looked back and nodded. With that, Pythagoras entered. 
 
    Pythagoras ambled in, his old orangutan legs moving stiffly, but he carried himself with an air of nobility. He wore a cape that at first looked purple, but upon closer inspection the hand-stitched tapestry on top of purple silk material revealed itself. The tapestry depicted a romanticized battle scene; him leading the charge on the back of a blazing steed, followed by hundreds of primates. He silently surveyed the room and cleared his throat. “Denton Morrow! Present yourself, immediately.”  
 
    As he spoke, his enormous jowls shook rhythmically. His long braids, burnt sienna on the tips, white at the roots, swayed in the air. His clouded eyes pierced the room, his hands weak but judgment strong.  
 
    Denton stepped forward. “These men. Will they die?”  
 
    “That is entirely dependent upon your actions, Lt. Morrow. Do you care to elucidate? First you agree to afford us our agent, then you direct this to us?”  
 
    He pointed toward Maven, being held by a pair of baboons. 
 
    “I swear, I thought she was your agent. I had no idea you were, uh…” 
 
    “Not human? How characteristic of an Imperial loyal. You want all the remunerations 
 
    of an Empire but reject to perceive what that power is constructed upon.” 
 
    “Your Agent M. I’m assuming that we’re talking about the chimpanzee? The one in the chaps?” 
 
    “Abruptly, you obtain a firm comprehension of reality. Where is he?” 
 
    “Locked in the brig. Ms. Briggam has the geneti-key.” 
 
    “This Ms. Briggam you eluded to. Where is she?” 
 
    “On the bridge. Follow me,” Denton said. 
 
    “This had better not be a charade,” Pythagoras said, as his guards growled.  
 
    Denton led the way. The guards behind him poked him with axes and swords. Pythagoras followed a few steps behind. As they entered the bridge, they found Natastia backed into a corner, pointing a laser-guided warning at those who entered. Mr. Smiles positioned himself between her and the intruders, getting in the way of her aim most of the time.  
 
    “Just stay back!” Natastia said. “Smiles, if any of them come one step closer…” 
 
    Mr. Smiles looked at her and the four heavily armed guards. His face contorted into a grimace and he pounded his chest.
“Ms. Briggam. We are not savages and intend you no maltreatment. Nevertheless, any one of my sentinels is more than a match for your slave, and each would relish conveying justice to a slave master. You possess a geneti-key that precludes us from retracting our agent, however, your willing participation in opening that ingress is not obligatory. The phrase ‘over my dead body’ is actually very appropriate here. We shall acquire our agent, and you may live to see this materialize... or not. The selection is yours,” Pythagoras said. 
 
    “Smiles! Kill the first one that steps forward,” Natastia said. 
 
     “Can you not comprehend the torment you are putting your slave through?” Pythagoras said. “He is bound through neuro-control implant to obey, and his intellect has been enriched to the level he is self-aware and knows his actions will drive his own demise. He must obey, yet he knows he will perish, and his cognizance is at war with itself. If you do not command him to yield, he will die.” 
 
    Natastia lowered her finger-pistol and cocked her head to the side as she stared at Mr. Smiles. “He’s self-aware?” 
 
    “Without a doubt. Additionally, he knows he’s a slave.” 
 
    “I never thought…” 
 
    “The oppressors seldom realize that those they oppress know this.” 
 
    “Stand down, Mr. Smiles,” Natastia said, her faced paled. “I never knew.” 
 
    “You have my appreciation, Ms. Briggam. We possess a means to nullify the effects of the neuro-control implant. His intelligence will persist, but he shall possess free will. He may be one of us now; that will be his option. If he’s not interested in joining our ranks, he will be permitted free passage to any location he chooses. We will require you to inculcate him to consent to our assisting him.” 
 
    “Mr. Smiles, allow our guests here to help you.” 
 
    The gorilla’s eyes initially lit up, then welled as he approached Natastia. In the gentlest manner possible, he took her hand, knelt down before her and touched it to his face. 
 
    “Go on, Smiles, before I change my mind,” she said, brushing him away. As the gorilla exited, she rubbed the corner of her eye. “Stupid gorilla dander irritates my eyes.”  
 
    She stiffened as the gorilla left, becoming stoic. “Follow me. I’ll open the cell.” 
 
      
 
    Chapter 38 
 
    The Master Fiddler Speaketh 
 
      
 
    Marco had finally tired of tormenting Magnus, probably due to the fact that the man eventually curled up in the corner, his back to the chimp, and stopped responding. Marco made one last rude gesture, grabbing his crotch before he walked away. Tears welled up in his eyes as he laid on the floor, resting his head in his hairy hands.  
 
    Even though he had put me through so much trouble, I couldn’t help but feel sorry for him. I reached over and patted him on the shoulder. “I’m so sorry about Nicholai. I know he was your friend.”  
 
    Marco took a deep, distraught breath, started to sign something, got frustrated and leaned his head on my hand. I hadn’t expected Nicholai would become my friend, but he had his good points and didn’t deserve to die. A part of me wanted to fling a turd at Magnus, even though I knew it would make no difference. 
 
    Footsteps approached the cell. I barely cared who or what approached; in no way could I imagine a happy solution. I saw Natastia open the cell door, then a group of armored primates stepped inside, followed by the largest orangutan I’d ever seen, wearing a fancy cape. The other primates bowed in deference to him as he started to talk. 
 
    “M! It’s exceptionally agreeable to see you again!”  
 
    His gaze turned to me. “Raka Varoule, I presume?”  
 
    Dumbfounded, I just nodded. Marco stirred, raising his sad eyes to perceive this orangutan. He seemed surprised, then his hands started to fly in sign language. 
 
    “I’ve never been worthy of truly interpreting sign language. Cisco! Come forth!”  
 
    A lanky chimpanzee sauntered in. He wore a spandex running suit; red with white stripes and a strange, semi-rigid scarf that covered his mouth and neck. The orangutan continued. “Give Marco the Verbalizer. Go on, do it now, no protesting.”  
 
    The chimp removed the scarf with a disappointed shrug and tossed it to Marco. Marco struggled with it for a moment, then began speaking in a synthetic tone. 
 
    “Pythagoras! I’m glad you got my messages. I was truly wondering if you were receiving them.”  
 
    He reached a hand down into his chaps and pulled what looked like a flexible piece of rubber. When he pressed the sides in, a holographic keyboard and display appeared. “Never an answer, Pythagoras. Why?” 
 
    “We suspected that the Empire was also receiving your communications. We couldn’t risk responding, but we did act. Your intelligence on this new world has heartened our cause, providing us with genuine optimism. You are a hero to the cause!” 
 
    I stared at Marco. “You are Agent M?” 
 
    “Yes. Agent M. Some call me the Master Fiddler,” Marco said. 
 
    Pythagoras shrugged and said quietly to a guard. “Who calls him that?”  
 
    The guard raised his palms to the air and shook his head. “Just go with it.” 
 
    “You’ve been manipulation things all along? This was all your doing?” I said. 
 
    “Allow me to explain, Raka. We represent at the highest level, the ISLF, or the Intelligent Simian Liberation Front. The Empire has manipulated our people with genetic modifications, neuro-control implants, and behavior modification drugs for centuries now. We have been the lowest form of slave, used up and discarded as soon as we pass our prime. A few of us have been able to resist over the years. We had a major breakthrough when an agent from an affiliated group discovered a way to neutralize the implants. That agent happened to be Maven’s father. We made every attempt to protect him but were too few at that time and were unable to save him. But we provided limited bits of information to Maven as she was being transformed. We pulled the strings and made things happen, turning Maven Blackheart into a super spy. But we had to protect our own interests, so we never let her know who she was really working for. Her mission was to infiltrate the Emperor’s files and open up security for us. I was there in case anything went wrong.” 
 
    “You were in control the whole time?” I said, wide mouthed. 
 
    “As ‘in control’ as possible, yes. Things change quickly on a field assignment. We determined that you might be of service, so we arranged to have you show up at the party, broadcasting your program across the galaxy. However, we underestimated the time it would take for Maven to disable the security link. We planned on it shutting down when you entered, but your cameras were detected immediately. At that point, we had to improvise. I distracted the Emperor as Maven disabled the guests and guards with happy gas. No one noticed that I was the one leading her to save you, as well as leading them to the Emperor’s own shuttle.” 
 
    “What about Nicholai? Was he part of the plan?” 
 
    “No. He just happened to have built up such a resistance to drugs, the gas didn’t phase him. That man could handle substances that would drop an elephant. So the plan went awry, and I improvised. We made the first jump and I helped you and Maven do what was needed. You never perceived it, but I led you to find the barbarian world, Earth.” 
 
    “You were stoned with Nicholai the entire time.” 
 
    “The Empire uses drugs as part of the indoctrination program, keeping us slaves. I was experimenting to determine what drugs combinations are best to counteract the drugs I had been forced to take. It was purely experimental.” 
 
    “You weren’t exactly wearing a lab-coat and collecting reams of data.” 
 
    Marco motioned a finger across his throat, his meaning clear: shut up. Then he continued. “My experiments were successful, and I found several substances that were beneficial to the cause.” 
 
    “But you bit me! On my, uh…” 
 
    “Trust me, I didn’t enjoy that any more than you did. It was necessary.” 
 
    “To bite me, there? How can you explain that?!” 
 
    “Raka, I expected that you would separate from the rest of us at your first opportunity. That bite implanted a tracking device. How do you think I found you?” Marco said. 
 
    “That’s how I know you’re lying. I found you, at that traveling circus.”  
 
    Marco rolled his eyes. “Do you really believe that our reunion was by chance?”  
 
    “You tracked me down with a device you inserted in my, uh, manhood?”  
 
    “On any world in the empire, it would have been just that easy. Satellites would triangulate your position and I could simply locate you. But Earth proved difficult due to their lack of satellites. So I did some reconnaissance work through a group I started on Earth; the Deluminati; it was an underground network of conspiracy theorists. They convinced me that you were still alive. Once I knew that I had to get into orbit to triangulate your position personally.”  
 
    “You went into space? In the shuttle?” 
 
    “Don’t be silly, Raka. I got into space through NASA.” 
 
    “NASA agreed to help you?” 
 
    “Actually, I agreed to help NASA. They had such a simplistic concept of gravity. It was quite funny, at least at first. But I digress. I orbited the Earth in their tiny module, picked up your tracking signal and with each orbit, knew more precisely where you were. When I returned, I made my way to you, via that circus.” 
 
    “You’re telling me that all this time, you’ve been in charge and there’s a reason for everything you’ve put me through? Like all the times you puked on me in the shuttle?” 
 
    “I imagine that you feel the jump as time distorts around you, Raka.” 
 
    “Yes. It’s disconcerting to say the least,” I said. 
 
    “To me, it’s nauseating. It forces me to vomit, each time.” 
 
    “I can understand that. But why on me, every time? Another tracking device?” 
 
    “No, it was just funny.” Marco laughed. “Couldn’t help myself. Your face was priceless.” 
 
    “That I believe. So, these friends of yours…” 
 
    Pythagoras approached. “The Tonton Macoute.” 
 
    Marco’so face twisted at Pythagoras. “Don’t you mean the ISLF?” 
 
    “We are all portions of the ISLF. The Tonton Macoute is the hammer, so to speak. We believe it’s better to have separation of our diplomatic branch and our more forceful division.” 
 
    “So why the Tonton Macoute?” Marco said. 
 
    “We had the desire to keep our simian nature surreptitious, so we required masks of some form. We found a fantastic deal on gunnysacks, and it all fell in place. The Tonton Macoute was a better name to strike fear into the hearts of our enemies than the alternatives.” 
 
    “What alternative?” Marco said. 
 
    “The Gunnysack Gang or the Baggey-Men. There are some things I am incapable of enduring. Those names are two examples. Come now, we have a lot to discuss, including the providence of everyone at this juncture. Marco, what are your contemplations?” 
 
    “I have seen too much death for today. Take the commanders into custody and we’ll try them in accordance with our laws. Raka and Maven should be treated as royalty. Provide a funeral service to honor my dear friend Nicholai. No more killing, please.” 
 
    “So be it. Show our guests to the finest quarters,” Pythagoras said. Two guards bowed to Marco and me and escorted us out into their ship. As we walked away. Pythagoras ordered, “Secure all their armaments and heal all their combatants. The officers are to be taken into our custody for interrogation.” 
 
    As I walked away onto the docked ship, I had a bit of hope that this all might work out. That and a strange sense that I had forgotten something. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 39 
 
    Judgment Day 
 
      
 
    Pythagoras’ ship, Theono, had once been a massive freighter. However, if you didn’t know its history, you’d think it a luxury space yacht, built for royalty. The cargo area had been converted into hundreds of living units, common areas, small scale manufacturing, food production, commerce, entertainments options, educational facilities, and training areas. This ship could be completely self-sufficient for years, and I found that many of her inhabitants had been born and raised on her with no desire to ever leave.  
 
    I had been separated from Marco, who needed to speak privately with Pythagoras. They took me to guest quarters that would have been luxury apartments in most of the Galactic Empire. I didn’t realize how many bumps, bruises, cuts and sore spots I had until I tended to my wounds. As I worked on a gash on the back of my head, someone knocked on the door. I opened it to find a female bonobo. She did not speak, simply handing me a care package, smiling, and she left. The package contained fresh fruit, clean towels, pain killers, and a note from Marco: ‘Relax, this is going to take some time. Will send a page when we’re ready for you.’ 
 
    I lost track of time. I napped, relaxed, ate fruit, and for the first time in a long time, actually felt ‘safe’. I tired of all the fighting and struggling. I really hoped that these friends of Marco could be an answer to our prayers. I daydreamed that they could fix everything and I could just return to Gina. My daydream quickly interrupted by another knock on the door. This time a baboon. He handed me a card: ‘Follow me.’ 
 
    I followed and it was clear that he had never led a human before. He moved in ways I couldn’t copy; grabbing handholds and swinging over the obstacles that I had to go around. Because of this, I lost sight of him more than once. He’d finally stop, double back, and point to the card emphatically.  
 
    I said, “I can’t do what you can do. You’ll need to lead me by walking.”  
 
    His eyes rolled upward and his lip curled into a snarl but eventually complied. He opened a door and nodded. 
 
    Pythagoras sat in the center of an arena, surrounded by four guards. Marco sat to his right. I scanned the room to find it filled with what looked like hundreds of each of the primates. While I saw pockets that were mostly one type, it looked like a random grouping for the most part. An orangutan acted as an usher and guided me to the front of the room, pointing out a chair for me, facing Pythagoras. As soon as I sat down, he started. 
 
    “By the power vested in me in accordance with ISLF law and jurisdiction, I hereby call this hearing to order. I have received the testimonial statements of Marco, reviewed the logs of the shuttle, hence renamed Black Swan, as well as the auto-log of the Dissolute. The judgments issued on this day are conclusive without recourse. My first order of business is to announce the fate of the non-officers of the Dissolute. As none of you actually know our location our plans, you are not a threat to us. We will keep all your weapons and find you transport into Imperial space. You may choose to tell the authorities that you were overtaken by a ship full of primates without getting a shot off if you like, however, this course of action has a high likelihood of getting you brutally killed by the Emperor. I recommend you keep your mouths shut and consider yourselves very lucky.” 
 
    A sigh of relief was heard through the ranks. Several men bowed their heads in a gesture of thanks. 
 
    “Now, for the officers. Please deliver Ms. Briggam before me.”  
 
    A pair of guards; a gorilla and a baboon escorted her in front of Pythagoras. “Ms. Briggam.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, her voice cracking. 
 
    “Yours is a problematic case. Based upon your profile and history, you are deserving of the death penalty.” 
 
    Natastia gasped. “But…” 
 
    “Allow me to continue. While you may well be deserving of the death penalty, we also witnessed your actions once you comprehended that Mr. Smiles was cognizant of his situation, and you released him without incident. I had also conferred with Mr. Smiles, and I am convinced that he is concerned for your well-being. You are too dangerous to release back to the Empire as you know too much about us, the location of this planet, and our plans. Mr. Smiles will require someone to look after him as he convalesces from his surgical procedure as well as freedom orientation. Therefore, I sentence you to be his caretaker for the rest of both of your lives. You may not return to Imperial Space again, but you will be allowed freedoms here based upon earning them.” 
 
    “Thank you. I’ll prove to you that this was a wise decision,” Natastia said as she led escorted out. 
 
    Pythagoras turned to the doctor. “Doctor Mitch Sorren. From my research, you signed up for this mission to earn credits to pay for certain enhancements. Would you mind explaining yourself?” 
 
    “You are correct. Doctors are expected to have all the latest equipment to make a diagnosis and a treatment plan, immediately upon seeing a patient. That requires implants. My corneas are the latest offering, and I have an encyclopedia chip installed. These aren’t inexpensive. Ms. Briggam offered to pay for the procedures if I served as the ship’s doctor on this trip.” 
 
    “While you made a mistake in the company you keep, I see no example of you doing any harm during this mission. However, there is one special request that Marco has made of you as an act of repentance.” 
 
    “What is it?” Dr. Sorren said. 
 
    “Return with him to the local planet and heal a subject of his choice.” 
 
    Marco said, “Gina.” 
 
     Pythagoras cleared his throat. “Her name is Gina. Then you can return to us and can make a choice. We are in need of a good doctor and you would be rewarded well. Or you may return to the Empire.” 
 
    “Thank you, Pythagoras. I will travel with Marco and treat this subject with the best medicine in the Empire.”  
 
    My heart raced, tears of joy filled my eyes, and I couldn’t help but interject a loud ‘Thank you!’ at the news. My prayers were being answered, right before me, by furry angels. 
 
    “Now we come to Perry Tremblan, the ship’s statistician and navigator. Mr. Tremblan, please step forward.”  
 
    Perry stood up and approached the bench. “Your honor.” 
 
    “Mr. Tremblan. I understand that you are quite a statistician, however, you failed to predict this turn of events. Care you to predict what your verdict will be?” 
 
    “Based upon the previous judgments, I can predict with over eighty-two percent confidence that you will allow me to live, but due to the nature of my job on the Dissolute, and the fact that I know precisely how to get here, I’m too dangerous to return to the Empire.” 
 
    “Your statement is factual, Mr. Tremblan. What are we to do with you?” 
 
    “I would expect that my services would be just as valuable to you as they were to the Empire.” 
 
    “I believe I would find it agreeable to debate stratagem with you, Mr. Tremblan. We’ll make sure you are well cared for. Now, Denton Morrow, you are next.” 
 
    Denton slowly approached the bench. “Yes?” 
 
    “Denton, I’ve reviewed your case in some detail. I understand that you never really wanted to enter the imperial service, is that correct?” 
 
    “Yes, it is, sir.” 
 
    “What was your principal selection of vocation?”  
 
    “I wanted to be a poet.” 
 
    “A poet. Truly? Would you mind reciting one of your poems for us?” 
 
    Denton eyes looked upward. He cleared his throat, then started: 
 
      
 
    “Of all the things I’ve lost, there’s one that stands out, 
 
    When I stop to think about it, it makes me want to pout, 
 
    The thing I miss the most in the darkest of night, 
 
    It’s not my mind, although that’s up there too, 
 
    It’s the way I used to smile before I met you! 
 
    I hope you get your head caught in a mining drill, 
 
    Buzz, whirl, splat! Don’t stop until, 
 
    There’s nothing left, you evil horrible bitch! Die! Now! Do it!” 
 
    Dead silence fell upon the room. Eyes darted back and forth until one lone bonobo stood up and started a slow clap. Bonobos from all over joined in, until every one of them clapped, screeched, called and jumped in their seats. 
 
    “Mr. Morrow, it appears that you have quite a talent for bonobo poetry. That’s a very rare talent indeed. I believe we’ve found a career for you with us.” 
 
    Denton Morrow beamed. “You mean I can write poetry all day long?”  
 
    “You’ll have to do some recitals, sign autographs, and speaking engagements of course.” 
 
    Denton Morrow chuckled as the bonobos cheered him on. “Wow. Just wow!”  
 
    “Maven Blackheart.”  
 
    Maven stood up silently.  
 
    “You have shown no love for the Empire and have served us well. You are free to go as you please.” 
 
    Maven bowed, and disappeared almost immediately. “Thank you.”  
 
    “As for you, Raka Varoule, Marco here has told me a great deal about you. He explained how you were willing to sacrifice everything to protect Earth. He’s also convinced me of the importance Earth could play in our fight for freedom.” 
 
    “I don’t want Earth involved,” I said. 
 
    “We will not bring Earth into the battle. But ultimately, the conflict will reach there. We will be here to help defend it.” 
 
    I could never have hoped for as much. “Thank you. Thank you so much!”  
 
    “We would prefer that you be our connection on Earth.” 
 
    “I would be delighted.” 
 
    “Now, that should conclude all of the deliberations.” 
 
    I had a terrible thought. “But…” 
 
    “But what, Raka?” 
 
    “What about Magnus Aldis? What happened to him?” 
 
    “Who?” Pythagoras said as a chill ran down my spine.  
 
      
 
    Chapter 40 
 
    Sacrificial Swan 
 
     
 
    After a brief explanation of who Magnus was and his capabilities, Pythagoras dispatched his guards and troops on a search mission for the man. With three ships docked together and untold places to hide amongst them, we expected the search to take some time. Pythagoras insisted that I wait inside the room they had provided for me until had been found and captured. I had my instructions: keep my door locked, and a guard would be posted outside, just in case.  
 
    I waited nervously, wondering how long it would take them to capture Magnus. I knew that could kill without remorse, and possibly with glee. I went from hoping that they had captured and killed him, to maybe he found a way to escape, to thankful I sat behind a locked door and an armed guard. Being trapped, my mind raced. I tried to relax, and luckily found a bottle of wine in the refrigerator, pouring myself a tall glass. The wine tasted strong and a bit sweet, but good enough for my needs. I heard a knock. My heart skipped a beat as the knock repeated. “What is it?” 
 
    “All clear. Open the door.” The voice said. 
 
    “Who’s there?” 
 
    “Just one of the apes. Let me in.”  
 
    My butt immediately clinched tight enough to turn a lump of coal into a diamond. I recognized Magnus’s voice. 
 
    “Open the fucking door!” 
 
    I didn’t answer. I had to find something to protect me. I grabbed the wine bottle. I’d break it over the counter top and I’d stab the bastard right in the chest; at least I’d try. I slammed the bottle on the counter. It failed to break, bounced back and hit me in the forehead. I screamed, my head throbbed, and hand stung from the strike. I turned back to the door as the doorknob flew off it. The door flung open. What I saw would torment me for the rest of my days. 
 
    Magnus Aldis entered. He had killed and skinned one the gorilla guards and wore the skin as a mask. Blood dripped from the neck and eyeholes, the vision a grotesque mockery of a once living noble creature. He had the gorilla’s armor and ax. I had nowhere to run. 
 
    Magnus peeled back the gorilla face. “And I thought they smelled bad on the outside! That thing’s still hot. Nasty-ass gorilla. Anyway, you, Raka... you’re my ticket out of here.” 
 
    “Me?” I said. 
 
    “Don’t be stupid. You found a barbarian world, you know where it is, and you’re going to get me there in your shuttle. When we get there, with what I know and can do, I’ll be a king. Always wanted to be a king.”  
 
    “I won’t do it.” 
 
    “Don’t pretend to be brave. I’ll skin you next if you cause me any trouble.” He crossed the room in a few quick steps and grabbed hold of my arm. Before I could react, he had spun me around and had both my arms behind my back. He wrapped what felt like wet strips of gorilla skin around my hands and tied them tightly. “Try anything at all, and I’ll chop off your head and crap down your neck.” 
 
    “I believe that you would.” 
 
    “Now, I need to do something about the lights.” He pried a control panel off the wall, looked inside, and pulled out a handful of wires. “These freighters have a fatal flaw. All l I need to do is connect the main to the ground and circuit breakers will trip all over the ship.” He fiddled with the wires for a moment, cursed as a spark arced and stung his hand, and the lights went out. Backup lighting came on, but I could only see a few feet ahead of me. “Let’s go.”  
 
    We marched at double time through the halls of the Theono, then through the portal to the Dissolute. He shoved me aboard and we made our way to a control room. He threw the main breaker and the power shut down on the Dissolute as well, but this time everything went silent. Piercingly loud, warbling klaxons indicated that life support had been shut down as well. The crew of the Dissolute ran to battle stations and someone ran directly into me, knocking me to the floor. Magnus picked me up and as he did, I felt something poking into my leg, stabbing me like a tiny knife. I struggled, realizing again that I couldn’t move my arms. 
 
    Magnus shoved me face first on the floor. I turned to see him keying in an access code on the docking barbs and then manually turning an emergency seal to close off the shuttle door. As the barbs released, I felt the shuttle being pushed away from the Dissolute. He hadn’t bothered to seal its door, so when the barbs released, the Dissolute’s air vented to space. The shuttle pitched at an odd angle as he sprayed a foam into the puncture holes from the barbs. He grabbed me by the arms and pushed me into a chair in the cockpit, then tied me in place. 
 
    He took the controls and piloted the shuttle away. “You move, you die.”  
 
    I caught a brief view of the Theono and Dissolute as he piloted us away. The atmosphere escaping through the hatch had thrust the combination into a peculiar spin, putting additional pressure and the barbs holding the two ships together. After the fourth awkward spin, I saw them come apart at the seal, air escaping both ships rapidly. Magnus jammed the thrust control to maximum. I dropped heavily in my seat as the other ships disappeared from view. 
 
    “This planet you found. They got girls, right?” Magnus said in a creepy tone. “What am I saying? Of course they do. They’re gonna’ love me. You got a girl there, Raka? I betcha’ do. I’ll make her mine first. It’s the least I can do for ya’.” 
 
    Impotent rage grew inside me, gnawing at my mind and poisoning my thoughts. I’d do anything to prevent him from getting to Earth. Anything at all. 
 
      
 
    Days passed on that shuttle, we accelerated hard toward Earth. Magnus tormented me with descriptions of the things he’d do once we arrived. I don’t believe a more vile man ever existed, and I am responsible for leading him to the one planet that still had some good left in it. Luckily for me, he found a hidden stash of drugs on the shuttle. Magnus tried everything and ended up on a bender that kept him awake and wild for forty hours straight. Then he finally passed out. 
 
    I worked against the ropes until my skin turned raw and blood oozed from my wounds. Whatever stuck me in the leg had left a puncture wound, evident by a large red spot on my pants. After hours of trying, I got loose from the ropes holding me to the chair. I stood and stumbled as my legs had gone numb, but I managed to back up against the ax he had propped against the wall. I cut through my bindings and stared at the weapon.  
 
    Could I kill him with it?  
 
    I imagined myself swinging it with all my might. I started to pick it up and realized its weight. I could barely swing it. If I missed or just injured him, he’d surely kill me. I set the ax back down and felt another sharp pain in my leg.  
 
    I reached down into my pocket, retrieving the painful object, recognizing it immediately as a detonator, just like the one Maven had given me when we first arrived at Earth. This one had been too powerful and would blow us all up, so she handed me the other one. She had kept it pinned in her top, and the pin had been sticking me. Maven. She ran into me as Magnus led me off of the Dissolute, knocking me to the ground, and in the process giving me the way to solve this dilemma. I don’t know how, but she knew I would need this.  
 
    I would have to make the ultimate sacrifice; blow myself up and take this evil creature with me. I activated the detonator just like I had the previous one so long ago. I set the timer as short as possible, but it wouldn’t take any entry less than five minutes. With a deep breath, I pressed the commit button and pinned it to Magnus’s chair. I stared at the timer. My mind raced: I’m going to die out here in space. They’ll never find me, there’ll be no burial, service, or casket. 
 
    The caskets!  
 
    Maven said that the ship had been outfitted with two caskets; single person escape pod designed to survive a crash landing into stone. I had one chance and had to try it. 
 
    I ran to the casket. I found it larger than I imagined, but when I swung the door open I realized it was because the casing contained a thick layer of nanocarbon. I climbed inside and the door closed. I heard a computerized voice. 
 
    “Welcome to the CSK nine-thousand personal escape device. Your first choice for survival when things go wrong in space. The CSK nine-thousand is designed to protect you in case of crash landing, sudden decompression, unexpected explosion, or other catastrophic anomalies in space or atmosphere. The CSK nine-thousand: Saving lives for all that can afford it. Please say ‘engage’to begin lock down procedure and stasis system.” 
 
    I yelled ‘Engage!’ as a ball of fire approached the tiny clear faceplate. The detonator had gone off and everything went black. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 41 
 
    Pythagorean Theory 
 
      
 
    Official log and historical record of Pythagoras, Log Entry CR3T4402-A 
 
      
 
    To the historians that will undoubtedly chronicle these events, I apologize for the tardiness of this entry. The operation took an unexpectedly dreadful turn of events, and we’ve been in emergency mode for the past fortnight. Our crew has done a yeoman’s job of repairing the Theono, but sadly, we determined the Dissolute unsalvageable. Some of her crew did make it aboard the Theono before she lost all her atmosphere. Those crew members have now vowed an oath to our cause.  
 
    The Dissolute has been reduced to nothing more than a minuscule moon, now orbiting Sol-7. We detected an anomaly within the system; sadly, our sensors lack the focusing capability to process detailed information, just a general location. Maven Blackheart believed that it had to be the shuttle exploding, certain Raka had detonated it. She and Marco insisted that we search the area in case he had somehow escaped. We searched for days and found nothing. This freighter’s sensors are designed to avoid asteroids from light-years away, not to find a tiny object in space. 
 
    Based upon the evidence found and testimony of his comrades, I finally declared that Raka had sacrificed himself to protect Earth and should forever be remembered as Earth’s protector and hero. I theorized that none from Earth will ever know the sacrifice he made to protect that barbarian world. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 42 
 
    Marco Polo 
 
      
 
    Personal Auto-journal entry for Agent M; 26 Juanes, 3rd cycle of Klout, 11248 G.E.S. 
 
      
 
    After the events on the Theono, and the explosion of the shuttle The Black Swan, I felt a sense of debt to Raka, Gina, and their friends back on Earth. It took calling in all the favors I could and threatening to leave the cause, but I convinced Pythagoras to allow me an indulgence of taking Doctor Sorren with me back there to the planet that had become my home. 
 
    We found Gina first, and with the help of the Verbalizer, I told her that Raka would not be coming back. My heart shattered like a crystal glass flung to a concrete floor as she cried out his name, falling to her knees, sobbing incoherently. I explained how we searched for him, but we believed he had sacrificed himself in an effort to protect her and all of Earth, and that he would forever be remembered as a hero. 
 
    It took some time for her to calm down, but I she finally agreed to allow Doctor Sorren to treat her. He injected her with a syringe of nanobots to destroy the cancer attacking her frail body. I stayed with her for a few weeks until absolutely certain the treatment worked. During that time, I also had the doctor look at Mumblin’ Moe’s tongue, and after a quick procedure, Moe talked fine, although oddly with a British accent. The Doctor said these things happen some times. 
 
    I explained to Gina that I was in communication with people that could help Earth if the “bad people” arrive, and that I would keep an eye on things from a safe spot. I didn’t tell her that I intended to go back to the big house that Nicholai had built as a base. With my knowledge and abilities along with the Verbalizer allowing me to communicate freely, I could set up a nice base of operations. 
 
    I still find myself looking toward the night sky, over the fields of poppies and ganja, with the smell of rum cooking, with the faint hope that Raka somehow survived. What I wouldn’t give just to throw up on that man one last time.  
 
      
 
    The End 
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